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Аннотация
Nobody ever told Marvin Mackleschmidt that becoming an interplanetary pilot would be easy. It�s even tougher, however, however, when you�re a little bit chicken. The kind of chicken that wears feathers and clucks, that is. When disaster strikes Lagrange station, can Marvin overcome his genetic handicap and save the hundreds of passengers whose lives depend on him?


Phil Geusz
LAGRANGE
A Novella


I

�We live in an age of true space exploitation,� Commodore Tottson said, winding up his formal speech. �An age where ordinary people can and do live out their entire lives in habitats such as this magnificent Lagrange station without ever stopping to think about the fact that they are immersed in the most hostile environment ever colonized by Mankind.� The distinguished explorer smiled, displaying a perfect set of teeth that contrasted nicely with his midnight-black coveralls and coffee-colored features. The Commodore was a very handsome man, with graying hair. His uniform looked as if it had just come from the tailor shop, and his shoes were so perfectly polished that they could have been used as shaving mirrors. �It is said that even the most impressive of technological miracles becomes commonplace over time,� he continued, �and perhaps the truest measure of our triumph is the very normalcy of Lagrange�s lifestyle. Merchants can spend their days thinking about buying and selling, not about where their next breath of air is going to come from. We attend our temples and churches and mosques on holy days, free to contemplate sacred texts instead of worrying about orbital decay. Children may go about the terribly serious business of growing up without fear of sudden power failures. Most of our citizenry has never put on a vacuum suit in their lives, and probably will never have a need to. Indeed, Lagrange�s accidental mortality rate is far lower than that of Oslo, Nairobi, or Chicago.
�Yet despite our seeming triumph, very real dangers remain. There is only hard vacuum to be found beyond our hulls, and our very existences depend upon highly sophisticated and complex life support mechanisms. As certified Command Navigators, the very highest responsibility of each and every one of you will be to ensure the safety of those in your care. Because things have become so easy, you will be the seasoned space hand; there will likely be no one else around able to help you. You must be prepared to improvise and to find creative ways to keep vital gear running. You must be skilled in EVA work, and you must know how to lead. There are very few of us left, we true spacemen, and our duties grow in importance every day.� He smiled again; clearly this was the end of Tottson�s routine speech. There were fourteen of us in the class, and all of us applauded heartily.
�Thank you!� Commander Mayberry said from the side of the room as she too applauded our guest speaker. �Thank you, sir, for a most welcome visit!�
�It�s quite all right,� Tottson said modestly. �I�m certain that these young men and women will someday soon be paying courtesy calls on me in my cockpit. And I them, of course.� He paused and smiled again. �In fact, I understand that I have a working Brother already in the room, fully rated for intra-orbital pod work. Is that correct?�
Suddenly the room went dead silent, and I blushed under my feathers.
�Yes,� Mrs. Mayberry replied after a hesitation that was only a fraction of second too long. �Yes, Marvin Mackleschmidt is a working pod pilot.�
�Indeed!� the Commodore replied heartily, looking out over the classroom. �That�s a terrific responsibility for one so young, and the qualifications are not all that much less than for a Command Navigator.�
�Yes,� my instructor replied. Gamely, she tried to change the subject. �Tell me, Commodore. On your last trip out to the Kuiper belt you found some most interesting-�
Tottson, however, was having none of it. Imperiously, he raised his hand and cut off Mayberry. �Who is this pod pilot?� he asked. �I�d like to pay a courtesy call, so to speak.�
Suddenly I had a headache. Technically, as a Pod pilot I was indeed entitled to recognition as a brother Navigator, albeit barely. However, I�d much rather have crawled under a rock.
There was a second long silence. Then, finally I raised my hand.
�Ah!� the Commodore replied, his smile barely flickering as I stood and smoothed out my plumage. His self-control was most impressive; it wasn�t every day that you found yourself confronted by a six-foot-tall chicken man. Tottson was politeness personified; if I chose to present myself to the world as a chicken, his manner clearly stated, it was no business whatsoever of his. �So you�re the over-achiever!� He stepped across the room and extended his hand. �Pleased to meet you, ah� Brother. What ship?�
I gulped. The Commodore had been my hero since long before my voice had changed. I�d read every single one of his logs, and watched every docu-drama ever made about his adventures. There was no way out, not after he�d gone so far out of his way to be nice to me. I had to answer no matter how badly I wanted to deny the terrible truth. �Aphrodite, sir� I replied.
Tottson�s face froze, and I looked down at the ground. �PT-69!� a classmate offered helpfully.
�The Pussy Pod!� another chimed in. There was a muffled snicker.
There was another long, awkward silence. It stretched out until Tottson realized that he was standing stock-still, gripping my unmoving hand. �Well!� he answered, releasing me. �Well��
�Marvin has a perfect safety record after three months,� my teacher interjected, attempting to defend my honor. Mrs. Mayberry had been my Pod certification instructor as well. I liked her a lot; she was allowing me to take her very expensive courses on credit. �He�s doing well.�
�It�s a tremendous honor to meet you, sir,� I mumbled, still looking down at the floor.
The Commodore nodded curtly, then returned to the front of the room. �Three months of perfect safety,� he began again, though clearly his heart was no longer in it. �Three months without a single hard docking, without a downcheck of any kind. Now, three months isn�t exactly a world�s record; I�ve met a very few remarkable men with thirty years and more of such exemplary service. But three months is a solid beginning that each and every one of you should take note of��
No one was paying attention, however. Instead, everyone was staring at the single white feather that had somehow found its way from my head onto the left shoulder of the Commodore�s otherwise immaculate space-black uniform.

II

Twenty minutes later, I was boarding a taxi. Aphrodite was located clear at opposite end of Lagrange from where my classes were held. There was no way that I could walk such a distance, even though I was trying to keep expenses under control. My pod made its run at twelve-hour intervals, and right at the moment there was no relief pilot available. I had a schedule to keep.
�One credit, please� the taxi�s mechanical voice intoned as I climbed in. I tossed a coin in the hopper. �Thank you, Sir or Ma�am� the voice replied. The simple machine was baffled by my plumage, I knew. It happened every time. �Destination?�
�Sixty-Series dock bay,� I enunciated carefully. Aphrodite was docked at lock number sixty-nine, of course. My employer had paid extra to get that specific number.
�Yes, sir!� the cab answered me, sounding more confident now that it had established my gender from the sound of my voice. For a brief moment I was pressed against the seat as we accelerated, and then I was on my way. �There are many fun places to go and entertaining things to do at Lagrange Station,� the cab said. �Especially for adults.�
�Do tell,� I replied wearily. The only way to shut off the cab�s ad track was to insert another credit, which I had no intention whatsoever of doing.
�Truly!� the cab replied, interpreting my remark as genuine interest. �In fact, there are several attractions to be found in the immediate vicinity of the Sixty-Series Docks. The most famous of these is the Henhouse Gentlemen�s Club.�
I closed my eyes and sighed. This was at least the thousandth time I�d heard this spiel.
�For those who are of legal age,� the taxi continued after waiting in vain for my reply, �the Henhouse offers a truly exhilarating and congenial entertainment experience.� There was a short pause. �They have a lot of nice girls.�
There were no windows in the taxi, as the tracks often passed through privately owned areas where prying eyes were unwelcome. So I sat in my seat looking straight ahead, offering the cab no encouragement at all. The ads were less obnoxious that way.
�The Henhouse was conceived by Beauregard Montclair,� the cab explained. �It�s based on a similar establishment that was once located just outside La Grange, Texas back home on Earth. It became the most famous establishment of its kind in its day, a place where range-weary cowboys could come for a little rest and relaxation from time to time. There was once even a major Broadway play made about it. Mr. Montclair and his staff are determined that today�s spacefaring cowboys should be able to find similar opportunities for rest and recreation located conveniently near Lagrange station.�
I rolled my eyes. The Henhouse was a bordello, pure and simple. We had a bar, yes, but the girls were our bread and butter. Prostitution was illegal in Lagrange Station, but the Lagrange Board of Aldermen was only empowered to regulate a sphere of space a hundred clicks in radius. The Henhouse orbited precisely one hundred and one kilometers out at all times. Part of my job was making damned certain that we never, ever drifted any closer. As things stood, the Aldermen could only stare at us spinning outside their portholes and fume impotently as their more adventurous sprits spent every spare credit just beyond their legal grasp. Beauregard was becoming very rich, very quickly. And the girls themselves weren�t doing too badly, either.
�The cover charge is only a hundred credits,� the cab continued. �This amount covers your transfer fare both ways aboard the newly-refurbished pod Aphrodite, and two complimentary drinks. More exotic pleasures are available at reasonable charges.�
Much more exotic pleasures, I thought to myself. Much, much more exotic.
The cab began to slow. �I hope that you�ll take the time to sample the truest pleasures of life, sir,� it admonished me as we came to a smooth stop. �Dock Sixty-Nine. Be sure and tell them that the Lagrange Cab Company sent you and get a third drink free. We wouldn�t steer you wrong.�
Yeah, yeah, yeah, I thought as I piled out, tossing my school computer over my shoulder. Be sure that your company gets its percentage of the take, you mean. Beauregard preferred to keep his patrons well lubricated; they would get that third drink for free regardless. Drunken johns were far more generous with their wallets than were sober ones.
As always, the Sixty-Series docks were among the busiest in Lagrange. Reserved for orbit-to-orbit pods only, they handled perhaps a third of Lagrange�s total traffic. Dock Sixty-Nine was located all the way out at the far end of things. It was usually a far longer walk to Aphrodite than mere distance would seem to dictate.
�Hello, Marvin!� one of my fellow pilots called out as I passed Dock Sixty-Two, moving just as quickly as I could with my head held low. It was Jacob Fox, an acquaintance of long standing. �Been out scratching up some new business?� He laughed, and so did most of the others standing around with him. Sixty-Two was home to Excalibur, which shuttled at high boost between Lagrange and Armstrong Station, our newer and smaller twin located over at L-Four. Excalibur catered strictly to the carriage trade, ferrying men and women to whom time was far more valuable than money. Conning Excalibur was a very cushy job, one virtually guaranteed to move Jacob quickly up the incredibly competitive piloting ladder. He was piling up kilometers and making important contacts, while I was running the whorehouse tram, logging a miserable hundred clicks on each circuit.
And his boss hadn�t made him get himself made over into a chicken as a condition of employment, either!
�Hi, Jacob!� I called back, trying not to admire Excalibur�s sleek lines through the ports. �I�m afraid that we�ve already got all the business that we can handle.�
�I�m not surprised,� Jacob replied. �The Fleet�s in, after all.� Everyone laughed again.
I felt myself blushing under the feathers. The mining Fleet was in; that was how Commodore Tottson happened to be available to come speak to my class. Even worse, it was also payday for the construction riggers who were working massive overtime to expand our South Pole extracting facilities. The Henhouse would be full to overflowing tonight.
�The working girls get no rest when the Fleet�s in,� Jacob repeated nastily. �Maybe you�ll have to help them out? What with all those feathers, a man could get confused. One hole�s as good as another if you�re drunk enough.�
I stopped in my tracks and clenched my fists angrily, then began walking again as the laughter died away behind me. I was still a very new and green Pod pilot, and I knew it. Having a fistfight on my record was no way to earn a prestigious, dignified deep-space run someday, not when there were plenty of other qualified pilots out there without criminal records who would line up three-deep to take the job. In fact, I was rather beginning to suspect that I held the only piloting job in the known universe that certified pilots would not line up three deep for. No wonder Beauregard had hired me despite my inexperience. No one else had been desperate enough to apply.
A few johns were already sitting around drinking in Aphrodite�s waiting area when I arrived. This was fairly normal; most of our clientele spent weeks saving up every penny for a trip out to the Henhouse, only to blow every last credit they owned and begin the cycle again. Most of the men were wearing deep-space coveralls; they were from the Fleet. A few were dressed in civilian attire, however, ranging from inexpensive casual shorts to full formal tights and doublets. Three of the private rooms were already spoken for, I could see. The private rooms were a royal pain in the butt for my crew and I; they were provided (at a price) for those who wished to remain anonymous. Arnold was working the bar when I walked up. �Hello, Marvin!� he greeted me as I stepped up to the rail. �How�s tricks?�
�Don�t ask,� I replied as my fellow Henhouse Staffer poured me a non-alcoholic cola to drink. If Beauregard had been around I�d have had to pay like everyone else, but at the moment he was Earthside trying to sweet-talk his investors into backing an expansion. �Thank you,� I said as he pressed it into my hand.
�Don�t mention it,� my coworker replied with a very friendly smile. Arnold had originally been recruited as Talent, not Staff. In the beginning the Henhouse had catered to the gay crowd as well as the straight, and Arnold had been remade into a Nordic-looking muscleman as part of the effort. The experiment had simply not worked out, however, and the Henhouse had gone hetero-male only. That left Arnold with a huge morphing bill and no easy way to pay it off. So Beauregard had kept him on as Staff, even though he was probably paying far too much for him. My boss might be a cheapskate in some ways, I knew. But in other ways he was genuinely a man of honor as well. I would have really liked Arnold if he hadn�t so obviously had the hots for me. It was the feathers, he�d explained once. The feathers made me irresistible.
So I didn�t linger at the bar, instead carrying my drink with me as I began my preflight inspection. Aphrodite floated in solitary splendor outside the Dock Sixty-Nine windows, her violently pink paint glowing warmly in the sunlight. I took a moment to visually inspect her hull, which encompassed the first items on my checklist. There was no visual damage, check. No extra mooring lines affixed, check. No workers present, check. Lurid big-breasted cartoon-chicken murals spread out for all the world to see, check�
I sighed as I entered the elevator and lowered myself down into Aphrodite herself. The Pussy Pod, everyone else called her, even her passengers. Once she had been a mining pod, ferrying gasses and other volatiles from station to station all around cislunar space. Beauregard had bought her for a song, however, and then converted her huge internal volume into multi-decked short-hop passenger seating. Aphrodite, as Beauregard had renamed her, had far more power than was needed for the kind of start-and-stop work that she and I performed every day. However, her engines would last forever under such low demand, and otherwise she suited her new role perfectly.
There was even plenty of room for free advertising on her swollen, billboard-like flanks.
Everything came up green as I sipped on my cola, and soon Arnold was speaking to me over the intercom. �We�re about ready out here,� he said. �Just a couple more to strap down.�
�Right,� I agreed.
�It�s a huge crowd,� he added. �I�ve never seen anything like it. We�ve topped out.�
�Really?� I asked, checking my mass-meter. Sure enough, it indicated the largest figure that I�d ever recorded.
�Really,� Arnold replied emphatically. �We�ll have a full three hundred aboard the Henhouse. I actually had to turn people away. That�s a first.�
I shook my head. Three hundred? The Henhouse was just a collection of orbital shacks, really, assembled together into two equal masses and then spun about a center for gravity. It was certified safe for three hundred, I knew. But where would we put them all? And how could the girls possibly serve so many customers in a mere twelve hours?
Well, neither of those were my problems. I was just the pilot, after all. And the maintenance man. And the piano player, for the next twelve hours. �Three hundred,� I agreed. �Well, Beauregard will be pleased, at least. Up ship in about five minutes?�
�About,� Arnold agreed. �See you at home, hon.� Then he made a kissing sound into the microphone, and switched off.
I sighed and shook my head before getting down to business. �PT-Sixty-Nine to Control,� I said formally into the radio. �Peter Thomas-Six-Niner to Control. This is Aphrodite. Do you read me, over?�
�Poon Tang Six-Niner,� a voice responded instantly. �This is Control. We have you loud and clear. Our computers have received your flight plan. Clearance is granted. You may fly the coop at will.�
I clicked my beak together angrily. Damnit, I was a certified Command Navigator! I outranked this guy! Then I closed my eyes and counted ten. �Roger, Control� I replied, my voice cool and formal once more. I could be professional, even if no one else around Lagrange seemingly could. �I estimate departure in approximately three minutes. I will advise you when we up-ship.�
�Roger,� the voice replied. �We�ll set our egg timer. Control out.�
Once more my fists balled up. A launch was a launch, damnit, even it was just the Pussy Pod making a lousy hundred-click hop! This was serious business! There were human lives at stake! Then the door buzzer rang.
�Who is it?� I asked angrily. �What do you want?
�Commodore Tottson,� a very deep voice said from the other side of the hatch. �Commodore Tottson, come to pay his professional respects. Would you allow me the honor of cockpit privileges, sir?�

III

�Holy shit!� I cried out, leaping to my feet. No one had ever paid me a courtesy call before, least of all Commodore Tottson! Heart racing, I pressed the intercom button. �Of course, sir. It would be an honor.� Frantically I leapt around the cockpit, straightening papers and making sure that all was shipshape. Then I very carefully brushed back my comb, inhaled and exhaled slowly three times, and opened the hatch.
�Good afternoon,� the Commodore greeted me in his deep bass tones. He extended his hand.
I took it in both of mine and shook it firmly. �Good afternoon,� I repeated rather inanely. �I am deeply honored, sir.�
He made a dismissive gesture. �The honor is all mine, Mr. Mackleschmidt.� The Commodore paused for a moment. �I believe that we�ve rather gotten off on the wrong foot with each other. I�ve come to try and make things right.�
My beak dropped open. The Commodore was apologizing? To me? �I� I��
The big man smiled, flashing his perfect white teeth. �That, and I�ll admit that I�m planning to cut off a little bit of trim, as well. I�m a single man, as you know. Deep space can be a mighty lonely place at times.� He cocked his head to one side. �May I call you Marvin?�
Somewhere deep within my brain, important gears were spinning at high rates of speed without engaging anything at all. �Uh-huh,� I replied dully.
�Great!� the Commodore replied. �I�m Alexander, or Alec to my friends.� He looked at the copilot�s chair, and I took my cue.
�Please,� I gushed. �Please, be seated. Make yourself at home! I�m, uh, in final sequence and, uh�.�
�Right,� Tottson replied with nod. �Of course. I�ll just sit and watch until we�re under way.�
I watched as he strapped himself in with practiced ease, then rang up Arnold. �How are the cattle doing?� I asked once I had him on the line.�
�Just about� Wait! Peggy Sue is giving me the high sign now. You�re clear on this end, Marvin.�
�Roger,� I acknowledged formally. �We are clear in the cabin.� Then I checked in with Control. �This is Peter Thomas Six-Niner,� I enunciated one last time. �I intend to up ship in three-zero seconds.�
�Roger that,� Control replied. �You are clear to fly, Poon Tang Six Niner. Another Venus expedition departs!�
�Those guys looked mighty horny to me, Poon Tang Six Niner!� an unknown voice added. �Watch out for Uranus!�
My eyes narrowed in rage; this was the usual drill whenever I left Lagrange, of course, and that was bad enough. But it was a hundred times worse with Commodore Tottson sitting beside me, silent as a sphinx. Once again, I forced myself to breathe naturally and behave like a professional. �Up ship in three, two, one� Now!� I declared as the computer released the docking ring at precisely the correct second.
In the old days, I knew, science fiction writers had predicted that transorbital craft like Aphrodite and Excalibur would inevitably dock in the center of spinning stations like Lagrange, for ease of navigation. They had not, however, anticipated either the overcrowding that had developed at Lagrange�s poles or the degree to which fusion power and high-speed computers would simplify the art of celestial navigation. Only the very heaviest and most unwieldy craft docked at the poles; there simply wasn�t room for anyone else. All other traffic docked at the rim, where there was plenty of surface area and docking space was therefore cheaper. When the computer released our docking ring, Aphrodite was flung like a stone from a sling, and we went from one gee of acceleration to free-fall conditions in nothing flat.
It only lasted for a second or so, however; almost immediately Aphrodite�s engines began to fire, and presently we were keeping station and watching Lagrange�s huge hull spin merrily by. I turned to Tottson. �We�re routed via the South Pole, sir� I informed him. �I didn�t know that you were going to be aboard, but it worked out quite well.�
He flashed his smile again. �Indeed.�
Presently the computer fired the engines once more, and Lagrange�s nearly featureless hull began to crab sideways beneath us. Then we were past the Rim and crossing over the station�s ever-shadowed South Pole.
�Ah,� I heard Tottson sigh in pride and satisfaction as we passed over his mining Fleet and the fruits of their last expedition. A dozen huge snowballs, each of them miles across, floated solemnly like oversized pearls in the shadows, waiting to be processed into air and fertilizer and water and all of the myriad other needs of spaceborne humanity. Two of the snowballs were very bluish in color.
�I still can�t believe that you guys found methane out in the Kuiper,� I said, the pure wonder of the sight loosening my tongue.
Tottson chuckled, a deep rumbling sound. �It�s giving the astrophysicists fits,� he acknowledged. �Even the refinery folks are having trouble dealing with the Blueberries. I don�t care a whit, though. Those bergs are the richest ore that we�ve ever found. They�ll support every Station in the sky for months, each of them. Next trip, I intend to seek out more of the same.�
I nodded dreamily. The Kuiper was the far frontier of the human experience, the dividing line between what was known and what was unknown. It was dreams of the Kuiper that kept my tongue civil when others were making wisecracks at my expense. �They�re so very beautiful,� I murmured.
�Yeah,� Tottson agreed. �There�s so much beauty in space. Far more than most people ever realize.� Slowly we drifted past the Pole, and then the wondrous sight was gone. �There�s a tremendous amount of wonder out here,� Tottson said once his treasure trove had passed below the horizon. �Even for the Pussy Pilot.�
I flinched visibly, but said nothing.
�I�ve taken the liberty of checking up a bit on you,� Tottson continued remorselessly. �With Sister Mayberry and with a few others. You�ve had a pretty rough go of it.�
I shrugged. �Mom and Dad were murdered,� I explained. �It happens. You get over it.�
�Yes,� the Commodore agreed, peering at me intently. �You do.� There was another long silence. �You�re consistently at the top of your class, in pilotage matters at least. Yet this is the best job that you could find?�
�I don�t have any connections,� I replied honestly. �Most pilots, or at least most pilots who actually have jobs, are the sons or daughters or nieces or nephews of pilots.� I turned and looked Tottson in the eye. �Your mother was a Command Navigator. A very fine one. Very well-connected, too.�
He looked away. �Ouch,� he said softly. �But it�s true. So very true. We keep our little society very tightly closed. Too tightly, in my opinion.�
�I might have found something better,� I continued, �if I�d had the money to hold off just a little longer. But school�s expensive. I had to take whatever was open, right away, or else default on Mrs. Mayberry. And that wouldn�t exactly have been a proper way to thank her for helping along so much, now would it?�
�No,� Tottson agreed. �I suppose not.�
�And I want to be more than a pod pilot someday,� I continued. �I want to go into deep space. Then beyond, even. You�ve heard the rumors about a star drive too, I�m sure.�
The Commodore narrowed his eyes. �Yes, I�ve heard them.� Then he paused a moment before continuing. �But son! You�ve had yourself made over into a chicken, for heaven�s sake! You�re the butt of half the jokes in the System, and you know it! Do you really imagine that you�re ever going to be chosen to go interstellar after making a start like this?�
Once again, I shrugged. �You said it yourself, sir. I�ve made it ninety days without a single incident. In another ninety days, I�ll with luck have made it half a year, and so forth. Even more, I�ll have been honoring my debt to Mrs. Mayberry and thereby paying a pilot-Sister what I owe her. Would you rather have me try to pave my way to the stars by turning down paying work and defaulting on what I honestly owe?�
The Commodore pressed his lips together, then looked away and sighed. �I suppose not,� he said eventually. �Not when you put it like that. But still�� He turned to face me. �Son, you have such promise. And you�re throwing it all away!�
It was my turn to look away. �Maybe,� I agreed after a time. �Maybe I am throwing away my future. But if so I�ll have done it honestly according to my own lights, and in the end that what�s matters most. It matters even more than the stars.� I smiled weakly and fingered my beak; I still wasn�t used to it, not really. �Besides, it�s probably too late to worry about it now. Once the Pussy Pilot, always the Pussy Pilot.�
�Heh!� Tottson�s chuckle was a single explosive snort. We drifted along in silence for a while longer, and then the Commodore stood up to leave. �Well,� he said at last, clasping his hand on my shoulder, �I can honestly say that I�m proud to have met you, son. You�ve made me think about some things that maybe I needed to think about.�
It was against the rules for me to stand up while Aphrodite was under way, so I had to remain seated. I did, however, extend my hand one last time. �Sir,� I said. �You�ve always been a hero to me. Thank you so much for coming by.�
�It was my duty,� Tottson replied, smiling again. �My duty in the greater sense of the word.� He released my hand, but still clasped my shoulder. �Keep at it, son� he urged me. �Don�t give up on school, and keep right on pecking away at what you owe. You�ll get it paid off someday, and then you�ll be free to move on.�
I suddenly went stiff at Tottson�s choice of words, and then he too realized what he�d done. �Shit,� he mumbled, releasing my shoulder. �Damn! I mean��
�It�s all right,� I said resignedly, turning back towards the forward port. �Don�t worry; I�m pretty much used to it by now.�
For just a moment longer Tottson stood stock still, trying to find something more to say. Then he finally slumped in defeat, clasped my shoulder one last time, and retreated to the main cabin.
Docking at the Henhouse was a far simpler matter than at Lagrange; since Aphrodite was the only pod to utilize the lock on anything like a regular basis, there wasn�t any crowding at the axis and rim docking wasn�t necessary. I stood by and watched carefully as the computer first spun us to exactly the same rate as our dumbbell-shaped destination, then eased us up to the lock and latched on. �All secure,� I said into the log recorder. Then I called up my friends at Lagrange. �Control, this is Poon-I mean, this is Peter Thomas Six-Niner,� I intoned formally. �We are coupled and secure.�
�Confirmed, Six-Niner� the controller acknowledged. �You are coupled and secure. I certainly hope that you�re wearing a condom. Control out.�
I sighed aloud, then powered everything down and slipped out before the cattle could begin their stampede into to the Rooster�s Roost, our saloon. I made it, barely, the elevator door slamming shut in the face of the very first hungry-looking customer as he floated around the last corner. Perhaps my thumb on the override button had something to do with how quickly the door closed.
It was just as well that I�d made sure to be first. The Dragon was waiting for me at the other end of the docking tube, dressed in the full regalia of her specialty and ready to get to work. I winced at the sight; the Dragon was intimidating enough without her black leather hood, stiletto heels and whip. �Damnit, Marvin!� she exploded in my face before I could flinch away from the blast. �That fan that you fixed is squealing again! How am I to concentrate? Your work is miserable, you are disgusting and you are unfit to be a pilot!�
I closed my eyes and sighed; the Dragon was a petite little Cambodian girl, with attractive almond-shaped eyes and a nearly perfect face. She was also one of the most skilled dominatrixes in the entire System, and our highest-priced attraction. Even when not dressed for work she tended to pour out torrents of abuse at the slightest provocation. When all done up in leather, however, she was absolutely intolerable. The Dragon seemed to instinctively know what really hurt and what did not. Even worse, she didn�t seem to care.
�I�ll get right on it,� I assured her. �Just give me a few minutes to-�
�You will do it now,� the Dragon declared flatly, her eyes flashing behind the black mask. �And this time you will do it right, to my entire satisfaction.� She fingered her whip threateningly.
Jeanine was standing just behind the Dragon; she was an ex-male with seven fully functional vaginas inset into various parts of her anatomy, and the nearest thing that the Dragon had to a friend. I met her eyes and she nodded slightly, then placed her hand on the Dragon�s leather-clad shoulder. �All right,� I agreed. �I�ll go make my walkaround, then get right on it. I have to do the walkaround, for safety reasons. You know that, don�t you?�
The Dragon looked at me suspiciously. I was technically the captain of the Henhouse, as the only certified pilot and able spacer. The dominatrix knew this, though it pained her deeply to be reminded of it. �All right,� she agreed at last, placing her black-gloved hand delicately over Jeanine�s. �But this time, you will fix it properly!�
�Yes, ma�am� I agreed humbly. Then I climbed the drop-shaft just as quickly as I possibly could. I got quite enough abuse just being the Pussy Pilot, thankyouverymuch.. I didn�t need any help from the Dragon.
�Hey Marvin!� Marilyn called out as I tried to sneak past the bar. �Wait up a minute!�
I sighed and complied, even though the first elevator-load of guests was already making its way down to our level. �What?� I asked, probably more abruptly than was necessary.
Marilyn pouted her lips. She was a living replica of Marilyn Monroe, and the effect was impressive. �It�s nothing,� she said softly. �Just that you�re due for a pill. And that I was hoping you could play something special for me tonight.�
Oops! I�d forgotten all about the pill. The Rooster�s Roost sold a lot more than just alcohol, much of it in the form of various traditional powders to be inhaled. There were hallucinogens, amphetamines, downers, and a thousand different aphrodisiacs of varying qualities and potency. As our customers grew more and more inebriated, they tended to become quite sloppy with their drugs. Anyone who worked anywhere in the Henhouse had to take a special pill once a week lest the second-hand effects render them hors de combat just when they were needed most. I smiled at Marilyn with the flexible corners of my beak, then took the proffered pill and followed it down with a cup of cold water. �Thanks,� I said. �What do you need me to play for you?�
��Happy Birthday�� is all,� she explained modestly. �Just at midnight. It�s for a very special customer, you see. I�d use a recording, but��
�Right,� I agreed, nodding sadly. I had a love-hate relationship with the piano these days. I�d always been a moderately talented pianist, and loved the instrument deeply. Indeed, Beauregard had spent a lot more time listening to my piano playing than checking out my piloting credentials before hiring me. On the other hand, I�d never exactly aspired to be a whorehouse pianist, and even worse it was because of my musical abilities that Beauregard had inserted the chicken-thing into my contract. The only good thing about it was that it earned me some extra pay that I needed very, very badly. �I�ll take care of it for you, Mar� I said with a smile.
�Right at midnight!� she insisted. �Please?�
�Unless I have to be somewhere else,� I promised. �You know how that goes.�
She dimpled, just exactly like her namesake. �Sure,� she replied. �We all understand, Marvin. You work so very hard!� Then she threw me a kiss, and I sort of melted inside. There were probably a thousand Marilyns working in the bordellos of the System, I thought to myself as I dropped down through the boudoir level and into the tiny control room. Maybe more than a thousand. But ours was certainly the sweetest.
Interplanetary safety standards required that certain automatic readings be verified manually at least once a day, and I usually took care of this chore right after docking. The Henhouse was equipped with the two widely-separated duplicate control rooms required by the same law, but I almost always took my readings in this one. That was because the duplicate control room was in the Henhouse�s other half, which nowadays was almost never occupied. It was taken up with various storerooms, tankage, air plants and the like, along with the now-defunct and derelict gay bar. Indeed, probably no one ever visited the other half at all except me on my standard monthly checks. The last time that I�d visited the other control room, everything had been covered in a thin film of dust.
Today everything checked out quickly; the machines� readings agreed with my own down to three decimal places. The intercom rang just as I was finishing up. �It�s the Dragon,� Jeanine whispered into the phone. In the background I could hear a woman�s voice screaming incoherently in rage, along with the sound of things crashing and breaking. �She�s supposed to be trussing up her first client right about now, and I think she�s a little upset at the delay.�
�Right,� I agreed, allowing my head to collapse up against a bulkhead. �I�ll be right up.�
Our star dominatrix was indeed a little upset, I could tell when I climbed up the single flight of stairs to The Dungeon. Various bits of porcelain and plastic littered the normally spic-and-span floor, and the Dragon herself was exercising her whip, making it snap and crackle in a blood-curdling fashion as I stepped in.
�The damn thing is still squeaking!� she declared angrily, not deigning to face me. �I am supposed to be humiliating five of the most disgustingly inferior creatures I�ve ever attempted to train! How can I possibly work amidst all of this clamor? I am an artist, not a mere whore!�
I cocked my head and listened. Sure enough, there was a faint, intermittent �squeak, squeak, squeak� emerging from the Dragon�s main air vent. One of the air system�s primary blowers was located just behind her wall, I knew. I�d fixed a very similar problem with a squirt of oil just last Tuesday. Somehow, though, this squeak sounded a bit different than that one had. I twisted the lock nuts on the access panel ninety degrees, then swung it open.
There was dust and dirt everywhere; what a mess! The electro-filter had failed utterly, and so much crud had built up that the motor was overheating. �Geez!� I muttered under my breath. �What a lousy time for this happen!�
The Dragon turned imperiously towards me and raised a single elegant eyebrow behind her black mask.
�Look,� I said defensively. �This is gonna take maybe an hour. There�s no choice; the air system is the air system, after all. I can�t just put it back like it was.�
�All right,� she replied.
I let out a relieved sigh. She might be so far around the bend that there wasn�t any looking back, but at least the Dragon understood about the need for air in space. �I�ll have to replace the filter,� I explained. �Then, once I clean up the crud around the motor, everything will probably work just fine. There�s a spare part up in storage.�
�I understand,� she replied, turning her back once more. �What more can one expect from an insignificant worm such as yourself?� Then she turned to Jeanine. �Come,� she directed. �We will relocate temporarily into Christine�s old room. I am an artist; I can improvise.� Then they both were gone, and I was able to work in peace at last. It was very difficult to get anything done with the Dragon looking over my shoulder, very difficult indeed.
It was just as well that the Dragon had decided to relocate her Dungeon for the evening, I decided as I began to dig through the accumulated filth. The filter was complete toast, and I had to remove it entirely from its mounting. This required me to reroute the airflow system, redirecting the ventilation through some seldom-used ducting on the other end of the station. Once that was done I was able to remove the filter without having the build-up of dust and dirt blasted all over the Dragon�s precious torture equipment, a calamity whose dire consequences I had absolutely no intentions of suffering through.
It was fortunate that the control room was located just under the Dungeon; all of the really kinky stuff was kept as far as possible towards the ends of the Henhouse so that those with relatively conventional tastes need not deal with the more abstruse sexual desires of our other guests. I�d just entered to control room in order to verify with the computer that I indeed had a spare electro-filter in stock when all hell broke loose.
It started with a radio call on the Red frequency, which was reserved for life-threatening events. �Emergency!� the desperate sounding voice called out. �Emergency at the South-� Then the voice was cut off in a burst of static.
Instantly I dropped the filter on the counter and forgot about it. �Repeat!� I demanded into the microphone. �This is the Henhouse. Repeat your emergency call!�
There was a long silence. Then another voice spoke up. �Oh my God!� the woman on the other end said softly. �It�s going up. All of it! There�s been a whole series of explosions; I don�t think there�s going to be any survivors. Goddamn blueberries! This is Barbara Mitchell. If you hear my voice, please tell my family that--� Then she too was cut off in a burst off static.
Suddenly adrenaline was flooding into my system by the gallon. �What the hell�s going on?� demanded yet another voice. �This is Peter Thomas four-seven, Collins, inbound from Solarium Three. I repeat, what the hell? There�s debris all over!�
There was a long moment of silence, until Control�s voice finally spoke up. �All inbounds,� the voice began. �This is Lagrange Station control. For the past several minutes there has been-- �
Lagrange may have finished their sentence, but I never got to hear it. Suddenly the Henhouse was struck a terrific, terrible blow, knocking me off of my feet and slamming me into the far wall. I struck head-first, stunning me slightly. A precious second passed while I shook off the blow, until an icepick of pain in both of my ears caused my training to kick in. In a flash was up and moving automatically. The pressure was dropping like a rock! I was about to find myself breathing vacuum!
All of the internal doors of the Henhouse were designed to be airtight, and the Control Room door was already beginning to close itself. Red warning lights were flashing everywhere, and the air was foggy from the sudden pressure drop. I forced myself to face directly into the teeth of the wind, and pulled myself through the closing portal so quickly that I drifted yards down the hallway before finding a handrail that I could use to stop my movement. Behind me the door slid solidly shut, and suddenly the terrible roar of rushing air faded away to nothing. My chest was heaving as I floated next to my handgrip, more from my close call than from momentary lack of air. I must have been very frightened indeed, because I�d taken at least four or five such breaths before I realized that I was floating in a place where I should have been standing, and it was two or three more breaths beyond that before I came to appreciate just how incredibly bad a sign that was.
Instantly I was on the move again, once I recognized that we must have suffered structural damage on an almost incomprehensible level. Somehow the part of the Henhouse in which I was standing had come adrift from the rest, I was slowly realizing, and therefore was no longer spinning for gravity.
We didn�t seem to be losing any more air, or if we were at least it wasn�t being lost very rapidly. Therefore, my first job was to inform myself of what was going on and how badly the Henhouse was damaged. I couldn�t exactly get into the Control Room right at the moment; by now it was chock-full of hard vacuum. And I had a sick feeling that the other Control Room, located at the extreme opposite end of the Henhouse so as to ensure that one or the other would always be functional, was equally unavailable. So I decided to fall back on more primitive methods. The first boudoir on the left had a large porthole, I knew, and I tore the door open without knocking. A semi-human voice cried out in terror when I did so, and then was joined by a second.
�It�s all right,� I reassured the room�s occupants automatically, my training kicking in once more. Alarming the passengers was a very bad thing to do. �Please, it�s all right. I just need to look around here a little bit.�
I was in the Menagerie, I realized suddenly, the boudoir where Trixie and Myrna plied their rather unusual trade. The fox and rabbit girls were curled up in a sort of little furball up against the far bulkhead, while their current client, who was dressed up in a sensation-suit to look like an oversized teddy bear, spun helplessly in mid-air. He looked rather as if he wanted to scream, but he was gagged much too tightly to allow for that sort of thing.
I had no time to spare for the client, however, nor even any for Trixie and Myrna, who were usually so nice to me. Instead I kicked skillfully off of the nearest object-a toy box full of big rubber balls and real teddy bears and such- that was solidly affixed to the deck. Inadvertently I knocked the lid ajar, and slowly the room began to fill with oversized child�s toys as I glided across to the port.
Things were bad, I realized once I was able to force my mind to comprehend what my eyes were seeing. Very, very bad. Much of the Henhouse was quite simply gone; we had been sliced almost precisely in two at the narrow point where the long central shaft connected the two groups of orbital shacks. Our docking point was gone as well, and with it Aphrodite. We were tumbling, and the stars were near-streaks across my field of vision.
�Jesus Christ!� I whispered under my breath. �What the hell happened?�
Suddenly Lagrange Station itself swept across my view, and my question was at least partially answered by the fleeting glimpse I caught of her. Lagrange�s skin was peeled back like an onion�s around the South Pole, and even as I watched there was an intense flash of light from somewhere in that region. Bits and pieces of wreckage were everywhere, and for them to be visible at such a distance even the smallest must have weighed tons. It was incredible! The explosions must have been colossal, and we�d been unlucky enough to catch a packet of debris from one of the very first.
�Marvin?� Trixie�s trembling voice asked.
I turned to face her. Her ears were lowered in fear, and her eyes were open very, very wide. �Yes?�
�What�s wrong?� she asked.
I clicked my beak together, trying to figure out how to answer. �There�s been accident,� I replied at last. �A bad one, aboard Lagrange.�
�Uh-huh,� she replied, though from her posture I didn�t think that she was really listening my words so much as the tone that they were spoken in.
So I tried to sound confident for her. �We�ve been hit hard,� I said. �But we�re not losing air. I think we�re going to be all right.� Then I cocked my head and looked at the fox and rabbit girls critically. �Neither of you are steward-trained, are you?�
Their eyes met for a moment, then they looked back at me. �No,� Myrna replied, speaking for them both. �We�re too heavily morphed for that.�
I nodded. �Right.� No one who was less than ninety-five percent physically human could be rated as spacecrew in any capacity, for a wide variety of reasons. I�d forced Beauregard to make me far less a chicken than he�d wanted to by waving that very fact in his face. Trixie and Myrna were both a lot less than ninety-five percent human. �All right,� I said to them, trying to maintain my calm, reassuring tone. �Arnold is rated a Chief Steward. Get on the intercom and find him for me, please. Then have him round up all of the other stews and get the cattle under control.�
�Right!� Trixie said, looking very relieved at having something to do. The pair leapt off in a flash, leaving me alone with the gagged, handcuffed teddy bear. I looked at him for a moment; his eyes were very wide open and frightened, too. Then I shrugged and left him slowly drifting about amidst the other toys. Someone else would have to deal with the bear; I was far too heavily engaged with other urgent business.
By this time the corridors were already turning into bedlam, the gravity having failed without any warning at all. Drunken, stoned, heavily aphrodisiac-ed johns were floating about the Henhouse in various states of undress and arousal. One especially single-minded and naked individual was attempting to complete his business with Patrice out in front of God and everybody, and she was having an unusual degree of difficulty in fighting him off in the absence of gravity. Fortunately another girl was standing nearby; I snatched the pair of fur-lined handcuffs that she was holding right out of her hands, then after a very brief struggle snapped them onto the miscreant�s right ankle and left wrist. He was just an ordinary guy drugged out of his mind, I knew. Tomorrow he�d be deeply ashamed of having behaved so badly in the face of an emergency. Still, we simply had to have order. �Get these johns locked up in one of the boudoirs!� I directed Marian. �Do whatever it takes. Lock them up, strap them down, whatever!�
�Right!� she agreed, just as Winifred drifted by, kicking out frantically with all four hooves and baa-ing like a lost soul.
�And get that damned sheep locked up too!� I ordered. �Hell, put her in the menagerie!�
�First thing!� Marian agreed. I certainly hoped that they took out the teddy-bear guy first, but right at the moment I didn�t have time to be terribly choosy.
When I found another boudoir with a porthole on the other side of the Henhouse, this one mercifully deserted, I finally was able to make out at least one bit of good news. Aphrodite was still lingering nearby, it seemed, still locked to her dock. However, the dock was no longer attached to the rest of the station, and the whole affair was drifting perhaps a hundred meters out, spinning slowly in the opposite direction from us. She seemed to be receding a little, as well, albeit very, very slowly. As near as I could see, my pod�s hull was seemingly intact.
Arnold called me over the intercom, just then, interrupting my thoughts. �Marvin?� he asked. �Have I finally found you?�
Instantly I pounced on the little red-lighted button. �Marvin here. It�s good to hear your voice, Arnold! Is everything all right in the saloon?�
�Hah! Marvin, it�s bedlam up here! The drug canisters broke free when we got hit, and the goddamn powder is everywhere! Everyone except the staff is high as a kite; the goddamn johns don�t even know their names any more. I think the air filtration�s down.�
I clicked my beak angrily. �Damnit, there�s supposed to be safety clips on those lids! There are safety clips on those lids; I�ve inspected them myself!�
�And you�ve never tried to serve two hundred guests all at once, either!� the big man replied angrily. �The clips get in the goddamn way!� Then his voice mellowed a little. �Marvin, the truth is that we�re in over our heads up here; I�ve completely lost control. They�re high, they�re drunk, they�re horny, and it�s getting worse by the second. Some of them are already fighting, and others�� His voice turned into a whisper. �Marvin, I just witnessed a rape, and I couldn�t do a damn thing about it. Not a damn thing�
I nodded, though I knew that Arnold couldn�t see me. �Right,� I agreed, once more trying to sound confident and in-control for the sake of my subordinate. �I understand, Arnold. There�s only so much you can do. I�ll be getting the filters back on line just as soon as I can.�
�They�ll be stoned for hours regardless,� Arnold answered. �God, Marvin, what are we going to do? Can we get help from Lagrange?�
�I�m working on that,� I replied calmly. �And I�m working on the air, too. You just maintain as much order as you possibly can up there, Arnold, and hold out. I�ll be up soon. All right?�
�All right,� he replied, sounding a bit more confident at last. �But Marvin� These drugs can be toxic, you know, if the doses are large enough. And you can�t hardly see up here for all the stuff in the air.�
I nodded; he was right. Air filtration was now my highest priority. �I�m working on it, Arnold� I said again. �I�ll send help when I can. Marvin out.�

IV

Winifred was still baa-ing and kicking out in the corridor as I passed by, though three of the girls were making a valiant effort at getting her under control. The only johns in sight were all handcuffed or strapped neatly to railings, and each was efficiently and effectively gagged. I grabbed one of them by the hair and turned his head to face me; the man�s eyes were glazed badly, I could see, and the pupils mere pinpoints. Clearly, the effects of the drugs were spreading quickly. Then I turned to look down the long corridor; there was a faint white mist in the air.
�All right,� I said decisively, pointing to the nearest three girls. �You, you and you. I need help fixing the air system. Come with me.� Then I turned and darted down the hallway, not giving them a chance to argue.
There were two separate reasons why our air was no longer being filtered, I knew. One was that much of the air plant had been located on the detached other half of the Henhouse. The other was that, through the most cursed of luck, I�d been busily engaged in changing a filter when everything had gone south. I�d temporarily rerouted various vents to make my job easier, I remembered, though it suddenly seemed like it had happened a thousand years ago�
�and had left the only filtering element in our half of the ship in the control room, where it was now totally unavailable.
I froze in mid leap at the realization, and then the Dragon slammed into me from behind. �You incompetent fool!� she cursed as we tumbled down the passage together, end over end. �Why did you stop short like that?�
�My fault,� I murmured as I untangled myself from the leather-clad woman. �I�m sorry!�
Her narrow eyes glowed in rage, then blinked twice. �It was my fault too, perhaps� she said. �I am informed that you are on your way to repair the air filtration system. That is what you took apart in my dungeon, is it not?�
�Yes,� I answered.
She nodded soberly. �Then perhaps I might be of use? Finding things and the like? No one knows the Dungeon like me.�
I cocked my head to one side; ordinarily the Dragon was the last person I liked to have around when I was working on something. Yet she seemed to have a much clearer head than any of the other girls. �Right,� I agreed decisively. �You�re my assistant. Got it?�
�Yes,� she agreed. �I will help in any way that I am able.� With a surprisingly lithe motion the Dragon caught a railing under her spike heel, using it as an anchoring point to halt our slow rotation. Then she pushed us off together down towards her working quarters. �I have worked in zero-gee environments before,� she explained. �In other establishments, for other employers.�
She moved beautifully, I had to agree. Carefully I separated myself from her, then almost simultaneously we grabbed the doorway and pivoted, making our way inside. Our three helpers followed with considerably less grace.
The Dungeon was an absolute mess; I�d left the electric blower motor encased in dust, and my tools were nowhere to be seen. Right in the center of the mess was a big cavity, where the filter itself had once been mounted.
�All right,� I said aloud, as much to steady myself as anything. �What we have to do here is first to clean things up. If all of this dust gets into the air, we�re going to have even more troubles than we�ve already got.� I turned to the Dragon. �I need some kind of bag.�
She cocked her head to the side for a moment, then turned to Gwen, one of our youngest and newest Artists. �You!� she declared, snapping her fingers. �In the green cabinet! Get me one of the black bags there! Now!�
Instantly Gwen leapt to obey, and in seconds I was holding a large body-shaped nylon bag, just about large enough, I judged, to be used to encase a recalcitrant slave. It held dust just fine, however. �Find my tools,� I directed as I began to scoop the soft gray goo up into the sack. �They are the last ones aboard. Most likely they�ve drifted off.�
�You and you!� the Dragon demanded, snapping her fingers once more. �Search the Dungeon immediately! You, go out and look in the corridor!�
It took several long minutes for me to get things cleaned up, and I used the time to try and plan ahead. The blower motor in front of me was the last one of any size aboard the Henhouse, I knew; the rest of the big ones had all been located on the station�s other half. So had the rest of the filters. The filter box itself had been a rather complex bit of plumbing, with a high-pressure inlet and four outlets that led to other levels. The filter box was gone, utterly gone; there was simply no way that I could get into the Control Room anytime soon. Somehow I�d have to improvise both the filter and the plumbing. But how?
I�d almost finished scooping dust when there was a clatter at the door. It was my toolbox, thank heavens, the hard metal objects inside rattling about freely in zero-gee. �It�s only about half-full,� Michelle explained contritely as she held it out to me. �I don�t think we found everything.�
Indeed they had not, but they had done a far better job than I�d hoped for. I had a screwdriver, a large pair of locking pliers, and several wrenches to work with. �Thank you!� I replied sincerely, looking up and smiling. I floated the box conveniently nearby, then turned back to confront the gaping hole in the air system with new confidence.
No ideas on how to actually make a repair, however, presented themselves.
After a long moment, the Dragon spoke up. �You are fixing this, yes?� she asked.
I nodded. �Yes. I must fix it. But I�m not quite certain as to how. I�m missing a major part.�
There was a long silence, then the Dragon edged up alongside of me to where she could get a clear view. �You need a part for where the air blows out,� she said, �to get it into those other four pipes?�
�Right,� I agreed. �Plus, we need to improvise some kind of filter media. It doesn�t have to be sophisticated, just enough to get most of the crap out of the air.�
�Hmm.� She looked thoughtful for a moment, then went darting away.
The damned pipes were in just about the worst of all possible configurations, I mused to myself while she was gone. They emerged from the filter box at ninety-degree angles. How was I going to handle the junctions? I might be able to rig up a box as a filter, but��
Just then the Dragon returned, thrusting something soft and pink into my face. �Try this!� she ordered. �Will it work?�
I clicked my beak together angrily, then inhaled and exhaled a couple of times to maintain self control before looking at what the dominatrix had brought me. It was an inflatable toy sex doll. For a moment I wanted to laugh, then realization set in. I had to go from a main trunk to four vents�
My eyes widened; by god, it just might work at that! �Maybe,� I answered cautiously. �There�s going to be a lot of air pressure��
�Guys bounce up and down on these things all of the time,� Michelle said. �They�re made tough. They have to be!�
�Hmm,� I said thoughtfully. �We could stuff the torso with pantyhose, and maybe make a filter that way. But how about the seals?� I pointed to the stub-pipe coming off of the main blower. �How am I going to make that work?�
There was a long moment of silence, and then Georgia came through. �Latex!� she declared. �Liquid latex! I have some of the really good stuff for a special client. I�ll go and get it!� And she was off.
Pretty soon most of the girls aboard the Henhouse were off collecting pantyhose, while the Dragon and I cut and pasted and stuffed as appropriate. The stub-pipe indeed proved to be the most difficult connection; we applied latex lavishly and thought nice thoughts about the modern chemical industry. Then finally everything was dry, and it was time to test our repair. I looked over at the Dragon. �Here�s hoping,� I said, my hand on the switch.
�It will hold,� she declared flatly. �It will.�
I nodded; of course, a mere rubber dummy would never defy the express wishes of the mighty Dragon! I turned our improvised system on, and slowly the motor began to turn. �Plastic Patty�, as her packaging declared her to be, began to take shape almost immediately. First the limp head stood erect and looked out over the world with unblinking blue eyes, and then her breasts began to inflate with excitement over the never-ending flood now pouring into her crotch. Almost immediately she began twitching and bouncing up and down, her mouth a little circle of eternal surprise, as air and more air flooded in and was filtered in her ample belly, only to go pouring out of her truncated arms and legs.
I shook my head sadly at the sight; the obscene thing would have gotten expelled from piloting school in a heartbeat, that was certain enough. But it seemed to be working, and for the moment that was plenty good enough.
�All right,� I said, turning away just as soon as I was fairly certain that the repair would hold for a while. �That�s the best we�re going to do here, I think. Now, we�ve got work on problem number two.�
�And that is?� the Dragon asked.
�Getting back into the Control Room, so that we can call for help.�

There wasn�t any elegant, safe method of regaining access to the Control Room, or at least there wasn�t one that any of us could think of. Instead, we had to do things the hard way. �All right, everyone!� I declared. �Are you all tied down?�
Up and down the corridor, attractive feminine heads nodded in the affirmative. Each and every one of my helpers had been issued a pair of fur-lined handcuffs with matching key, and each and every woman was now firmly attached to the handrail. A hurricane was about to blow down the hall, and I didn�t want to lose anyone.
�All right,� I repeated. �Does everyone have their patching materials ready?�
Again the heads bobbed solemnly, some of the ladies holding up various oddments that we thought might suffice to plug a leak. �One last time, then� I continued. �When I give the word, and only when I give the word, you are to do what?�
�Release ourselves,� the Dragon said for the rest. �Then follow you into the Control Room.�
�We are to stuff our patching materials into any hull breaches,� Trixie the bunny-girl continued. �However, if you say to pull out, we are to run for it just as fast as we can. If you say to run for it, it�s because you think the holes are too big to fix.�
�Right,� I agreed. I�d run them through the procedure over and over again, until I was absolutely certain that everyone understood. �I�m going to open the hatch now. It will seem very frightening, but actually it takes quite a long time for a place as big as the Henhouse to lose enough air to really matter through just a few small holes.� I turned and put my hand on the control lever. �One, two� Three!�
Convulsively I closed the override switch, and the door began to rise. Sure enough, the wind howled and blew, snatching varied bits of trash and sucking it greedily under the door. I felt my own body surge towards the opening, but was easily able to hold my position without depending on the cuffs despite being closest of all. Perhaps requiring everyone to lock themselves in place had been overkill, I now judged. However, I hadn�t had any way to know for sure until the door actually opened.
The wind was still blowing hard when the hatch was half-open, but not so hard as to indicate that, say, an entire section of hull had been blown out. Carefully I unlocked myself, then ducked under the still not fully raised door. The lights were still working, I could see at once, which was a major blessing. There were two significant holes in plain sight, each perhaps three or four centimeters in diameter. They weren�t enough to account for all the air wastage, not by half. Still, they were as good a place to start as any. �Come on in!� I roared against the gale, pumping my arm in the up-and-down gesture that we�d agreed upon. �Come on in and get these leaks plugged!�
The girls leapt into action almost instantly, and in thirty seconds or less Michelle was hanging beside me trying to stuff a can of hair spray into one of the holes. It didn�t fit, being too large, so Michelle stood aside and let Trixie have a try. She was carrying a double-handful of oddly shaped cosmetics bottles, and one by one she tried stuffing them into the breach as well. All were too small. Then something long and hard was pressed into my hand from behind. �Here!� the Dragon called out. �Try this!�
I looked down; the Dragon had just passed me a neon-blue plastic phallus. I turned towards her �What in the hell am I supposed to do with this?� I cried out over the shrieking wind.
�Stuff it in the hole, you young idiot!� she shouted back, balling up her fists angrily. �Don�t you know anything?�
I shrugged and turned back to face the breach. Sure enough, the shaft of the phallus fit the hole almost perfectly, and the base served as a very nice seal. �Latex!� I cried out. �Latex here!�
Georgia stepped forward dutifully, brush at the ready. While she was slathering away, I turned my attention to the next hole, just a meter or so away. It was about the same size as the first. �Get me another dildo!� I demanded, still shouting over the roar of the wind. �I need another dildo, fast!�
The second patch worked as well as the first, and then we used up two more phalluses on similar-sized holes located behind the suit storage locker. Once we had these last major breaches plugged, I knew that the fight was essentially won. �All right!� I declared again. �Ladies, you need to use your ears! Listen for whistling sounds, then home in on them. Stuff something appropriate in the hole, and then call for latex. I�m going to get to work.�
�Right,� the Dragon agreed. �Georgia, stand back and wait for the command. Loretta, you go back and hunt down more patches. Trixie, use those big ears, all right? Point out the leaks for us.�
I nodded appreciatively at the dominatrix, who seemed to have things well in hand, and then turned my attention to the radio. It had not been damaged that I could see by a few minutes exposure to hard vacuum. Whatever had made the holes in our hull, however, had taken out the speaker box along the way. Reflexively, I opened up the emergency cabinet and pulled on the backup headphones. Instantly a sea of voices surged into my head.
�No, Jim! Move the boom the other way!�
�The goddamn hatch is frozen solid. Has anyone got a torch? This one is hot, people! I�ve got trapped victims!�
�Fucking blueberries!�
Carefully I clicked my mike. �Mayday, Mayday� I declared as calmly as I could. �This is the Marvin Mackleschmidt in command of the Henhouse, declaring a Class One emergency. We have sustained catastrophic structural damage, and are short on air. There are three hundred souls aboard. Mayday, Mayday!�
�Get off the emergency frequency, Henhouse!� an angry-sounding female voice declared. �This channel has been allocated for rescue workers for the duration.�
�Roger that, Henhouse� a new voice said, from what was clearly a more powerful radio. �Son, we�re glad to hear from you. You need to go to channel four, however. All emergencies are being declared there.�
�Roger,� I acknowledged, feeling vaguely guilty even though there was no way that I possibly could have known. Using the emergency channel for rescue work wasn�t in the procedure books, not at all. Though it made sense, I supposed, given all the little emergency-channel-only handsets that were distributed all over the place for occasions like this one. By the time that I had flipped my set over, the new voice was waiting for me.
�Henhouse,� it asked. �Marvin, are you there?�
�Yes,� I replied. �This is Marvin.�
�Thank God,� the man on the other end said wearily. �Marvin, this is Colonel LeClerc of Traffic Control. At least there�s one bit of good news today. Frankly, son, when you vanished off the air we thought that we�d lost you all.�
�You still might,� I replied. �Sir, I am officially reporting a Class One emergency. We are heavily damaged, as you�ve probably already seen, and have lost gravity. We�ve also suffered at least four major hull breaches in addition to the structural failure. My instrumentation is not reliable at this time; while I am showing no other breaches on the Christmas tree I frankly doubt that this is the case. There�s just too much debris out there for us not to have caught at least a couple more small pieces. Additionally, there has been, ah� A chemical spill, let�s call it. Our air is foul, and growing fouler. The passengers are rioting, and we�ve been unable to restore order in large parts of the station.�
�Roger, Henhouse� the Colonel replied. �Your emergency is formally logged. However�� He sighed. �Marvin, I�m going to be totally honest with you. I don�t have a single damned thing to send your way. We�ve experienced some kind of explosion at the South Pole refining facility, and things are way past the nightmare stage. There are thousands of dead here, Marvin. Thousands. There are more thousands trapped in isolated airtight compartments, most of them without radios or beacons.� He sighed. �Plus, we�re evacuating the whole station. We don�t project that a single sector is going to remain habitable.�
My beak snapped shut angrily. �There�s three hundred souls trapped here!� I shouted. �Look, damnit! Just because we�re a goddamned whorehouse doesn�t mean that-�
�Whoa!� the Colonel interrupted me. �Hold your horses, son! If you�d called in right away after the blast, I might have been able to vector something out to you. But there�s debris drifting all over God�s creation now, and navigation has become an unholy nightmare close in. You�re a pilot, son! How fast would you push your pod in this mess? And we can�t afford to lose a pod just now, not a single one.� He sighed. �If I could help you, I would. But the fact is, in the time that it would take me to get a pod out to you I can shuttle seven or eight hundred refugees out to where we�re setting up emergency shacks.� He sighed again. �I�m leveling with you, man to man. The fact of the matter is, we�re not going to get everyone out of Lagrange proper in time, much less anyone else. No one ever foresaw a disaster this big. Therefore, we�re not prepared for it.� He sighed wearily. �Son, you�re on your own.�

V

In Command Navigator training, there is a short classroom segment on the art of leadership in an emergency. I inhaled and exhaled twice rather than scream obscenities at Colonel LeClerc the way that I so badly wanted to. I was not alone, after all, and the women who surrounded me were all working hard under my orders, doing their very best to salvage this impossible situation. So instead of cursing I simply signed off in calm, correct terms.
�When is the shuttle coming?� asked the Dragon as soon as I removed the headset. �How are they going to dock onto us?�
I smiled carefully. �Things are kind of busy back on Lagrange,� I explained. �I�m not sure when they�re coming. In the meantime, it might be quicker for me to try and go get Aphrodite myself.�
The dominatrix cocked her head slightly to one side and scowled, but said nothing. �All right,� she agreed. �Where is your suit?�
�Well,� I said slowly. �There�s just one wee little problem there��
�Beauregard!� Michelle hissed. �He was too cheap to buy you a special suit after he made you change your body, wasn�t he?�
�No!� I corrected her. �He bought me three, just like regulations required. One of them is over in Aphrodite,� I explained.
�A lot of good that one will do you,� Georgia observed. �Where are the other two?�
�One is kept in each control area. So, that means that one went with the other half of the station.�
�Right,� Michelle agreed, looking around and not finding what she sought. �So the last one is right here in this room. Great!� She smiled. �Where?�
I smiled weakly and pointed. �In that cabinet right over there. The one with the two great big shrapnel holes in it.� Carefully I reached over and tried to open the door; it fell clean off of its hinges. Then a cloud of broken helmet-fragments drifted out, followed by a severed suit-hand.
There was a long moment of silence as the girls digested the situation. Clearly, my suit was beyond salvage. �However,� I said slowly, pointing to another very similar cabinet on the other side of the room, �there�s another suit in there. I can�t wear it, but a normal unmodified human can.�
Michelle spoke up again. �But� But none of us are suit-qualified. We can�t go EVA!�
�No,� I agreed. �You can�t. Especially not under these conditions. Nor could you pilot the pod back once you got there.� I turned to face the Dragon. �We�ll be docking to the emergency airlock down here; it�s not as big as a standard lock, but in a pinch it will work. I�ve done it before in training.� Then I turned to face the rest of the group. �There�s someone who can both go EVA and pilot a pod, however, up in the saloon. Commodore Tottson is sitting up there right now.� Merely thinking about his always calm and cool features made me feel better deep down inside. �He�s been in worse spots before.�
�He�ll be stoned out of his mind,� Georgia predicted. �Marvin, you haven�t been up there. It�s a madhouse!�
�Have you seen him with your own eyes?� I demanded. �This is Commodore Tottson that we�re talking about here! He�s the most resourceful man in space. He probably saw what was happening and rigged up some kind of filter for himself.� I suddenly believed in Commodore Tottson like nothing else in the universe, believed in him so deeply that I actually smiled for real. �We�re incredibly lucky to have him on board.� Next I turned back towards my console and rang up the saloon. �Arnold?� I barked. �Are you still there?�
There was a long silence. I flipped the switch again. �Arnold, can you hear me?�
This time he answered. �Marvin!� he cried out. �Thank God you�ve called! It�s a madhouse up here! An absolute madhouse!�
�What�s going on?� I demanded reflexively.
�There�s fights going on, men raping men, others masturbating out in front of God and everybody� It�s incredible! The waitresses and I have given up on keeping things under control. I�m hiding them under the bar and trying to keep the cattle off of the women. So far I�ve had to hurt a couple of them pretty badly.� The Chief Steward paused. �Marvin, I conked a man in the head a few minutes back with a bottle to keep him off of Miriam. He hasn�t moved since, and I�m afraid that I might have killed him. I didn�t mean to! Really I didn�t!�
Jesus! �All right,� I declared. �We�re coming up just as soon as we can, Arnold. The cavalry is coming.�
�Thank God!� he answered, the relief evident in his voice. �Bring weapons and plenty of restraints.�
I clicked my beak, thinking things over. If we were going to evacuate the Henhouse, then eventually we�d have to restore order in the saloon; it was that simple. Whether the Commodore was in a position to help or not, we absolutely would have to have order when it came time to evacuate. Even assuming that Arnold could hold out indefinitely, there just wasn�t time to wait for the drugs to wear off. �Right,� I agreed. �There�s one more thing, Arnold. Have you seen Commodore Tottson lately?�
�Tottson? No, I can�t say that I have. He certainly hasn�t been trying to get down behind the bar with us, like� Goddammit, you horny son a bitch! Get your filthy hands off of�� Then there was a loud cracking sound, and a scream of pain. �Sorry, Marvin� Arnold replied. �I don�t exactly have much time to talk here.�
�Right,� I agreed flatly. �We�ll be right up.� Then I cut the connection and turned to face my phalanx of loyal Amazons. �I guess you heard,� I said slowly.
�We heard,� Michelle replied.
�They are ignorant fools!� the Dragon declared angrily. �They endanger us all with their childish games and desires! We must get them under control. For their own good!�
�For their own good,� I echoed. �Come on, girls. It won�t be so bad. Haven�t you ever had to deal with a bunch of drunken johns before?�

VI

�The thing is that we�ve got to work together as a team,� I said to my girls as we stood just outside the locked Saloon entrance. �The johns are only out for themselves in the state that they�re in, and they aren�t thinking very clearly.�
�They tear each other up as much as anything else,� Barbara said, clutching her improvised weapon convulsively. Barb was a new recruit; we�d just picked her up a few moments before. She�d been fighting off two johns single-handedly for almost the entire time since the accident, and judging by appearances had inflicted a lot more damage than she�d received. Her two assailants were now safely stuffed into mummy bags and secured to the railing two levels down, while their object of desire was now armed with a severed chair leg. �When you look into their eyes, it�s like no one�s at home. No one at all.�
�Right,� I agreed, once more trying to sound confident. After all, we were fifteen untrained police officers about to try and quell one of the ugliest riots in the history of space travel while outnumbered more than ten to one. If our confidence failed, we were utterly sunk. I hefted my own chair leg and grinned easily. �Remember how easy it was to round up the rest down below? The johns can�t think of anything but sex, sex, sex.�
�So this is news?� Michelle murmured. The rest of the girls giggled, and I smiled too.
�All right, ladies� I ordered. �This is it. Are we all ready?�
Heads nodded solemnly.
I fingered my own chair-leg, then gave the order. �Open it, Trixie!�
We burst in screaming like banshees, and I was the first to count coup. Just in front of me a young man in a Lagrange Environmental Controls coverall was slowly and dopily pounding a coworker into submission with his fists. In an instant I was on him, snapping one end of a pair of handcuffs over the wrist of his upraised hand and the other to a light fixture. He seemed more puzzled by what I�d done than angry, and never even tried to fight back.
The next john wasn�t nearly so easy. He was a miner, judging by his black uniform, and in the process of raping an unconscious colleague. When I snapped one end of the cuffs onto him he turned angrily on me and ripped the other end of the cuffs out of my grip. I didn�t mess around at all; my chair leg impacted his skull with a crack heard round the room, and his eyes glazed over immediately. Then the Dragon darted in from the side and neatly finished the cuffing job.
It wasn�t nearly as difficult to secure the saloon as we�d all feared; the johns had already beaten each other to a near-pulp, and with only three or four exceptions most of those still conscious were far too interested in sexual stimulation to break their concentration over something relatively unimportant, such as being stuffed into a bag or chained to a stanchion. We only had enough restraints to safely accommodate perhaps fifty determined individuals, but even this proved to be more than enough. The vast majority were either already unconscious or else had wandered so far from reality that they merely floated docilely wherever we chose to place them. Once we had successfully raised the siege at the bar, the fight was all but over.
�Where is Commodore Tottson?� I demanded over and over again as I picked my way through the disgusting debris floating everywhere. �Commodore Tottson? Has anyone seen Commodore Tottson?�
�Here,� he replied at last, his rich baritone voice unmistakable in the chaos. �Over here!�
�Commodore!� I exclaimed, making my way back through the expensive private chambers that were the prerogative of the rich and famous, like my hero. �Commodore! Thank God! I need your help, sir!�
�Marvin?� he answered. �Marvin, is that you?�
I rounded the last corner, guessed right the first time as to which door to open, and came face to face with Tottson, sitting calmly at his personal table. �Thank God, sir!� I repeated. �Sir, I need you to go EVA for me. We only have one good suit, and--�
�I see,� the Commodore replied, interrupting me. �Certainly, I can go EVA for you. But what will you do for me in return?�
My beak dropped open; something was wrong here, terribly, terribly wrong. And somehow, I�d forgotten just how big and strong Tottson was. He�d easily make two of me. Or more.
�You know,� the Commodore continued, smiling gently. �I�m not normally attracted to men. Nor am I especially attracted to chickens. But I�ve sensed something very special about you since the moment we first met.� His smile widened. �I think it�s the feathers. They make you absolutely irresistible. Did you know that?�
Slowly Tottson reached into his private refrigerator and took out a beer. Expertly he twisted it open, immediately placing his thumb over the opening so the contents could not come gushing out. Then he shook it once, just so, and held the bottle�s mouth up to his own, allowing a single pressurized squirt of beer to pass his lips. Clearly, he�d drunk beer in zero-gee many times before, and knew exactly what he was doing. There were few more experienced free-fall hands to be found anywhere. �Sit down next to me, Marvin� he urged, patting the empty chair. �Sit down nice and close, so that we can talk this EVA business over like real spacemen.�
I gulped, suddenly totally lost. �Sir��
The Commodore�s smile widened, and then he reached under the table, producing a very wicked-looking steak knife. There was blood on it, I realized suddenly.
A lot of blood.
Then there was disturbance behind me. �Alexander!� the Dragon cried out in her harshest tones. �What on Earth do you think you�re doing, slave?�
The Commodore�s eyes went wide. �Mistress!� he said softly. �I didn�t mean��
�I don�t care what you meant, you stinking piece of shit!� she shrieked. �Drop that knife, and do it now! Now, now, now, now!�
��Yes, Mistress� the Commodore said softly, releasing the blade. It hung motionless in the air for a moment, and then the Dragon was past me and brandishing it in her own gloved hand.
�You are not to play with knives!� she screamed brutally. �You are not to say or do anything! You are to be quiet, and stay still! You do not deserve to speak or move! You are not worthy of me!�
�Yes, Mistress� Tottson replied, staring placidly down at the floor.
The Dragon glared at me for a long moment, then cocked her head impatiently. �You!� she demanded. �Lock this slithering worm up. Now! He deserves no better!�
I didn�t argue for even a second; the effect of the Dragon�s whipcord voice was such that I didn�t even consider arguing. In a trice it was done, and then Georgia was hauling him off to join the rest, whimpering and crying something terrible. �I�m sorry, Mistress!� he blubbered over and over. �So very sorry!�
For a long moment the Dragon and I stood side by side in the little private compartment, staring at the Commodore�s bloody knife. �He did hold out better than most of them,� I whispered. �In a way. I guess.�
The Dragon closed her eyes and sighed. �He�s as helpless as all the rest,� she declared, though in a voice much softer than usual. �Completely helpless and hopeless deep down inside.� Then her eyes opened once more, and quite suddenly they were hard and flashing once more. �Now,� she demanded. �Now you will cease chasing little-boy-hero dreams and figure out how to save our lives, once and for all!�

VII

Real, honest-to-God terror has a very distinctive taste, I learned as I stared into the Dragon�s remorseless eyes. It�s sort of metallic, laced with bitterness. For a seeming eternity I stood there, beak agape, wanting desperately to gibber and run amok. We were going to die, I knew then with absolute certainty. Tottson couldn�t save us, Lagrange couldn�t save us, and we certainly couldn�t save ourselves. We were all going to die, one by one, and I was going to have to helplessly watch it happen, knowing that somehow it was all my fault. I looked around the Saloon helplessly, until my eyes fixed on a fifth of gin that was floating just a few feet away. I was immune to the drug powders, yes. But good old alcohol, however�
�What should we be doing?� the Dragon snapped angrily, grabbing a handful of my coveralls and pulling me to her. �We do not have time for this useless woolgathering!�
For a long moment, I could not meet her gaze; the bottle of gin was a far more appealing object of attention. Then I sighed aloud and turned to face her hard, hard eyes. �We�ve got a real problem,� I admitted. �And I�m not sure how to solve it. In fact, I don�t think that it can be solved.�
�Tell me the problem,� she rasped. �I will find a solution.�
My God, but the Dragon was overweening and arrogant! �It�s no big deal,� I said after a moment. �Surely a qualified spacer of your education and experience will be able to handle it for me.�
Suddenly the hard eyes were inches from my own, narrow and flashing. �Explain the problem to me!� she demanded again. Then the side of my face exploded in pain as she struck me, hard! �Explain!�
�Damn!� I retorted automatically, flinching from the blow. Reflexively my grip tightened on the chair leg that I was still carrying�
�then relaxed under the Dragon�s remorseless glare. She was right, of course. I was wasting time. �Lagrange has no pods to spare,� I said. �They�re evacuating the entire station. That�s not only never been done before, but no one dreamed that it might ever be necessary. They aren�t coming for us. That means our only way out would be for me to go EVA to the Aphrodite and take us all out on her. But I don�t have a suit anymore. Because I�m a chicken, I can�t wear the last normal one. And no beginner stands a chance of even getting aboard Aphrodite under these conditions, much less piloting her. Dockings to emergency ports are tricky, even when they�re not tumbling. She�s very likely damaged, too.�
The Dragon frowned mightily. �What if we cut off your beak?� she demanded at last. �Could you fit then?�
I blinked, not even having considered that possibility. My body was fairly close to human shape under the feathers; I was pretty much a cartoon sort of chicken. But� �I�m afraid not. They had to take a casting of my head for the helmet. It�s odd-shaped, too.
�What foolishness!� the dominatrix muttered, her frown intensifying further. Then her eyes snapped back to meet mine. �The spare suit,� she demanded. �It is in good condition?�
I shrugged. �It should be. I inspected it last week, and there�s no damage to the cabinet.�
The Dragon nodded in satisfaction. �Excellent. Meet me in the Control Room in ten minutes. Have the spare suit ready.� Then she spun gracefully in mid air and flashed away.

The Dragon arrived two minutes ahead of schedule, I noted, with several of her fellow artists in tow and carrying a bright pink package carelessly under one arm. �The suit,� she demanded. �You will show it to me.�
I nodded and lifted it up out of its protective case for her to see. �It�s a standard Mark Twenty-Five,� I explained. �You people may think of Beauregard as being cheap, but in point of fact he believes in buying good stuff for us where it really counts.� I spread the suit out a little so that everyone could see. �The bottom part is just airtight elastic fabric,� I explained. �There�s boots to wear over it, though they won�t fit my feet anymore. The stuff is slightly porous to water and very highly reflective; the wearer is cooled by his own perspiration.� I paused and looked around, meeting each pair of eyes in turn. Each and every one of the girls was listening as though their lives hung upon every word. �It�s not intended that the wearer of this style of suit be exposed to prolonged periods of sunlight,� I continued. �It�s presumed that a user will be intelligent enough to mostly stay in the shadows, or else use a sunshade. Otherwise he�ll overheat. The tradeoff, however, is that the flexibility and dexterity are almost unlimited.�
The Dragon nodded soberly. �And the helmet?� she asked.
�The air fitting is connected to the helmet,� I explained, pointing. �On a station like this, EVA�s are so rare that expended gasses are not a problem; when the user exhales, the suit just vents the gas to space. That keeps things nice and simple. We also run a much purer mix of oxygen than standard breathing-air at reduced air pressure, to reduce strain on the suit.�
�Yes,� the Dragon agreed, fingering the connection and examining it critically. �This is all very simple indeed. I have long suspected that there was nothing truly complex about space.� Then she faced me once more. �So the lower portion is merely an airtight body-suit that allows for perspiration. Must you be able to sweat through the suit?�
�Not for a short hop, no. But I imagine that I�d be getting mighty warm by the time that I hit Aphrodite without any cooling at all.�
�Even if you made very careful use of shade?�
I thought about it. �I�d have to make and use a parasol. Even then, I�d be mighty warm.�
She nodded. �I understand. And you absolutely cannot wear the helmet?�
�Even if you removed my beak, my head is too long and narrow.� I demonstrated, then sighed. �I�ll have to admit, that was a very good idea, cutting off the beak. Too bad it won�t work.�
The Dragon frowned. �It was a stupid, pitiful idea, if it will not work. A waste of time.� Her black-gloved fingers moved delicately over the helmet, tracing various contours. �And you cannot wear the suit�s bottom, either?�
�No,� I explained, shaking my head sadly. �The suit can only be made with just so much stretch in it, or else it will puff up like a balloon and immobilize the wearer in vacuum. I�m still human-shaped, but not that human shaped.�
�I see.� Then the Dragon removed the pink package from under her arm and thrust it towards me. �Put this on!� she commanded.
My reflexes were plenty good; I snagged the projectile cleanly before it could knock me in the chest. It was some kind of rubber suit, I could see�
�one with little rubber knobs on the inside at strategically located places, and oversized rubber breasts affixed to the chest. �Hey!� I cried in outrage. �This is��
�Put it on,� the Dragon commanded. �We are not here to play games!� Then she turned to Jeanine. �He will require much powdering. He was correct when he said that his shape is no longer quite human.�
�Gotcha,� Jeanine replied, producing a bottle of talcum. Then she smiled at me. �Come on over here by the air inlet, hon. We don�t want to be breathing any more of this stuff than we can help.�
�Hey!� I cried out again, this time louder. �This is a goddamn sex suit! And a girl-type one at that! This is for guys who like to pretend to be women; I�m not into that kind of crap!�
Jeanine laid her hand on my shoulder. �Please, Marvin!� she explained. �We need for you to do this!�
�It will be airtight,� the Dragon declared flatly. �It does not leak a drop; I have proven this many times.�
�And the girl one is closer to your size than the boy one,� Trixie added, her big rabbit eyes appearing very solemn. �With your tail-feathers, we think that it may be more comfortable for you.�
Still smiling, Jeanine reached out and touched my shoulder. I slapped her hand away. �How about the helmet?� I demanded. �How am I going to get air?�
The Dragon�s eyes flashed dangerously, but Jeanine silenced her with a glance. Then she was smiling at me once more. She was very, very pretty, I realized suddenly. �One thing at a time, Marvin� she explained in a reasonable tone. �One thing at a time. How can we decide how to hook up the plumbing until we see what you look like with it on?�
The girls were all looking at me expectantly then, and the Dragon was fingering the handle of her whip. So I blushed, then removed my pants and began changing.
It was terrible, climbing into that girl-suit. Jeanine powdered and powdered, but I was still half-plucked by the time that I was totally wrapped up inside. The mouth had a sort of bit-thingie built into it; I didn�t want to put that part on, but Jeanine pointed out that cutting the rubber unnecessarily might not exactly be a good idea. In fact, she pointed out, cutting the suit was probably an even worse idea than leaving me mute. After all, once I was out the lock no one would be able to hear me anyway.
�Whew!� Patrice exclaimed, once it was done. �For a while there, I didn�t think that we were going to make it.�
�It�s very tight,� Jeanine agreed as I stood and listened, unable to say a word. Very much against my will, the little rubber knobs were beginning to have their way with me, and I feared that I was about to become aroused in a very public way. The talc was tickling my nose too, and I sneezed explosively.
�Poor dear!� Barbara exclaimed. �Trixie, run and get a tissue!�
�We need to get his air hooked up as soon as we can,� Marilyn agreed. She turned to the Dragon. �Have you something in mind?�
She nodded coldly and produced a large black hood that appeared to be made of rubber. �He will wear this on top,� she declared, �and we shall seal it to his neck with liquid latex. This hood is cut very large, for a special slave that cannot wear ordinary headgear. We will glue the air fittings to the back, and fix lenses in the eyeholes. Then we shall strap the bottles to his back and tape him up tightly so that the suit cannot balloon out any more than can be avoided.� For the first time ever in my experience, she smiled prettily and dimpled. �It will work.�

The taping seemed to take forever, even though several of the girls were very accomplished at it. Poor Trixie fumbled a little at one point, and the Dragon snatched the roll of tape right out of her hands. �You blithering idiot!� she had snapped. �Haven�t you ever taped a man up into a sex suit before?� Other than that one incident, however, things had gone pretty smoothly. Jeanine had been prescient enough to tape up my feet triple-thick so as to minimize the chance of a leak, and the Dragon herself had taped my hands very carefully and with great attention to detail, so that they remained fairly flexible.
Meanwhile Patrice had produced what looked like a fairly workable space helmet. I watched her as she tested the fittings with a few drops of shampoo, and nodded vigorously at the results. One of the connections released a tiny string of bubbles, but the leak was on the exhaust side anyhow. It wouldn�t really matter; in fact, I�d worn several commercial suits whose plumbing leaked considerably more. Patrice had slathered on another layer of fixative anyway, and then reinforced the connections with yet more tape. Then she anchored the hose so that it wouldn�t flop around and work loose. When I finally tried the hood on, there was just enough slack to allow me to turn my head slightly.
�He won�t be able to move his head much anyway,� the Dragon observed with a rare nod of approval. �Not once we seal his neck.�
That was the worst job of all, as expected. As I began consuming my forty-five minute supply of canned air, the girls went wild with tape and latex, then employed a hair-dryer to set everything up. Once more Jeanine got out her shampoo bottle and tested for leaks. �I�ve got a few bubbles in the back,� Patrice observed. More tape and latex followed, and then the improvised suit passed its retest. The Dragon produced two mismatched flashlights from somewhere, and they were turned on and then taped to the top of my head, pointing roughly in the direction I was facing.

Marie had been made responsible for putting together an improvised EVA kit for me; there was supposed to be one just outside the airlock hatch, but after the blow we�d taken I could no longer count on its being there. Once I was certified airtight she placed a spare roll of tape in my toolbox, strapped it onto the tank harness that had been salvaged from the main suit, and chained everything into place with four or five pairs of handcuffs. Then she draped a coil of black silk rope over my shoulder, settling it in between my still-impressive false breasts. �I think he�s ready,� she declared.
�I think so too,� the Dragon agreed. �Any last-minute ideas?�
I looked around the Control Room, thinking rapidly. One tool that I was certain would come in handy outside was a gaff, a long pole-like gadget with a hook on one end. What could I use for a gaff? Finally my eyes settled on the Dragon�s whip. It would not be perfect for the job, I decided, but it might help some. Very slowly and carefully I reached out and removed it from her belt. For an instant her face hardened and I thought that she was going to slap my hand away, then she nodded and handed it over. �Very well,� she said resignedly. �I accept the need.�
Carefully I coiled the whip and shoved it under the handcuffs, where it would be available for immediate use. Then, there being no way for me to communicate effectively anyway, I stepped into the airlock, took a grip on the railing, and cycled it before my courage could fail me.
The suit stiffened up immediately as the friendly air around me bled away to the terrible nothingness of space, making little popping and stretching noises all the while. Normal suits didn�t make a sound when exposed to vacuum, and my heart did flip-flops at every tiny reminder of just exactly how utterly insane this little stunt truly was. I remained in the lock for about a full minute, I judged, waiting to see if my suit would explode the way that I expected it to at any second. It didn�t, however, and in time I grew confident enough to open the outer door.
The area outside the hatchway on my left was indeed an utter wreck, as expected. The EVA kits were missing, and a large area of hull was scorched and battered. Out in the middle of this scorched and battered area three luridly colored phalluses extended, marking the location of our earlier repair job. The shafts appeared more ludicrous than obscene from this side of the pressure hull, extending stiffly out into space as if terribly aroused by all the damage. Carefully I flexed all my joints, first very slightly and then as far as I dared. Again the suit held, much to my surprise, though my motions were more limited than I would have liked. This was especially true of my head.
Because the Henhouse was tumbling, the airlock�s exit was definitely �down�, though the acceleration was very slight. However, that direction was always �down� due to the station�s normal spin, and the handgrips had been set up accordingly. Using great care, I let my hands slide down the railing until I was at the bottom, and dangling with only my heavily taped feet between deep space and me.
It was at this point that I really began to sweat, literally as well as figuratively. Normally EVA�s are never done without another qualified spacer ready and standing by to help. Even more, they are never done without employing either some kind of jetpack or else extensive safety ropes utilizing specially designed clips and fittings. I had neither available to me; the EVA harness had been stored with the other gear in the now-missing locker, and the Henhouse had never generated enough EVA�s to justify the expense of a jetpack.
I hadn�t bothered to tell the ladies about this part, there being no need for them to worry about something they could do absolutely nothing about.
I did, however, have available to me a length of black silk rope and a whip; for a moment I stood out in the sunlight and considered how best to employ them. It would be easy enough, I judged, to tie myself to an anchor point, travel the length of the rope, tie it again, and then go back and release my first knot. It would be safe enough, as well, considering the circumstances. The process would take far too long, however, given how far I had to travel and how much air I probably had left. So, clicking my beak in concentration, I decided to break those last few remaining rules that I�d left intact, and freehand my way across the Henhouse without a safety line.
It wasn�t so hard at first. The phalluses provided my first handholds, and I swung past them easily and onto the Henhouse�s main endbrace. This was an I-beam that ran conveniently along my path towards the Solar Farm, and I used its bottom ledges as a highway for my hands.
By the time I reached the beam�s end, I knew that we�d failed to foresee a serious problem. My eye-lenses were fogging up! Underneath all of the rubber and tape, I was sweating profusely in my non-reflective suit. It was far worse than I�d imagined that it would be. The black hood I was wearing served as a virtual magnet for solar radiation. My whole head was beginning to ache with the heat, and I knew that I didn�t have long at all to improvise some kind of shade for myself.
The Solar Farm was my best hope for doing exactly that. The Farm was typical of all such installations, the place where we grew new solar cells out of silicon and the like. One of my regular jobs was to harvest the new cells every so often, when a new crop was ripe, and convey then to Lagrange for sale as a small secondary source of income. Therefore, I knew the farm area well, though I usually approached from another angle.
It was just as well; by the time I got to the Farm I was virtually blind, and even under the fogging my eyes were red and burning from the perspiration that was continually getting into them. Any sane EVA would have ended long since; poor visibility is more than enough excuse for an abort. I didn�t have that option, however, and when my fingertips finally reached the end of the beam I hung there in the microgravity for just a moment and tried to think things through. The cells grew on long stems, I knew, stems that could serve as parasol handles in a pinch. But by now I was totally blind, and thrash around though I might, I couldn�t feel anything except smooth, featureless hull anywhere around me. Carefully I closed my stinging eyes and concentrated; the farm had to be just ahead of me on my right, I knew. It simply had to be!
There wasn�t anything else to do. If I stayed where I was, I would die. If I went back, we would all die. If I jumped and took my best guess at where I was going, we all might live.
So I pulled myself up onto the beam and jumped.
My long chicken-toes felt very awkward and confined in their human-shaped prison; I could not even have walked in normal gravity. Despite the discomfort I lined myself up as best I could, and gently shoved myself away from the I-beam in what I knew simply must be the right direction. Then I extended my arms and legs fully, and waited.
And waited.
And waited.
It was growing very warm indeed inside my hot-pink double-breasted space suit, I realized dully as time passed and passed and passed without my encountering anything. At least I�d probably be unconscious with heat stroke before I ran out of air, as near as I could figure it. Then I could drift eternally in free orbit, a real prize for anyone who found me dressed as I was. It would be a fitting enough end for the Pussy Pilot, I told myself as eon after endless eon crept by. �Look over here, Elmer! Lookie here at what I found! You ain�t gonna believe this shit!�
Then, long after I�d given up, something brushed up against my left fingertips. Instantly I was in action, rolling hard in that direction and flailing, flailing, flailing�
�yet encountering nothing once more.
My breath was coming in sobs, I suddenly realized, and I was so frightened that I was about to foul myself. I was panicked, utterly panicked, and nothing kills in space more efficiently than panic. Quite deliberately I froze in position and took several long, deep breaths of good, fresh air. Then, I tried to look at my position rationally.
I had not merely imagined feeling something solid, I knew for certain. Or at least it was safe to assume that I hadn�t, since if I were that far-gone I was dead anyway. Therefore, I was probably floating very near the Henhouse, most likely just where I expected to be, near the Solar Farm. The Dragon�s whip was still exactly where I�d stashed it; moving slowly and deliberately despite the ever-increasing heat I brandished it to explore the area around me.
On one toss, I distinctly felt the whipcord strike something.
I ran the whip through my fingers until I located its wickedly thin end. Then I gripped it firmly and whirled the handle about my head, bolo-style. Clumsily I released the handle at just about the point where I imagined that the Henhouse was�
�missing cleanly.
Once more I whirled the handle and released it; this time, however, I was rewarded. Though I thought that I�d missed once more, when I tried to pull the handle in I came up short. Though the resulting jerk nearly yanked the whip out of my hands, I managed to hold on, slowly drifting towards my goal.
Eventually I hit and hit hard, bruising my head through the soft improvised helmet. It was worth it, though, for just before I struck the hull everything went black. I�d found shade!
Once more I scrabbled around me with all four limbs, trying to figure out exactly where I was. My left foot encountered a tall, narrow sort of pole, which felt to me just like the stem of a growing solar cell. Moving very carefully in the dark, I turned end-for-end and explored the object with my hands. Yes, I decided, it simply had to be a cell. I reached into my tool kit and pulled out the pliers, then used them to strike a carefully judged blow to the stem�s base. It broke free, and I knew that at last I had my umbrella.
Because of the fact that spacewalks were so routine in the Farm, there were plenty of handholds scattered conveniently about. Though I was still a bit disoriented, the cells grew in perfect rows and I was able to follow them easily enough. Eventually I came to the end of the Farm, which unless I was a full hundred and eighty degrees off in my estimates placed me just outside the girls� living quarters. Here I stopped to think things through.
I was blind, totally and completely blind. Even worse, though I was finally out of the sun I was still far, far too hot. It takes considerable time for heat to radiate away in the vacuum of space, and time was something that I didn�t have very much of. If I didn�t find a way to cool off, and soon, then I would die before finishing my work. It was as simple as that.
But how?
My mind spun idly as I hung there in space and sweated, sweated, sweated. I�d have been dead long since, I realized dully, if I hadn�t been made over into a chicken. The docs always improved the patient�s body as much as possible as a matter of routine when extensive transmutation was undertaken, and I was no exception. I had better than perfect eyesight and hearing, the speed and stamina of an Olympian, and the constitution of an ox. Right at the moment, for the very first time, it was well worth having the constitution of an ox in exchange for the appearance of a chicken. Still, I had to cool myself down, and soon. A standard spacesuit, I knew, accomplished this by evaporation. Was there any way that I could gain access to liquids from this side of the hull?
Hmm. Not that I could think of.
But gasses were fluids too, weren�t they? And they could cool too�.
Carefully I reached into my tool kit and pulled out a screwdriver. I didn�t like what I was about to do, didn�t like it at all. It was dangerous as hell, for me as well as for anyone who might be on the other side of the hull. But what choice did I have? I was hot, and I craved a cooldown like a drug addict craves his fix.
First, I took a moment to tie myself to the nearest handhold. Then I grasped the screwdriver firmly�
�and drove it right through the thin hullmetal!
A jet of air rushed out immediately, and I placed myself directly in front of it so as to get the maximum effect. The cold, expanding air felt wonderful, even through the layers of tape and rubber between it and me. It reminded me a garden hose on a hot summer afternoon back on Earth, or of an ice pack pressed into my belly. All too soon the airflow shut off as the room beyond was emptied and the automatic hatches sealed off the hull breach, so again and then a third time I crawled across the hull and created new leaks, feeling a little better each time. It was damned expensive air-conditioning, yes. But it was air conditioning all the same, and that was what mattered.
I was still pretty hot after wasting three suites worth of air, though not nearly so bad as I�d been. More important, however, my head was now clearer, and I was shaded under a parasol. I was free to begin dealing with what I feared was by far the more difficult of my two problems. My helmet lenses were still badly fogged up. I was as blind as a bat. And I couldn�t possibly jump out to Aphrodite if I couldn�t see her.
In a real suit, I knew, the air outlets inside the helmet were arranged in such a manner that cool, dry tank air played continually over the visor; this was what kept things clear. I hadn�t remembered this in time, however, and now I was paying the price. Patrice had taken advantage of the long, narrow shape of my head to route the plumbing off to my left, and the air was now blowing down my neck.
So that was the problem, sure enough. I�d done my troubleshooting, yes indeedy I had, and the very next time that I cobbled myself together a space suit out of sex toys and bondage gear I was quite sure that I�d get it right. But that didn�t help me here and now, not at all. You couldn�t exactly wipe off the inside of your visor, not in a pressure suit.
But I had to be able to see!
It was my air-jet cooling expedient that finally offered me a solution, though it was rather a desperate one. I was hardly the first person ever to foul the inside of a suit visor; space-sickness was the most common cause of this. One of the advantages of having a direct-exhaust type ventilation system was that the user could in theory dump the majority of the air in his suit in a hurry to clear it out, and then refill it out of his tanks and thus provide himself with a clean atmosphere. If I were to do this, I reasoned, it would probably clear my lenses and cool me down even further. Almost certainly it would, in fact, and had I been wearing a standard suit I�d have performed the drill in a heartbeat.
Rapidly depressurizing and then repressurizing a plastic sex suit while alone and far from an airlock, however, was something else entirely, no matter how sold the Dragon was on the toughness and integrity of the materials involved. Still, after a few moments of careful consideration, I didn�t see where I had much of a choice.
Reluctantly, I reached into my toolbox for the spare roll of tape, then suppressed a momentary stab of panic when I didn�t find it right under my fingertips. Had it drifted away when I�d pulled out the pliers or screwdriver? Then I located the familiar round shape, and pressed it against the hull where I could locate it easily at need. Then, I hyperventilated for a few breaths, opened my beak wide, and activated my spill valve.
I�d done this before in training, but somehow it just wasn�t the same. My suit went flaccid, the air roared, ice picks sank into my ears, my feathers felt like they were being ripped from their roots�
�and suddenly my lenses were clear; I could see the hull! And the roll of tape, clear as day!
I twisted my wrist savagely in the opposite direction, and the roaring lessened though the ice-picks pain continued, savage and brutal. Then all was still again.
Except for an ominous hissing, coming from I knew not where.
Instantly my training kicked in, and heedless of further suit-damage I twisted and writhed, trying to spot the little plume of air that would mark my leak. It was nowhere to be found, however, nowhere! Which meant that it was located either on my back or my helmet, if my instructors were to be believed. If it was my back, I was dead; there was no way that a suited man could patch his own back. If it were my helmet, however�
Carefully I felt around my head, and detected almost at once where the problem was coming from. It was right where I�d hit my head earlier! Apparently I�d scuffed the plastic almost through, and now it had failed. I tore off some tape, prayed that it would work in vacuum�
�and sighed in relief as it took hold immediately. It was good tape, I told myself as I applied layer after layer, very good tape indeed. Trust bondage types to be real connoisseurs.
Reflexively my eyes sought the air gauge at the bottom of my visor, as was standard procedure after a suit rupture or any other incidence of significant air loss. It wasn�t there, of course, and I began to feel very apprehensive about my air supply. There wasn�t anything I could do, however, short of tearing the tanks off of my back and looking at the gauges. So I decided that it simply didn�t matter how much air I had left. I would either finish my job, or else I would not. It was as simple as that.
Navigating was far easier with my eyes functional, and the improvised parasol worked very well indeed. Effortlessly I drifted from handhold to handhold up towards the center of what remained of the Henhouse, where the axis of rotation was located. We were spinning two ways, I determined as I drifted along. First, we were wheeling end over end rapidly enough to produce a noticeable acceleration at either end of the station. We were also pivoting slowly around our long axis, as well, though not quickly enough to really matter; I estimated that we were making perhaps three or four revolutions an hour. I was going to have to jump across open space to Aphrodite, and therefore it was essential that I move to the station�s axis before making my leap. The pod was going to be a difficult enough target without adding any more vectors into the equation than was needful. All the while my eyes continually sought out the reassuring sight of my hot-pink vessel nearly motionless against the stars. She still wasn�t too far away, I judged, maybe a klick or two.
Only four or five times as far as an experienced spaceman might reasonably attempt to jump under ideal conditions, with help standing by.
Well, at least Aphrodite was a big target.
Once I got to the axis, I took a moment to think things through one last time. Was there anything that I could do to maximize my chances? Had I ever learned anything about jumping other than aiming and taking my best shot? No, I decided reluctantly. All that I could do was take reasonable care, and trust to luck.
Very carefully, I sought the best, firmest footing I could find, making certain that one foot would have exactly as good a grip as the other. Then I closed my eyes and tried to picture myself in the suit, trying to determine where my center of gravity might be. There were the breasts to consider, as well as the toolbox and the length of chain; fortunately, I was already used to the tanks from training and would account for them naturally. Next I re-opened my eyes and fixed them not just on Aphrodite, but on the huge chicken logo painted onto her side. The hen wore lipstick, I noted; the painted lips became my bullseye. Slowly I closed my eyes again, picturing myself landing right up against those lips over and over again, smack, smack, smack. I bent my legs, then used the leverage of a convenient handhold to press myself firmly against the hull. Next I lined my parasol up against the target, exposing myself to the sun for a moment, but also lining the umbrella up with my center of gravity. I couldn�t see my target through the immature solar cell, but that no longer mattered. I knew exactly where those lovely lips where.
Then I pressed my feet against the hull, hard, and launched myself into space.

VIII

For a very long time, I thought that I was actually going to make it. The Aphrodite grew steadily larger and larger, and squint though I might I could not detect any bearing shift. It looked as if I was dead on course. Then as I drew closer, I watched first one and then a second star eclipse itself behind my pod�s hull. There was cross-drift, even though it was not enough to be readily detectable, and I was going to miss.
Unless I did something about it.
But what? There was very little that I could throw away. I was reluctant to part with my tools until I was safe inside the pod, and the same went for the whip and the rope. They had proven themselves extremely useful so far, and I had no reason whatsoever to believe that things were going to be any better on the outside of the pod. Nor could I spare the parasol, unless I wanted to roast once more and fog up my lenses again. In training I�d been taught that boots were always good for reaction mass in situations like this, but I was wearing none. That left exactly one option, an alternative I did not like at all.
The air tank.
In an ordinary suit, I could at any given moment check to see how much air I had remaining, down almost to a single lungful. Spacewalkers tend to be obsessive about this sort of thing, and for this reason the instruments are perhaps even more redundant and refined than is needful. A mere glance would inform me how much air I had remaining by almost any conceivable measure; time remaining, pressure, volume, you name it. In this cobbled-up nightmare I could only guess, however. I wasn�t even carrying a chronometer; that was built into the helmet too!
The improvised suit had held up so well that I wasn�t particularly worried about leaks any more, or more likely I had ceased to find such worrying to be productive. There were plenty of other dangers clamoring for my immediate attention, however, and air was first and foremost among them. In truth I had no idea how much breathing time I had left, and I wasn�t particularly eager to waste any as propellant.
On the other hand, I didn�t particularly care to drift away into free orbit, either. And I could probably maneuver with an air jet better than via throwing tools; I could place the air jet at something resembling my center of mass, whereas throwing things would naturally put me into a far more rapid spin than that which I was already experiencing.
For a long minute or two I thought things over, watching two more stars slide behind Aphrodite, and another emerge from the far side. My cross-drift was eyeball-apparent now, and I was perhaps half a click out.
I tried to think things through one last time. Unless I missed my guess, things would soon be happening very fast and this would be the last opportunity I had to really work things out. The further out I made my corrections, the less gas I would use in making them. On the other hand, the earlier I disconnected my tank, the longer I would have to survive on just what air was in the suit. There was a wild card in the deck as well. How much air exactly did I still have? In truth, I knew, any breath could be my last; I�d been through far too much already to even be able to pretend to know how much time had elapsed since the girls had sealed me into my slave hood-cum-helmet.
In the end, I decided that I simply had to have more information. There was a direct pressure gauge on the air bottle, I knew, though I had to dismount the thing totally in order to read it. Carefully I shrugged myself out of the standard harness and twisted myself around with a kick and spin. Sure enough, the bottle�s gauge was working perfectly. In fact, I tapped it several times with my fingertip in order to make absolutely certain.
It read dead empty.
Suddenly I was breathing hard again, and it took a major act of will to calm myself down. There was still air in the bottle, I told myself, there had to be. I�d just been breathing out of it a moment before, after all. It might be very low, but there was still pressure.
The tank�s nozzle was bent ninety-degrees away from the device�s long axis in order to make the thing easier to hook up to standard suit hardware. Most of the time this was a welcome engineering feature, but just now it was major headache. It would not be possible to simply aim and point the tank like a reaction pistol; instead I would once more have to guesstimate my center of mass and try to line things up on it.
My first attempt was a terrible hash; the air jet was plenty powerful, but I had it aligned wrong and the thrust mostly served to whip me into a spin. I was just barely able to retain control of the tank, and if I�d not tied the parasol to my leg I�d have lost it entirely. There wasn�t anything to do but waste a second spurt of gas in an effort to cancel out the damage of the first, and finally I did just exactly that. When I was finished, I was stable, all right.
And the Aphrodite was sliding off to one side faster than ever!
Finally I lined things up one last time- I didn�t think that the bottle would give me more than one final spurt, judging by how quickly it was fading away. Carefully I cradled the bottle in my arms and lined up the spout just below and to the right of my breastbone, and waited, waited, waited until I spun into just the right position.
Then I cracked the valve, and left it open until the air was utterly spent.
Naturally I could not see where I was going, since I had to face away in order to point the jet in the right direction. When I spun around again, however, my pod loomed huge in front of me�
�and was clearly going to slide past just out of reach!
Reflexively I shoved the empty tank away from me just as hard as I possibly could, and then sent the parasol after; I would run out of air now long before I had time to cook. It was still not enough, however, and the ship was almost by! It was by in fact; I was passing the nose now, just out of reach of the tangled wreckage that had once been the Henhouse�s docking station! I was gone, gone, gone�
�until I felt hard eyes glaring at me from behind a black leather hood not unlike the one I was now wearing. �You insignificant little worm!� a cold voice screamed in rage. �You�ve failed us all. You�ve failed at everything you�ve ever touched, and betrayed everything you�ve ever hoped to be. You deserve to float around forever in a pink sexsuit, you piece of filth! You deserve it!�
�No!� I screamed aloud. �No! I can�t fail!�
Then suddenly I was grasping the Dragon�s whip in my right hand, spinning it bolo-fashion. I had one chance, maybe, as my ship floated away. One chance, if I moved quickly and didn�t bother too much about aiming. At the very last second I released the whip-handle�
�and then felt the most welcome tug in the world as it lodged firmly in the wreckage and caught, jerking me to a sudden halt.
For just one second I luxuriated in my victory, breathing in and out, in and out. Then, moving slowly so as not to dislodge my precarious toehold despite the fact that my air was beginning to grow noticeably stale, I made my way hand-over-hand down to the wrecked docking area and looked around to see what was wrong. I�d originally planned to enter Aphrodite through the EVA airlock, but I�d never have time to travel that far now. My lenses were rapidly fogging over again on top of everything else; soon I�d be blind once more. I�d either find a way in through the docking ring, or I�d die trying. It seemed to be the day for that sort of thing.
Everything was an absolute wreck, everything! At first I couldn�t even recognize much of what I was looking at, but then once I realized that not everything that I was seeing was part of the Henhouse things began to make sense. Part of Lagrange itself had hit and lodged here, I could see, including a taxi and its most unfortunate occupants. There was a severed human arm floating free in front of the airlock proper; I snatched it out of the way and tossed it unceremoniously over my shoulder. There simply wasn�t time for delicacy! The main docking dogs had separated themselves, I could see, but the ring itself was still holding everything together. There was a hand wheel for that, and I fell upon it desperately. Carefully I anchored myself against a shock-warped support beam and tugged on it with all of my might.
It would not budge. Not a millimeter!
Angrily, desperately, I tried again until I saw spots before my eyes. Still it would not give, and now there was another hissing noise in my ears; I�d sprung another leak! It didn�t matter I decided; the air in my suit wasn�t much good for anything anyway.
A third time I wrenched at the wheel, and still it would not give. My hands ached, and this time the little spots simply would not go away. I had one last chance, I decided, one last good effort in me, and then that would be that.
Without thinking I slid my hand into my toolbox, hoping for inspiration. Inside, I felt the pair of locking pliers and something long, hard and heavy. Whatever it was, I decided, it would make a great hammer! I pulled it out and, working by feel now with my lenses fully fogged up, beat a few times on the wheel�s spokes.
Nothing.
Damnit, this was getting serious! I couldn�t see at all now, and I was running out of options! Angrily I reached into the toolbox one last time and retrieved the pliers, then clamped its jaws onto the wheel, offering me a place to hammer where I could get a clear swing. Then I reached back and swung with all of my might, slamming my improvised hammer with considerable force onto the innocent, inoffensive pliers.
And the wheel spun a little; I could feel it give!
Panting hard now, I swung my hammer again and again, missing sometimes but often driving the wheel around just a little more. After several such impacts, the wheel finally spun free. I dropped my tool and gripped the wheel firmly with both hands, moving the heavy gears faster than they�d ever intended to be driven. Finally the wheel quit resisting altogether, and, hooking my toes under the docking hatch itself, I pushed just as hard as I could against the twisted remains of the Henhouse and ejected them slowly off into space. Aphrodite was free, free, free! And I could now enter my pod, where, if there was any justice in the universe, there would be real air for me to breathe instead of the used-up vacuumy stuff that I was now existing on.
There was one last wheel to turn before the airlock door opened, and I had to find my hammer one last time and beat on it as well before it freed itself up enough to let me in. I dragged myself inside with the very last of my strength, and hit the cycle button after not too terribly much fumbling around. Then I heard the air rushing in, and knew that I would live after all.
Something was very wrong, however. The air was rushing in, yes. But I still could not breathe! Good Lord, what could be wrong now?
It was the suit, I realized in my darkening mind, the suit! I was still trapped in my little bubble of bad air, even though I was now surrounded by sweet, sweet oxygen. And the lenses were still fogged over too; I could not see a thing! Here I was, surrounded by good air and fully-functional equipment, and I was still about to die!
Blindly I fumbled around for my tool kit; there had been a utility knife in there, I knew that there had been! But where? I�d lost it, and now I was going to die for it! Finally my groping hands encountered the hammer that I�d used to batter my way inside, and without really thinking-I was long past that-I used it to smash open the lenses over my eyes. Wondrous clean air flowed over my face, and for a long, long time I simply floated in the airlock and breathed, breathed, breathed. The hammer had saved my life three times, I thought to myself as I rested and recovered for a little while, three times in perhaps three minutes. I�d keep it forever, I swore, and hang it up in my cockpit as a lucky charm that would protect me from harm forevermore. It might not be logical, but whenever it was with me, I knew, I�d somehow feel safe.
Finally the nausea faded from my stomach, and I began to feel a little better. My eyes opened, and I was able to see clearly. There were no dark spots, and no foggy lenses to block my view of the world. Aphrodite seemed to be in perfectly ordinary condition; her blowers were humming smoothly and the �inner lock door open� was the only red light in sight. I�d forgotten what it was like, not to be confronted by seas of blinking red lights, or so it seemed.
Then my fingers sought out the hammer that I�d used to save myself, so I could put it away in a safe place before rescuing the others aboard the Henhouse and then adding Aphrodite�s considerable capacity to the efforts at Lagrange. My digits encountered its reassuring smoothness almost immediately and, still a bit dopey, I raised it up to my eyes to gaze upon it for the very first time.
My hammer, the lucky tool that had saved my life, was a dildo. The most obscenely swollen chrome-plated dildo that I�d ever encountered in my life, in fact, complete with a now-ruined heavy-duty vibrator motor.

IX

EIGHT MONTHS LATER�
��some people may call it a miracle,� Commodore Tottson�s deep voice was saying, �but we spacemen know better. Saving Lagrange Station didn�t take a miracle; it just took the coordinated work of dozens of skilled and courageous spacers, all working together towards a common goal with ingenuity and inspiration.�
I nodded silently from my seat. Not just one Sector had remained habitable at the height of the Emergency, despite the gloomiest of projections, but two. The evacuation had been called off during my first refugee run, just after I�d dropped off the Henhouse contingent at an emergency shack. Keeping two sectors habitable after such a catastrophe had not only been an incredible feat of improvisation, but had also saved thousands of lives. The death toll had proven to be unexpectedly low, though hundreds instead of thousands dead was still bad enough.
�Their efforts,� Commodore Tottson continued, �were most laudable, and should be remembered with respect forever. However, there is one story of improvisation, leadership, and courage that outshines them all.�
Suddenly I felt hundreds of eyes and not a few video cameras focusing on me, and I blushed under my feathers. The missing ones had still not completely grown back in, and I was therefore a bit ragged looking. No one seemed to care, however.
�We�ve all heard the story of Marvin Mackleschmidt. We�ve heard of how he managed to restore critical systems utilizing the unlikeliest of materials, how he quelled a riot and then, most of all, how he crossed open space under conditions that make me shudder just to think about them. Not a single fatality occurred aboard the Henhouse during the Emergency, due more to Brother Mackleschmidt�s skill and professionalism than any other single factor. He not only saved the lives of the men and women entrusted to his professional care after they had been written off by far more experienced spacehands, but managed to actively aid in the rescue of others before all was said and done.
�At first, the Brotherhood of Command Navigators refused to accept Brother Marvin�s report, because it seemed so wildly unlikely. I was there, however, and my own life was one of those that Marvin saved. I took a personal interest in learning what had gone wrong, in detail. And, to my astonishment, I was able to determine that Marvin�s incredible report was factual in every detail. Subsequently, a formal Brotherhood inquiry was forced rather against their will to the same conclusion. Brother Mackleschmidt was not and is not a liar. Instead, he is a true hero.�
I shifted nervously in my seat. The Brotherhood�s first official reaction to my report had been to pull my license for blatant falsifications; only Tottson�s personal investigation had saved me. That, and the fact that I�d not taken the time to remove more than the head of my improvised pressure suit while piloting the refugees. People will tend to talk, when their rescue pilot is seen wearing a taped-over pink plastic sex suit with nipples proudly erect and clutching a chrome-plated dildo.
It had been very kind of Tottson to stand up for me, I knew, even if we Henhouse staffers had saved his life. The Commodore had experienced a very bad week after the incident, between blaming himself for bringing in the Blueberries and then ending up among the rioters instead of the good guys. It hadn�t been his fault, none of it! The whole thing had been a refining accident, that was all. Still, he�d blamed himself and had been unable to leave his stateroom for days.
It was just as well that he couldn�t remember a thing about our encounter in the Saloon. And I certainly had no intention of ever reminding him. Tottson was a damned fine spacer, and a damned fine man. Even if he did tend to spend a good part of his R and R time in the company of the Dragon.
I smiled as I thought of her, then turned and sought out her face among the crowd. All the Henhouse people were sitting together off in a corner by themselves, Beauregard in the front row, though it hadn�t been planned that way. Even now, after all that we had been through, no one would sit next to anyone associated with the Henhouse. It was rather sad, really.
The Dragon herself was also sitting in the front row, dressed in racy black lace and spike-heel boots that were subdued and tasteful in contrast to her normal working wardrobe, but which still stood out dramatically from the more conventional attire around her. The Henhouse was back in business already, though on a far more limited basis, and the Dragon had resumed her usual habits. She almost never left her Dungeon, and a visit to Lagrange proper was virtually unheard of. I was being deeply honored.
She was the real hero of the Henhouse. I knew it, she knew it, we all knew it. Yet it was me that was getting the medal, and whenever I tried to tell the truth about her everyone simply clammed up and conversation became awkward. It was the damnedest thing I�d ever seen, how �normal� people reacted to the Dragon. It was almost as if they refused to accept her very existence. I�d tried to turn my medal down unless they gave her some kind of award too, but she�d come and called me a childish idiot and asked me what someone as divine and powerful as she was could possibly want with a filthy medal?
Someday, I vowed. Someday she would get the recognition that she deserved. In the meantime, she had earned my eternal gratitude and respect. I smiled at her, and she scowled slightly by way of reply.
She kind of liked me, I realized then for the very first time. Maybe it was the feathers? Several people had told me recently that they made me irresistible...
Then everyone was applauding and Commodore Tottson was holding up my medal and smiling, his teeth blazing out like an exploding galaxy against the eternal night. ��Order of Venus,� the master of ceremonies was saying, �The Brotherhood�s highest award for valor in the face of danger.� Clumsily I climbed to my feet and walked across the stage to receive my prize, feathers fluffed and comb held proudly erect. I was going to stay a chicken, I�d decided, even after I completed my tour of duty as the Pussy Pilot. When you�re a chicken, you learn right away where folks stand. It�s easy to tell who your true friends are and who simply wants to laugh.
When I reached the dais, Tottson took my hand and squeezed it warmly. �The Venus Award,� he said with a grin, after making damned certain that the mike was dead. �How utterly appropriate.�
My feathered face remained perfectly deadpan as I made my reply. �Watch out for Uranus,� I declared flatly. Then he laughed again, and hung the chain around my neck as everyone stood up and cheered, cheered, cheered. The silvery Morning and Evening stars now sparkled against my space-black tunic, just like they did on Commodore Tottson�s, and would forevermore. Only four other living men wore the Order of Venus, though it was an honor that I shared with many dead ones. The Order was awarded posthumously far more often than not.
�I wanted to add something to your medal,� Tottson continued. �Because of the very special nature of your accomplishment. But they wouldn�t let me build in a vibrator, no matter how hard I pleaded.�
For a long moment I just stood and gaped, my beak hanging open. Was nothing sacred? Then I thought of the swollen chrome trophy that was now mounted lovingly to Aphrodite�s control panel, and which Tottson had promised would be accompanying me out to the Kuiper and far beyond, soon enough to the stars themselves.
And there, in front of the cameras and God and Mrs. Mayberry and everybody, I leaned my head back and laughed my goddamned ass off.
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