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      Seriously, that’s his nickname and his email address. I freaked out laughing, the first time he sent me an email and I saw who it was from.

      And had to steal it, of course.

      Then some friends were talking about this picture that was floating around. Showed a classical catholic nun babe in black and white, with pistols in both hands firing and a sniper rifle slung over her back. It was one of those conversations, and led to the (Blaze Ward Presents) anthology ‘Nuns With Guns.’

      Because why the hell not?

      The main character is even loosely named after the friend who inspired him, but what I wanted to explore was Pizzafarming.

      It’s fun to look back at old depictions of science fiction (art and television) from the middle of the Twentieth century, especially when looking at food. Asimov had this silly/stupid idea that we would take a couple of pills in the morning and that was our entire nutrition for the day. All we would consume. Lots of other folks accepted that idea.

      If you look at original Star Trek, the running joke is that for a cocktail party, we will offer you our finest playdoh to eat. I’m guessing that what they made was flour, water, maybe some sugar. Maybe some egg. Cookie dough, at least for the shoot.

      That was not how the future turned out. Instead, we have become gourmands in ways that previous generations simply could not dream of. Part of that is industrial production of meat that is occasionally (okay, more than occasionally) suspect, but lowered the prices to the point that everyone in the city could have it, instead of it being a special thing for Sunday dinner. Similarly, Jimmy Carter helped changed the puritanical laws on booze, allowing people to make beer at home and kickstarting entire industries into motion. More recently, small distillers can make things, so everyone is not competing with other snobs and you have ten zillion options when it comes to taste.

      The future is not a dreary, one-size-fits-all sort of place. I wanted to explore that.

      Additionally, the Maker culture is getting better 3D printers every year, and starting to be able to make things on a grander scale, when before you either had to carve it from wood or weld it, both requiring higher levels of skill and patience.

      How soon, then, until one could print food?

      Which, in turn, led me to the question, what food would be the easiest to print? I just read an article this morning about a European company capable of printing meat in the form of steaks, so we’re on the verge of something.

      Then the redneck in me kicked in.

      Possibly the easiest way to deliver food would be a pizza, which is just some sort of thin, breadlike crust, laid down and baked quickly to stabilize it. Then you add a sauce. White, red, green, blue(?) and you have a flavor profile. Throw in some meat or veggies (the kind that never came out of a pot or critter. Then cover that over with cheese and bake to completion.

      If you have all the ingredients, and the time, you can easily program a machine to make you pizza. To farm it, if you will.

      So the pizzafarmer was in business.

      Except that he was dealing with Nuns With Guns.

      There is a truism in writing. New writers tend to go after what we call Low Hanging Fruit. The obvious idea. The easy one. The same one that every other young writer will do, convinced that their iteration will be better than everyone else.

      As editors, we’re always looking for something new. As writers, then, we need to write something new.

      I absolutely knew that such a theme would give me submissions about assassins who had taken holy vows. A lot of them were bad. A few were good. A couple pushed the envelope. You should go read the entire anthology and draw your own conclusions.

      For The Pizzafarmer, I needed a partner/sidekick/something. I ended up creating Sparrowhawk, the baddest badass armored trooper mercenary anywhere. From there, we were off.

      Nuns With Guns.

      And an introvert learning to have someone else breathing his air. That’s Sparrowhawk. And Jaquil. And a lot of other things.

      Welcome to the Resistance.

      Once I had those two stories, I wanted to take them places. That turned out to be Alderton, where they could start to turn into a team. To change the galaxy.

      And so folks reading this could understand just how dangerous Sparrowhawk really was. We’ve talked about it, but never seen her in action.

      Until Alterton.

      Finally, Avast, the Pirate Issue of Boundary Shock Quarterly. As with Nuns With Guns, I knew what I was expecting from the low-hanging-fruit brigade, so I decided to go a lot sideways. The result was Pirate Radio, where we see that future that I have planned for the two of them. Rebels. Deep-cover trouble. Heroes.

      I’m planning more. Over the last two years, I have consciously dialed back the writing, from a peak of 1.4 million words per year to perhaps half that in 2024. Partly, time management. Partly exploring other options besides writing for my art. Partly, traveling more and not taking computers and writing every day.

      I have plans for the Pizzafarmer. And Wilson and Jaquil. And Sparrowhawk.

      But we start here, on the deck of a horseshoe-shaped tramp freighter, just trying to pay off the mortgage and maybe get a little bit ahead.

      Even if it involves maybe saving the galaxy along the way.
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      Nuns. With guns.

      Never a good sign. Especially in a bar. Meant that they were after someone dangerous enough to take exception to being chased.

      Wilson wondered who had drawn the short straw. Especially as they started looking at him.

      “Papers?” the closest one asked in a hard, cold, almost-dead voice.

      He produced his and waited, feeling a momentary ping of conscience as the deadly sister took a long, hard look at his face. She handed the docs back with a grunt and then ignored him after that. Like maybe he was harmless. Just a trucker in a dive bar on a station, at any rate.

      Still, it looked like trouble. Four of them, in the traditional black field armor with white trim and the gold cross over their heart. Assuming that they still had hearts. He’d heard rumors about the sorts of training that woman went through to become a nun in this day and age.

      Then he looked closer and realized that the image wasn’t a crucifix. It was a sword instead, stylized with a wide crossguard and a slight curve to the blade.

      Wilson went extra cold as he looked around the bar.

      The Order of St. Adelfia Esposito. The hardest, meanest Order Militant in known space.

      Somebody was going to have a bad day. He sure as hell hoped it wasn’t him.

      But it made sense, them being the ones to come down here.

      Riker’s Bar & Grill wasn’t exactly the nicest dive on the station. In the vids, the director always introduced the villains inside a joint like this when they wanted to convey ugly and dangerous. Heroes wandered in, but obviously didn’t belong and left quickly, sometimes being chased. Wilson enjoyed the ambiance of trouble and grease from one of the few bars on the station he liked.

      Helped that nobody was allowed to be armed on Vatican Centro. Station rules, enforced by ladies like the Daughters of St. Adelfia Esposito with a ruthlessness that beggared the mind. Kept people from coming to this station much.

      Hell, not that many people even liked the planet below them enough to visit. Vatican One was a paradise with a Mediterranean belt like old Earth, but the colonists were hard-asses about everything. There was One Religion™, and mass twice a day for the really committed crazies.

      Wilson was only here because most of the truckers he knew wouldn’t come to Vatican One or a station like Vatican Centro voluntarily, even for the exceptional pay rates the locals had to offer. Four armed nuns checking IDs on every person in the joint today was part of the reason. Only thirteen folks in here, including Riker herself and one waitress.

      Four nuns with guns out, looking for trouble.

      One of the male cooks brought a bowl of goulash from the back and a refill on his coffee as Wilson watched the shitshow unfold. Everyone was on edge, but nobody was dumb enough to grief St. Adelfia Esposito’s daughters.

      Unless they were looking for a slow, painful way to die.

      Ennis entered in the middle of all this and got stopped by an armed woman. Wilson watched and ate quickly, spooning things into his mouth fast so he could get the hell out of here and back to his ship without lingering. God forbid the nuns order a lockdown of the station.

      Ennis was another blond, like Wilson, but short and squishy to Wilson’s tall and skinny. Clean-shaven, too, where Wilson liked the look his well-trimmed beard presented.

      Especially if it looked like the nuns were looking for a male today. Most of the customers in here fit that category, except for two truckers you might have misgendered at first glance.

      That was fine. The was no way in Hell that Wilson was looking for female companionship on this station anyway. Brothels were illegal and single women running around were either on the prowl for a husband or a victim. Sometimes both at the same time.

      Ennis got inspected at the point of a gun and cleared with a sour grunt, but that was probably just a hint of bad blood since he was a relatively well-known local. Vatican Centro needed trade, and a shipper/consignor like Ennis Platt was the sort of agent that was willing to put up with the social abuse of outsiders and infidels. The bonus was the sort of shipping rates he could charge on specialty cargoes.

      Wilson made runs here often enough that his ship was almost paid off now. Whether he ever came back after he burned his mortgage was a whole ‘nuther discussion he’d have on that fateful day.

      Maybe as early as Christmas Common this year, depending on what Ennis had for him today.

      The man pasted a sickly smile on his face as he walked over and sat down.

      The waitress who had finally been cleared came to take their order. She forced a smile through gritted teeth, which told Wilson what kind of day the nuns were intent on inflicting on people.

      “Beer,” Ennis said to her. “For both of us. Something brown. Whatever’s easy for you.”

      Her eye fluttered with a twitch, but she nodded and headed back to the bar.

      Wilson just gave Ennis a dose of side eye and kept shoveling. Riker might run a dive, but she had a good cook staff, so at least he always looked forward to the food.

      Wilson Jaxx was not known as a gourmand. His nickname around the circuit was Pizzafarmer, but that was partly because he had invested early on in an oversized, secondhand food printer from a defunct restaurant for his Fast Courier ship, which was now also known as Pizzafarmer.

      Way overkill for one person, but he liked having a lot of options when he was on a run.

      Depending on how recently Wilson had reloaded all the drums and freezer bins, there were nearly three thousand pizzas it could output, by flavor profile. Not much of it qualified as organic, but he also wasn’t rich enough to afford real cheese, to say nothing of meat taken from an animal instead of a vat.

      But with that many settings, you didn’t get bored.

      As long as you liked pizza.

      Hungarian-style goulash at Riker’s today was just because it was cheap, fast, and right now he didn’t want to stay in here any longer than necessary. Especially not if the Order Militant of St. Adefia Esposito was on the war path.

      It would be even worse if whoever it was didn’t manage to get himself caught soon enough.

      Holy Father, just let me get loaded and gone before they declare a lockdown on all departing traffic.

      He turned to Ennis as the waitress departed.

      “Late enough to be drinking?” he asked.

      It was an inside joke with truckers. Stations ran around the clock. Even the ones that geo-synched above some important city on the surface, like New Rome below them now. Vatican Centro tended to be much more buttoned down, the farther you got away from places like Riker’s, but it was still more of a station and less of a religious commune.

      If you wanted those, you dropped down into the atmosphere.

      Ennis sighed loudly as he wiggled his butt to settle in the chair. The man was dressed a little nicer than normal today. Better slacks and a semi-formal jacket, both in a sedate, demure green.

      Made him stand out from the bureaucrats, who always wore the formal cassock. The black one, with color coded trim to let you know at a glance just how dangerous the man coming down the hallway or across the desk from you might be.

      Wilson was dressed like a trucker. Royal blue pants, kinda baggy with two pockets on the outside of each thigh. Long-sleeved shirt, with today’s being pink because it had been on the top of the stack after laundry. Maroon vest with pockets to carry things around.

      You always needed things. Best to have them at hand, zippered or snapped shut against need. Especially if the gravity on your Fast Courier ship failed and you needed to repair something without having to go find the tools first.

      Made him also stand out on this station, at least when he wasn’t in Riker’s, where it was more or less the uniform. Nobody was mistaking him for a priest, which was usually good.

      Maybe not today.

      Ennis looked all the way around them, but most of the folks in here were just after the thin beer that Riker sold, so they were up at the bar. Wilson had chosen a table kinda away from people.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t like folks. In small and carefully controlled amounts. You didn’t become a trucker if solitude got you down.

      “There’s an alert,” Ennis said quietly.

      A little unnecessarily, but Wilson wasn’t going to point that out. The nuns had finally decided that their latest victim was not hiding among Riker’s customers, and were now about to go ruin the cook’s day, from the look of things. At least he’d gotten his goulash in time.

      “Gosh,” Wilson snarked with an extra layer of cheese on top. “Really?”

      “Serious this time, Jaxx,” Ennis snapped. “I need you to sign the current contract because I already went ahead and told them to dock the cargo pod onto Pizzafarmer.”

      Wilson started to say something, but the look in Ennis’s eyes was grave enough that he shoveled another bite instead.

      “Details?” he more or less said around a mouthful of noodles.

      “Every nun I’ve seen on the station today is armed,” Ennis replied. “Nuff said? The ladies that just went into the back are in battle armor, for Chr...”

      He stopped himself short of a blaspheme where someone might hear it. Lord’s Name In Vain sort of thing was usually just a venial sin, but the Order of St. Adefia Esposito didn’t get called out for little things. The sisters didn’t look to be feeling a great charity on anybody today, either.

      “Trouble,” Ennis settled on. “You got time to eat, run, preflight, and hit the jumpgates before the shit really hits the fan. If we’re both lucky.”

      “What am I hauling?” Wilson asked.

      There had only been a few times he’d refused a cargo from Ennis. They had a pretty good understanding of each other. Plus, Wilson agreed that he wanted to be long gone out of the system if it was going to be bad.

      And it was heading that way.

      “Bibles and vestments for the most part,” Ennis said. “Londeen apparently needed stuff officially blessed by the Holy Father Himself for a new Parish cathedral, but somebody forgot to organize things ahead of time. Fell through the cracks until they check-listed it and panicked. I knew you were close and available, so I had you routed here. Plus, you’ll haul a load for the holy warriors without too much kvetching.”

      “Straight shot to Londeen?” Wilson confirmed. “What about dead-heading? Can’t imagine there’s anything there worth hauling. Nothing I’d want, anyway.”

      He fixed Ennis with a hard glare.

      Londeen was a human colony on a Gaha world. Bipeds. Human shaped, but covered over with a thin, auburn fur and a stubby tail. To Wilson, they’d looked like they originally evolved from Terran Red Squirrels.

      He didn’t particularly like the thought of missionaries plying their trade with one of the alien species, but the Holy Father was one of the most powerful men in known space. And the modern Church Militant had taken it upon its shoulders to bring the Living Word to all living creatures.

      Sometimes whether they wanted it or not.

      “The dead-head fee to Keev is covered in the contract,” Ennis said placatingly, so he’d already done the calculus. “If you somehow manage to pick up a cargo on Londeen, consider it a bonus, okay?”

      Ennis didn’t give anything away for free, so Wilson wondered what sort of trouble he’d just stepped into. But from the look in the man’s eyes, this was going to fall into that category of favors exchanged against some future need. Wilson pulling Ennis’s ass out of the fire today just meant that maybe the Consignor would reciprocate something good later.

      Not the worst outcome, but Wilson had a feeling that things weren’t entirely obvious, and he was missing some important facet.

      “Sure,” Wilson decided after a beat.

      He reached for his handheld and pulled up the contracts app. Sure enough, one contract to haul a pod from Vatican Centro to Station Three at Londeen. FOB rates, and then on to Keev.

      He looked at the shipping rates and then glanced up at Ennis.

      “They’re paying a significant bonus for rapid shipment, on account of the tight timelines,” Ennis grinned. “Figured I should pass some of it along to you as motivation.”

      Hell of a motivation, tacking eighteen percent on to the normal rates, already elevated just because so few couriers and truckers liked to deal with the holy warriors of Vatican Centro. He might be able to get real close to paying off the note on his ship if he found something worth hauling off Londeen that wasn’t morally or ethically tainted by human conquest.

      He thumbprinted the contract and hit submit. The machine chirped and then Ennis beeped a few seconds later.

      The waitress finally returned with their beers, so they toasted the new deal with them.

      Already loaded and ready for Londeen? Piece of cake.

      Wilson smiled at the hope that the universe was finally spinning his way.
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        * * *

      

      Wilson closed the inner hatch of his ship and took a quick look around. The stevedores could get the pod docked with his courier and locked in without coming aboard the ship, but sometimes they did anyway, just so they could sit on the bridge while everything slipped into place.

      He wouldn’t begrudge them that, as long as they didn’t touch anything in the process. Not that he had anything worth stealing, but you never knew when some punk might decide to take a trophy home with him as a way of showing off that he was smarter than some outsider who hauled cargo for a living.

      Everything seemed in place. Salon on this side of the central gap comfortable for one and capable of entertaining four if he actually wanted company. There were chairs that could telescope out of the walls and he could deploy the big table for a big dinner. Of course, he hadn’t actually done that in…three years? Something.

      Nothing in here worth stealing and nothing out of place. Just his usual couch with the remote control for the entertainment server. He turned right and headed forward around the wishbone of Pizzafarmer’s architecture.

      Kitchen was next, a little crowded since he had the industrial-grade pizza maker that gave him and the ship their names. A Marte Industries Fast Courier came from the factory with a simple food printer, designed to normally serve two crew members.

      And limited to about two hundred total recipe options.

      BORING!

      The pizzamaker stuck out into the room farther than original design, so it was as awkward as always to get around without bruising his hip as he walked, heading forward past the life support room and consumables storage. He’d moved the walls in the hallway a little as well, adding space for more pizza options on his machine from expanding the volume in there.

      The bridge was just as he had left it. Comfortable and homey. If you had to sit here for all those hours as you headed out to the jumpgates and back, they might as well be pleasant ones. And it wasn’t like he was splitting time with a co-pilot, so he had it all dialed in just so.

      Of course, he had left the co-pilot station intact. If he ever got a cat, he’d install a heated bed there or something. Right now, it held his spare reader, over-sized compared to the handheld, so he could watch vids while flying.

      Paranoia being what it was, he turned left around the wishbone and headed down the
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