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THE ENEMY AMONG US

MALBANE


[image: image]


Free Agent Emma Malbane pretended to sip synth-beer in a grimy cafe on docking level blue fourteen of Barbo Transfer Station. Dressed in stained green coveralls, she appeared no different than the dozen other cargo handlers taking their break. Her eyes never ceased scanning the room but paused on each sweep to verify the location of her target.

"Is there any sign of his contact?"

Malbane muttered her question as she raised her mug. Anyone observing would have just seen a woman taking a sip of her beer. A subcutaneous microphone and speaker carried the whisper to her crew clearly.

"Not yet skipper," Custodes Ma Zhong said from his post on the Free Agent Ship, Manta. "I am monitoring all cameras on level fourteen and am tracking all elevators. No sign of the other Narath yet."

"Maybe he got cold feet, or whatever these things have." Osok's gravel filled voice almost vibrated her implant.

Malbane scanned the area again. Try as she might she could not spot her Engineer. Osok was the premier assassin in the Interstellar Trade Commonwealth before being conscripted into her crew. If he didn't want to be seen, even someone as talented as Malbane would fail to spot him.

"Give it ten more minutes then we stop waiting and bell the cat."

Affirmatives came from Zhong and Osok and finally from Dilys Stonebay. The stone-skinned Hawlvin officer was seated at the table directly behind their target. She was whooping it up with two other Hawlvins, actual cargo handlers unlike herself.

Custodes were answerable to no one except the governing Council. Each layer of society possessed law enforcement organizations: Enforcers who patrolled streets, ITC Investigators, and Fleet Police. None held the power of the Custodes, they were judge, jury and if needed, executioner. If a Custodes team stalked someone, that target was a risk to the entire Commonwealth.

Their target was Narath. One month ago he had been an Enforcer in a massive fight which had almost killed Malbane's navigator, Notoka B'lal. Ceaseless scanning of Barbo security cameras using biometric software finally recognized his features. Zhong declared a seventy-five percent probability that this laborer was one of the suspect Enforcers.Malbane would rate Zhong's seventy-five as an actual one hundred any day. The man was a prodigy at intelligence collection.

The intel officer tracked the faux Enforcer's movements for weeks after the battle with the ARCh terrorists. The terror organization almost sparked a race war between the Narath and Humans before being crushed in a fiery raid. Zhong displayed a near pathological need to prove his competence at locating their quarry. Perhaps he considered it penance for the terrorist leader, Brother Cassius Venator, escaping under his nose.

This Narath had met with several others who had been in that battle as well. Most were ensconced in positions unrelated to the Enforcers with whom they had worked. Zhong had targeted the others for the ship's AI, Felicia, to track for future reference. There was no proof that he was one of the shape changing aliens. He appeared similar to thousands of other Narath on Barbo, squat and powerfully built with hairless green skin. Zhong staked his reputation that it was the same creature.

Why would a shape shifting alien keep using the same face? Were they limited to duplicating something they had encountered? Was it a lack of imagination? She'd have to ask if they managed to capture this one.

He appeared to be coordinating a cell of the invader's personnel toward some unknown objective. Zhong suggested moving on them now, before whatever plan it was hatching achieved fruition.

Malbane trusted her crew to be the best at their jobs, that was why she recruited them in the first place. She didn't need a lengthy briefing or impassioned pleas to make her decision. If her intelligence officer believed that the Narath eating a steaming bowl of Koroth egg soup was a threat, she was prepared to act.

"Screw it, go in sixty seconds."

Her officers responded in the affirmative to her order. Malbane tensed for action. Dilys shifted in her seat, prepared to spring. Osok remained invisible.

"On my order..."

His head lifted with his spoon held halfway to his mouth. His head turned like a gun turret, ratcheting toward its target, and his eyes locked with Malbane's. He stared, unblinking, for far too long, and stood.

"Shit, I'm made. Go now."

Time slowed, and everything exploded.

Malbane sprang from her chair.

The table flipped, spraying soup across indignant diners as he took off running.

Dilys hoisted her table, and hurled it at the fleeing Narath.

A beam of blue light sprang from a sex shop two buildings away striking their target in the throat.

"Mister Ma, track him. We're in pursuit."

He shrugged off the impact of the table with an ease that would have made a Hawlvin proud. The fatal shot to the throat had no more effect on him than a mosquito bite. Zhong had been right, he was one of the shapeshifters.

Malbane triggered her implant for emergency broadcast.

"Custodes. Halt!" 

Her voice boomed from every speaker within a block. She didn't expect the alien to stop, but her amplified voice would clear civilians away from any potential battle. Dock workers and spacers scattered as he raced past. The pursuing trio wore laborer's clothing but the weapons they brandished sent everyone in their path diving for cover.

The faux Narath was outdistancing them with ease. Narath were short legged and built for strength rather than speed but the creature was moving as fast as an Akil sprinter.

"Old man, you have to slow him down."

Osok raised his weapon and rapid-fired bolts of energy into the legs of the fleeing creature. Each hit burned holes through the alien's upper legs. Chunks of smoking flesh flew to the sides as the coruscating beams chewed the creature's limbs. The damage soon outpaced its regenerative abilities. It hit the floor with bone crushing force and rolled several yards before coming to a halt.

Malbane and her crew closed the distance in seconds. Dilys dove across the final few yards and landed atop the prone suspect. Her 400 pounds of muscle landed on the alien with a crunch.For several seconds it appeared that she had subdued it, then dozens of thick tendrils erupted from below. Dilys disappeared in a cocoon of writhing flesh. tendrils, hands and other fleshy shapes battered Dilys' stone-like skin. Malbane and Osok joined the fray. They pulled at tendrils, attempting to free Dilys. Each grasping member split and reformed lashing out at the Custodes officers. In moments the attackers became frantic defenders. For all her enormous strength, Dilys was having little effect on the creature. Her punches and kicks sank into the amorphous form as if it were a sponge. Malbane kicked and clawed at a tendril seeking to choke her. Osok fired beams of energy into them but each time he disabled one, two more erupted from the mass to replace it.

The creature grew, extruding even more tendrils. It heaved and lifted all three Custodes into the air. It no longer resembled a Narath. The green skin remained, but the creature's body had expanded into a bubbling, balloon-like mass covered in cilia. It was as if a protozoa had enlarged to titanic proportions and now attempted to consume the three humanoids.

The creature focused most of its energy on Dilys and soon she was immobile. Malbane heard her security officer groan in pain as the tendrils contracted. Their attempt to subdue and capture the creature was failing spectacularly. If the fight continued much longer, the Custodes would soon become the victims.

Malbane's Hellhole strengthened muscles were the only thing keeping her from meeting the Grim Reaper.

"Kill. This. Fucker." Malbane's voice was a choked whisper as the alien appendage contracted around her neck.

Her whisper was enough. Osok opened fire with renewed intensity into the creature's torso. His second weapon appeared in his left hand and both weapons spat blue death into the monster.

Malbane's chest was burning from lack of air and spots danced before her eyes. She hovered on the verge of passing out and then the tendril released its grip. The bubbling mass deflated like a balloon and collapsed to the floor, releasing the trio.

The three humanoids fell to their hands and knees as the creature died. Dilys and Malbane coughed repeatedly around the damage to their throats.

"Well that was a bust," Dilys said between coughs.

Malbane nodded and triggered her implant.

"Mister Ma, the target is dead. Repeat, the target is dead. Looks like we have another one for autopsy rather than interrogation."

She rolled onto her butt and stared up at Osok already standing over them. The Quaal's foot-long ears twitched in consternation. The crescent shaped gap in his left ear was a brilliant red against his gray skin.

"We're getting really good at killing these things, now if we could only be this lucky in capturing one. We need to figure out how to spot them so we can lay a trap. There's got to be some trick we're missing."

"We could always call your buddy, Brother Cassius and ask him," Osok said. "He seemed pretty good at capturing them on a regular basis."

Malbane glared at Osok. The Quaal's face was as inscrutable as the Sphinx.

"I'll assume that was a joke old man. If I ever see that psycho again I'll execute him on the spot."

"You have no sense of adventure, Malbane. I'll go handle crowd control while you two get this mess contained."

Osok walked back the way they had come. He holstered his pistols and then pulled an identicard from a pocket.

"Your attention please; this is a Custodes action. Stay back and resume your regular activities."

Malbane shook her head and levered herself off the floor.

"Dilys, requisition us a cargo sled and a tarp so we can get this mess out of here before we have to answer too many questions."

She grunted her understanding and limped away from the scene of battle. Malbane watched her security officer with concern. Hawlvins were quite possibly the most physically powerful race in the Commonwealth. If a close encounter with one of the shape shifting aliens could injure her, what chance did any of the other races have?

Malbane had half a dozen corpses in her ship's lab. They learned much about the alien's anatomy but they still had no clue about who they were. Where did they come from? What was their true mission in the Commonwealth? It was clearly their goal to disrupt the fragile peace that bound the Commonwealth together, but to what end? Everywhere they looked there was another alien simulating a Commonwealth citizen. The creatures were as difficult to capture as the wind. Every time her crew thought they had one cornered, it disappeared. This was the fourth attempt to capture a suspected alien. It had ended just as badly as the other attempts. They needed a way to identify the creatures faster and a foolproof method to subdue them.

Too much time was wasted tracking the enemy by oddities in their routines. While they sifted through hearsay and hunches, the invaders infiltrated every part of Barbo.

She had suspicions about Counselor Sawyer, the senior Human representative to the Commonwealth Council. The sudden shift in his attitude, and his inability to remember Malbane's mission put her on edge. Her gut told her that the grand old man was compromised or replaced but she had no evidence. It would be suicide to move against one of the leaders of the Commonwealth without irrefutable evidence.

She had enough problems on Barbo to deal with first. Without a doubt, the aliens were spreading throughout the station. With a population approaching ten million beings, finding aliens who could duplicate anyone was harder than finding the proverbial needle in a haystack.

"What the hell are you?" The corpse was less than helpful.

The alien, like its fellows, could change its shape at will. This corpse looked completely different from all the others. Each had died in a combat form, or the guise of a known race, or some transitional shape. She still had no clue what they looked like in their natural form. The only commonality they exhibited was the supreme difficulty in killing them.

Somehow the priest, Cassius, had been able to locate them with ease. Perhaps Osok was right, they could lean on him for data. He had said that they shared a common enemy when he taunted her after his escape not so long ago.

"No, damn it."

Malbane cringed as her anger wrenched the shout from her. The rogue priest had a deeper effect on her than she liked to admit. She had never had doubts or lost control before encountering him. She looked around to see if anyone had noticed. Osok had done his job and moved the civilians back around the curve of the ring. Her lack of control remained her secret.

Cassius was a menace. He was a terrorist who couldn't see beyond his religious mania. His one man religious war against the Narath had almost reignited the racial warfare of the old days. No, she would track him down and levy justice in her own time. Her Custodes were smart enough to figure this out, it was just a matter of time. She would content herself with tracking down the aliens and filling her dissection bay with their corpses.

"Mister Ma, line up another alien. I want a list of potentials by the time we're back on Manta."

"Of course, skipper. Also, there was a communication from Mister Quila. He would like to come aboard to meet with you at your convenience."

Malbane sighed, one more task to deal with. Through her exhaustion, a small smile wormed its way onto her face. She actually missed Quila. The Enforcer had proven himself a resourceful and loyal member of her team. She regretted the danger she had put him in; he had almost died in her service.

He had been trying to have a meeting with her for a couple weeks. She suspected that he wanted to work with her crew again. She wanted to bring him into the fold, but what kind of thanks for saving her life would it be to offer him a life of risk and danger?

"Tell him to come tomorrow. We'll have a crew dinner and he can catch up with everyone at the same time."

"Yes ma'am," Zhong said and signed off.

Now where was Dilys with that cargo sled?
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RECRUIT

TEY
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Enforcer patrolman Telos Quila, Tey to his friends, adjusted his jacket for the fourth time as he waited at the hatch to the FAS Manta. His dress uniform consisted of a dark toned gold jacket, a lighter gold band-collared shirt, and cream color pants. The last time he had worn it was for his graduation from the academy; everything felt as stiff and itchy as then.

Tey held the rank of basic patrolman, the only adornment on his jacket was his Enforcer badge on the left breast. His dress gold felt awkward; he only ever wore his patrol uniform or his armor when on duty.

The clothing hung loose on his frame. He had dropped a lot of weight during his recovery in the hospital. He often considered going on a diet to lose a pot belly that had crept up from too many beers after patrol. Almost dying was not the diet plan he would suggest to anyone.

The hatch slid aside to reveal another Narath in the gray coveralls of a Custodes, Toniken Djin. His skin was a mix of swirling shades of green almost making him appear to be in jungle camouflage. He had a black patch over his left eye; it briefly crossed Tey's mind that it made him look like a pirate. He was stockier than Tey even before his trauma diet.

Tey couldn’t help thinking like an Enforcer. He noted the rumpled uniform and the bloodshot appearance of the visible eye. Toniken had already had a few drinks today.

“Hello Tey, welcome aboard,” he said and then recoiled. “Was this supposed to be fancy dress tonight? I think Malbane forgot to tell us.”

Tey shifted from foot to foot. His eyes darted as if searching for an escape route.

“I, um, wasn’t sure of the protocol. I’ve never eaten dinner with a Free Agent before, or with any Custodes for that matter. I didn’t want to insult anyone by dressing wrong.”

Toniken guffawed, sounding like a hyperactive donkey, and slapped the wall next to the door.

“Oh man, have you got a lot to learn about us. C’mon in kid. I’ll show you to the mess. I don’t think you’ll have to worry about impressing anyone. I think you’ll have to worry more about wrecking your pretties.”

Tey tugged at his jacket once more and followed Toniken. He considered asking about Toniken’s eye but he didn’t want to offer offense. He distracted himself from the scars and other signs of trauma on his companion’s head by studying the ship as they walked. The Manta was exactly as he remembered, utilitarian and spartan. He liked the simplicity, it reminded him of an Enforcer barracks.

“Am I too early? I didn’t want to risk showing up late so I left the dorm a bit earlier than I normally would have.”

“You’re good, kid; calm down, this isn’t a test. You’re just gonna have some grub with the gang. I think the Skipper is still down in the lab with Kex and Dilys but they should be up soon.”

Toniken led him to the ship’s mess hall, a stark white room with a long plas-steel table anchored to the floor. A pair of benches ran the length of the table and free standing chairs stood at the head and foot. One bench was noticeably shorter than the other and a saddle shaped chair sat beside it. Tey assumed it was for the insectoid Chi’iro he had met.

“Hang out here kid,” Toniken said. “I’m gonna go wrap up a couple things.”

Toniken propelled Tey through the door with a light shove and then wandered away. He was unsure of what to do in the empty room. He fidgeted and began to pace; he was far too early.

A door slid open on the far side of the room and a young man entered carrying a stack of plates and utensils. The small black horns on his head, and leathery skin identified him as a Nesan.

“Hello Mister Quila,” he said, revealing short fangs with his grin.

Tey did a double-take and looked closely at the Nesan. It took a moment, but he recognized Notoka B’lal, the ship’s navigator. The young man’s voice had drastically changed since their last encounter. It was rougher than he remembered. Scars formed a spider web across his throat; the damage had stripped him of his high pitched, boyish voice.

“Mister B’lal, right? I almost didn’t recognize you, but then that fiasco with ARCh took its toll on all of us, didn’t it?”

“Just Notoka, we’re all friends here. Yeah, hopefully we won’t have any more encounters like that one.”

“I hear that, and please, call me Tey.”

Notoka’s long pointed tail waved a greeting as his hands were full.

“I have the duty tonight. I’m just setting the table so you still have a little while.”

“Sorry I’m so early. I didn’t want to insult Free Agent Malbane by being late.”

“You wouldn’t; the captain likes you. You’re down here.” He indicated the foot of the table as he placed plates and utensils. “You’re the honored guest after all. I’m serving in about twenty minutes. If you want something to drink, just use the dispenser over there. Otherwise, make yourself comfortable.”

The Nesan hurried from the room leaving Tey on his own once more. He looked at the small alcove which Notoka had indicated and wandered up to it. The dispenser was very different from the one in the Enforcer chow hall. There were no selection menus or controls.

“How the heck do I order?” He mumbled as he searched in vain for a control panel.

“Simply ask Mister Quila.I will process your order.”

Tey started as the voice came from the air over his head. He looked around to see that he was still alone in the room. He opened his mouth and then closed it with a snap. The ship had an AI; only an idiot rube would look around for a person.

“You’re the ship’s AI, right?”

“Yes sir. You may address me as Felicia. Please name your preferred beverage and I will provide it.”

“Thanks, sorry.” He grimaced again for apologizing to a machine. “I’m not used to having an AI. The Enforcers don’t utilize any in our barracks or chow hall.”

“A gross oversight I’m sure. A manufactured sentience is a true asset in any situation. Your drink order please?”

“You wouldn’t happen to have Jelaba juice would you?”

“I can provide an artificially flavored version of the juice if you approve. Our larder stocks many Narath favorites for Mister Djin.”

“Thanks, that would be wonderful. I haven’t had any Jelaba for years.”

A clear canister rose from below the counter while a nozzle descended from above. A stream of frothy purple liquid quickly filled the glass.

Tey took the glass once it was full and sniffed; it smelled like freshly squeezed Jelabas, tart and flowery. He took a tentative sip and his eyes widened in surprise.

“This is artificial? Felicia, you’re amazing. That tastes better than the stuff I remember having as a kid.”

“Thank you sir. Would you like some music while you wait? Do you have a preferred style?”

“Um, sure?” Tey's mind went blank. He didn’t want to choose something too obscure or strange for the taste of the crew. “How about whatever Free Agent Malbane prefers during dinner?”

“Excellent choice.”

Lofty music with a distinctly martial feel filled the room. Pipes and drums clashed with some sort of stringed instruments. Haunting voices counterpointed the instruments with wordless harmonies. He didn’t recognize the style of music, but it was interesting. Tey sipped his juice and paced the room waiting for his hosts to arrive.

Tey unbuttoned and then buttoned the high collar of his uniform shirt for the fifth time in the course of two minutes. He vacillated between presenting a relaxed image and showing himself as a polished professional. He tapped the inside of his wrist and the subcutaneous display showed station time glowing through the skin. The glowing numbers showed 20:38, three minutes since the last time he checked. Notoka had said twenty minutes, he still had at least twelve minutes to wait. He was working himself into a tizzy by pacing. He needed to sit and relax or he’d be a stuttering mess when the Free Agent arrived.

Tey pulled out the chair at the foot of the table and sat. It was surprisingly comfortable. The material flexed slightly under his weight, cradling him. He stretched his legs and rested his head against the chair back. He closed his eyes for a moment and drank in the music which filled the room. His breathing deepened as he willed himself to relax.

“Mister Quila, are you OK?”

Tey started in his chair. He had fallen asleep. His body jerked upward at the voice next to his ear and he bobbled the glass of juice. Purple liquid sprayed upward in a fan shape and then descended with a vengeance to coat his gold uniform jacket. The dark fluid spattered, landing in blobs and sprays. It looked like he had butchered an animal while wearing his finery.

“Damn it!”

Tey sprang to his feet, toppling the chair with a crash. The empty drink glass bounced across the floor while he frantically wiped at his jacket with his hands.

“Smooth move, Quila. Way to make an...” 

Tey's self-diatribe ground to a halt as he took in his surroundings. Free Agent Malbane stood less than a foot away with a look of amused concern. Notoka B’lal stood frozen in the doorway holding a tray of glassware. He looked as if he couldn’t make up his mind to be horrified or burst out laughing.

“Oh. Oh my—Free Agent Malbane, I’m so—sorry. I’m... I have to go.”

Tey turned away, a flush darkening his skin, and rushed toward the door.

“Mister Quila,” Malbane said softly.

Tey increased his pace, he couldn’t bear to face the embarrassment of his stupidity in front of Malbane.

“Enforcer Quila stand to.” Malbane barked the command with the tone of someone who brooked no argument.

Training kicked in; Tey stopped in his tracks and snapped to attention. A war erupted in his soul. Part of him demanded that he stand rigid and answer to authority, the other side screamed to run and hide his shame.

Malbane circled to his right and stood in front of him. She didn’t look angry, in fact, amusement struggled to crack her placid expression.

“Mister Quila, I’m sorry I startled you. I made you ruin your beautiful jacket.”

“I’m so sorry ma’am. I’ve made a fool of myself and ruined dinner. I should leave.”

“Nonsense.” She smiled. “We’re quite casual on the Manta. Why don’t you take off your jacket, I’ll have Felicia launder it for you. By the time dinner is over it will be as good as new.”

“I’m so sorry ma’am, this was not the first impression I was hoping to make.”

“Son, you made your first impression when we met. You showed yourself to be a model Enforcer and a brave soldier. This is just dinner with friends. Please, sit down.”

The door slid open and a cylindrical robot rolled into the room and extended an articulated pincer toward Tey.

“Mister Quila,” Felicia’s voice came from the ceiling. “Please hand your soiled garment to the maintenance bot and I will clean it.”

Tey numbly removed his jacket. A quick inspection showed that the juice had not penetrated to the shirt beneath. With a sigh he handed the jacket to the bot and then righted his chair and retrieved his glass.

“Can I at least fetch you a drink ma’am?”

“Sure. Felicia, dispense a pair of dark ales please. You should join me Mister Quila, you look like you could use a drink right now.”

Tey delivered one of the tall glasses of ale to Malbane and sniffed his. It was the polar opposite of the Jelaba juice, bitter and earthy. He sipped. It was a hundred times better than the cheap, watery beer that he regularly drank.

“You know, I didn’t recognize you at first. You’re so much thinner than when we last worked together. I almost had Mister Stonebay check to see if you were really you.”

Tey cheeks darkened. He was weak and sickly from his convalescence and everyone could see it.

“Hospital food wasn’t that good, ma’am. I lost a lot of weight there but I’m back in the gym trying to bulk up again. I’m fit for duty.”

Malbane nodded and the pair stood silently, sipping beer for several minutes.

“So, you like Sakath?”

“Ma’am?”

“The music,” Malbane gestured toward the ceiling with her glass. “It’s Nesan opera by Sakath. It’s very obscure, I’m surprised you requested it.”

Tey cheeks burned again, this was turning into a comedy of errors on his part.

“I had no idea what this music was ma’am, I asked the AI to choose whatever you would prefer for dinner music. I—I didn’t want to offend by choosing something weird.”

“Well you chose the perfect music. I find Nesan opera very relaxing and conducive to digestion. You know, Sakath was a premier warrior among the Nesan as well as a composer. His exploits during the Kraethar uprising of 736 make for amazing reading.”

Tey nodded dumbly. He had no clue who Sakath was nor what a Kraethar uprising might have been.

“What music would you have normally chosen, if I might ask?”

“I am partial to the traditional music of the Khalu region of Antir.”

“Ah, country-western.” Malbane nodded sagely.

Tey had no idea what country-western might be but she seemed happy with herself so he nodded agreement.

“Tey!” A booming female voice filled the room.

Tey turned to see Dilys Stonebay duck and slide sideways through the door. She was exactly as he remembered, tall, powerfully built and terrifyingly beautiful. She didn't match his racial ideal of beauty. There was something about her power and grace, her sheer presence which made Tey's heart skip a beat. His knees grew weak and a tremor shook his hand. Whether the quiver was from fear of her power or desire to caress her granite skin he couldn’t have said.

“Hello Dilys.”

“Hello my ass,” she said with a laugh. “Come here and give me a hug. God it’s good to see you back on your feet.”

Tey walked into the embrace of the massive woman. His arms didn’t reach all the way around her torso and their height disparity placed his face squarely in the middle of her chest. He was happy that his people evolved on a high gravity world. Dilys’ crushing bear hug might have landed him back in the hospital otherwise.

“So, how’s life in the Enforcers treating you?” Dilys plopped down on a bench as she spoke and gestured for Tey to sit.

“Well, to be honest, that’s part of why I asked to come aboard. I wanted to speak with Free Agent Malbane about that.”

“No shop talk,” Malbane said. “I’m here to eat and enjoy pleasant dinner conversation. You and I can speak in my office after dinner.”

“Fine,” Dilys said and rolled her eyes. “So did you catch Friday’s Big Game?”

“Yeah, great Gods that was good. I’ve never seen the Hellions in action before; those guys are insane.”

The conversation devolved into a blow by blow reminiscence of the game and discussion of all things game related. 

The Big Game had spread through the Commonwealth soon after the introduction of the Hawlvin species. The Hawlvin had played the Game since time immemorial. They simply called it the Big Game and the name had stuck when introduced to the Commonwealth. It was a violent field acquisition game that perfectly matched the warlike sensibilities of the Hawlvin people. The game combined the best—or maybe the worst—parts of rugby, polo and gladiatorial combat. Competing teams fought to move a heavy metal sphere across a field to the opponent’s goal. Few races beside the Hawlvin and Qualdec dared participate due to the sheer level of physicality and violence involved. It was one of the fastest growing and most rabidly followed sports in the Commonwealth.

Tey relaxed and forgot his earlier awkwardness as they spoke. By the time the rest of the crew arrived he was laughing and acting out memorable moments of his favorite games.

Each member of the crew greeted Tey as they arrived.

The Chi’iro pilot, Kek’tik—Kex—hopped up to him in the middle of an anecdote. The three foot tall insectoid bobbed up and down in joy as it shook one of Tey's hands in three of its own.

Ma Zhong—known as Mahjong to the crew—was the ship’s intel officer and First Mate. He nodded formally in greeting then made his way to the dispenser to obtain a glass of dark red wine.

Notoka rolled in a serving cart which smelled like heaven as the ship’s engineer, Osok, arrived. The grizzled Quaal curtly shook Tey's hand and took his seat to his captain’s left without comment. Tey was shocked that he wore matching pistols over his coveralls. It was against protocol on just about every ship.

Notoka placed choice cuts of a pink meat and a veritable rainbow of vegetables on the plates before each diner. Tey noted that Kex and Osok’s plates only held vegetables. He knew that Chi’iro were vegetarian as a species but wondered if Osok’s choice was for health or philosophical reasons.

The door to the mess slid open as the last plate was filled and Toniken, the quartermaster, entered the room. He had changed his uniform to a cleaner, but no less rumpled one, and donned his cranial adornment. Tey noted the swirling silver wire and pale jewels which traced an intricate design on the right side of his hairless head. The pattern and worth of the gems indicated that he came from a moderately wealthy family. His own head was devoid of metals or gems, his family was too poor to afford such indicators of status. On principle, he agreed with his father, cranial decorations were a throwback to less enlightened times. It felt awkward to socialize with a traditional Narath while his own naked pate announced that he was of a low caste.

“Sorry I’m late,” Toniken mumbled and crossed to the drink dispenser.

“Whiskey, tall.”

Toniken took the glass of amber liquid to his seat in the middle of the table on Tey's right and took a healthy swig before sitting. Notoka quickly took his place next to Kex on the left side of the table.

“Gentlemen,” Malbane said, bringing conversation to a halt. “I’d like to welcome Enforcer Quila aboard and thank him for gracing us with his presence at dinner this evening. It is good to see you looking healthy once more and I would like to make a toast to your continued health and well being.”

“Hear, hear.” Glasses were raised around the table and the crew sipped their drinks. Tey noted that Toniken drained half of his remaining whiskey in one gulp.

“Thank you ma’am, it’s a pleasure to be aboard. Thank you for having me.”

Malbane nodded graciously and then focused on Notoka. “Mister B’lal this smells amazing, you’ve outdone yourself tonight.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He sounded so excited by the praise that he reminded Tey of a child receiving his first compliment from a parent.

“Well, dig in everyone.” Malbane followed her own advice and dove into her meal with gusto.

Dining in a mixed race setting was always an interesting affair. Some races ate noisily with a surfeit of mess while others were dainty eaters, silently partaking of their food with an economy of motion and effort. Within each race, customs were not uniform. Cultural differences provided an unending cornucopia of dining experiences. The mess hall of the Manta was a mixture of elegance and raucousness for the duration of the meal. 

Notoka finished first and set about removing plates from the table.

Tey sat back, patted his bulging belly, and voiced a loud belch in appreciation.

“Dessert Mister Quila?” Notoka said while whisking Tey's plate away.

“Oh Gods, no. I’m stuffed, thank you.”

“Mister Quila,” Malbane said. “Since you’re finished, perhaps you could join me in my office and we can discuss a few things.”

Tey was surprised to see that her plate was already gone and her setting cleared. She watched her crew enjoying their meal but was clearly waiting for him to finish.

“Of course ma’am, thank you. And thank you all for a wonderful dinner.” Tey nodded his thanks to the assembled crew who saluted him with their forks and mumbled around mouthfuls of food.

Malbane led the way from the mess to a small office two decks up. The room was sparse in decor as were most things in Malbane’s world. The desk, however, was of ornately carved black wood which Tey didn’t recognize.

She sat in a large, well cushioned chair behind the desk; Tey stood opposite. He shifted from foot to foot. What was the protocol? He wanted to snap to attention as he would when summoned to a superior's office but this was also a social call. Malbane noticed his increasing discomfort, and waved him toward a seat.

“So, Mister Quila, what brings you to my doorstep?”

Tey lowered himself gingerly into a chair large enough to fit a Hawlvin. An involuntary coo of pleasure escaped his lips as the smart-chair adjusted to his body type.

“Well ma’am, I’m not sure how to broach this. It’s about the Enforcers.”

“I take it you’ve returned to duty?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ve been back for six weeks. I thought it would be good to get back to work but there’s something odd. You know how—back when we met—I received orders that made us assume the Custodes were impostors?”

Malbane remembered too well. The fight with the Enforcers had almost cost Notoka and Toniken their lives.

“I think that the Enforcers are still being manipulated. Troopers are being shuffled around so that nobody works with the people they know. New faces constantly rotate through each district. It’s like the leadership wants to make sure we don’t know if the person beside us is one of those impostors who attacked you. Not to point fingers, but I think that Captain Ankoch may be involved. In the time I’ve been back I’ve been reassigned four times and each time it was at the direct request of the captain.

“Look, I know I don’t have anything concrete, it’s a gut feeling, but I don’t feel safe under him. I get the impression that I’m constantly watched. I’ve been shuffled so far from my regular duties that it’s almost like he’s trying to get rid of me.”

Malbane chewed on her lip and looked at the ceiling in thought. Tey panicked, he had admitted to a Free Agent that he couldn’t do his job and was a coward.

“Free Agent Malbane, please don’t get me wrong. I can take on any task they send my way but there’s something off about the captain.I think it’s related to my work for you and the Custodes. If he’s a threat I want you to be aware so that you can investigate him. I can take care of myself.”

Malbane focused on Tey. She froze him in place with the intensity of her coal black eyes. This woman terrified him like no one else in his life ever had. At the same time he was desperate to prove himself to her. She was the ideal soldier, something a mere Enforcer could only aspire to.

“Of course you can Mister Quila. Actually now that I know you’re having these misgivings, it will make what I want to say easier.”

Tey went cold, he had blown it.

“Mister Telos Quila, would you consider resigning your position in the Barbo Enforcers to join my crew as a Custodes?”

At that moment, if Malbane had thrown a feather at Tey he would have collapsed. Every kid in the Commonwealth grew up hearing stories of the Custodes and the Free Agents who led them. They were larger than life heroes who could take on entire armies and win. Action vids drilled images of blaster wielding Custodes fighting evil aliens and pirates into youngsters’ minds. Tey opened and closed his mouth several times like a beached fish but no sound emerged.

“Of course it would be provisional pending graduation of the academy. In the short term you will hold the rank of Custodes and become a full member of my crew. I’ll back date your service to the moment I conscripted you, it would only be fair considering how much you’ve done to help us.”

Tey gaped several more times before a barely audible, “Yes,” escaped his lips.

“Felicia, log into the official record that Mister Telos Quila, late of the Barbo Enforcers is now a Custodes and attached to my crew, authorization Malbane 271828.”

Malbane stood and extended her hand toward Tey.

“Congratulations Mister Quila and welcome to my crew.” He staggered to his feet and numbly shook the proffered hand.

“Now, outside of my crew, no one should know about this. I want to use you to ferret out the truth of what’s happening in the Enforcers. 

"Now that you’re Custodes, I can tell you the full truth of what’s happening here on Barbo. What you are witnessing is an invasion of the Commonwealth and Barbo is ground zero.”

“Invasion?”

“Exactly. The impostor Enforcers you mentioned are much more than criminals pretending to be the law. They—or at least some of them—are a new alien species capable of assuming any shape or appearance. They’ve been on Barbo for some time and are making inroads into the rest of the Commonwealth. We still have no means of identifying them but we’ve fought and killed many of them.”

Tey’s knees wobbled. First a major, life changing offer and now to learn that there was a secret war going on right under his nose; it was overwhelming.

“We’ll discuss the details later. How about we rejoin the rest of the crew in the mess and celebrate your promotion?”
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DOWNWARD SPIRAL

TONIKEN
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Toniken Djin watched impassively as Enforcer Quila and Malbane exited the mess. He tossed back the remainder of his drink. After a surreptitious glance around the room, he walked to the drink dispenser.

“Hawlvin Bomber, large.”

The dispenser chugged and then a large metal mug rose from the base. The mug was three times the size of his prior drinking glass, scaled for a member of the enormous Hawlvin race. Dark viscous fluids jetted from the dispensers above. The liquid sizzled against the inside of the vessel. Seven different liquids jetted into the mug until it was brimming with a bubbling, smoking fluid.

He gingerly lifted the mug and took a sip. His lips burned worse than the hottest pepper he had ever eaten and molten steel traced its way across his tongue and down his throat—it was perfect.

Toniken took a long pull from the drink and staggered back to his half-finished meal.

“A Bomber?” Dilys sounded worried. “Are you sure your stomach can handle that?”

Toniken turned his one bloodshot eye toward her and tugged the lower lid down with a stubby finger. 

“Look into my eye. I can handle my liquor.”

“Whatever buddy. Some of those ingredients are carcinogenic and others are downright corrosive to non-Hawlvins.”

Toniken waved away her concern and took another swig. The alcohol and near-poisonous ingredients punched through the blood-brain barrier like it wasn’t even there. His buzz kicked up three notches. He took another bite of his meat and chewed it with a complete absence of delectation. He poked at the red and blue vegetables which remained and then pushed his plate away. 

The other Custodes chatted among themselves about pointless things. Dilys related a dirty joke about a Maph and a Quazl beast to Notoka who looked both amused and horrified.Kex and Mahjong debated the value of different interfaces for CommonNet feeds. None of their babble interested him so Toniken took another swig.

His sour expression dissipated. His second sip was only slightly less painful than the first. The world went fuzzy around him. He set the mug down very carefully, lest he spill it and burn a hole through the table, and caught Osok staring at him. The Quaal’s lavender eyes were as flat as those of a dead fish. He might be dead, disinterested, or angry but Toniken was damned if he could tell. The freak wasn’t like other people, he had no emotions.

“Whadayoulookinat?” Toniken’s voice came out as a stumbling slur, the Bomber was doing its job.

“A drunk,” Osok said flatly. 

The Quaal stood up. He didn’t move like a man concerned about having insulted his crewmate or like a bully about to pounce, he rose with the efficiency of a machine. He stepped away from the table and left the room without another glance at Toniken.

“Jerk.”

Toniken looked around the table and saw that the others were staring at him in shock. Notoka’s face held an outright look of terror. No one addressed Osok the way he had. Osok could be homicidal toward those who annoyed him with the exception of Malbane. No one on the crew was willing to tempt his ire, not even Dilys.

“He ain’t all that.” 

Toniken levered himself up from his seat and swayed for a moment before collecting his mug and staggering out of the room.

His left shoulder slammed into a pipe as he turned a corner, spinning him around.

“God damned left eye. Can’t see a fucking thing. Fucking Cassius.”

It was easier to blame his lack of coordination on the lost eye than it was to admit that he was blind drunk. He brought the mug up for another sip and was surprised to see that half the liquid was gone. He turned around and looked at the corridor behind him. Had he spilled his drink? The floor was dry. He couldn’t have drunk that much already; could he?

The missing liquid was forgotten almost as quickly as it was considered. Toniken staggered along the corridor until he reached a door with a small black nameplate beside it reading DJIN. Home sweet home. He slapped his palm against the reader. The AI recognized him and opened the door. He staggered inside and flopped down onto a bag chair that was almost as large as his bed. 

“Fucking priest.” He took another scalding gulp of Bomber. His words were so slurred that no one except him could have understood him.

“I got new teeth you bastard, you don’t get to gloat over my teeth.” Another gulp.

“I kill you ‘f I see you again. I’ll...” A longer gulp of Bomber almost drained the mug. “Hell, I’ll eat your fuckin’ eye, both o’ them. Not that you’ll show your face again you fuckin’ coward. No payback. No justice.”

Toniken tilted his mug toward the ceiling and convulsively swallowed the last few mouthfuls. He belched loud enough to rattle the walls.

“Waitaminute! My so called old buddy Chehak. He set me up. He got Notoka hurt. He probably told you to get me.”

He nodded, pleased with his powers of deduction.

“Yeah, that’s the ticket. I’ll start with Chehak. Fucker...fucker owes me some...some....some flesh. I’ll...”

Toniken’s head lolled back and he was snoring before his mug crashed to the floor and rolled away.
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CLUES

ZHONG
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First Mate Ma Zhong walked along the corridor idly flipping through news feeds on his retinal display. He never stopped working, even when he was technically off duty. He reviewed and discarded item after item chosen by the ship’s AI as potentially related to their quarry. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he allowed a possible lead to slip past because he was relaxing.

“Mahjong,” Kex, the Chi'iro pilot, chirped from behind him. “Mahjong, wait.”

Kex bounded along on its enormous lower limbs, traversing long stretches of corridor with each ceiling-brushing leap. 

Kex landed next to him and bounced up and down several times before settling into its normal standing posture. 

“You do realize that you are not required to use my family name. You may address me as Zhong. We are friends after all.”

Kex turned its head almost completely sideways, a sure sign of confusion.

“Don’t, using nickname.”

It was Zhong’s turn to be confused.

“But you consistently call me by my full name, Ma Zhong. Friends do not need to utilize the familial Ma when addressing me.”

Kex emitted a buzzing chirp, its equivalent of laughter. 

“Poor friend, clueless years, nickname, given day came aboard, play on name, Mahjong game, ancestor’s homeland.”

"Do you mean, Májiàng?" 

Kex bobbed up and down.

Zhong’s cheeks burned. He had embarrassed himself before his peers for years. 

“I am familiar with the game although I do not play. I had not realized you all were using that word rather than my full name. I—I assumed everyone was pronouncing my full name poorly but did not wish to offend.”

Kex laughed again. “Promise, never reveal secret, friends.”

Zhong could only nod his thanks. The loss of face would be unbearable if word of his stupidity were to spread.

“Heading to lab.” It was a statement, not a question; Kex knew his shipmate’s proclivities well.

“Yes. I want to review the lab work on the alien tissue. Perhaps I can find some sort of indicator which I can program into my search routines to help locate them. Searching for trends and key words is too slow and prone to false leads.”

“So that yes, tag along, have idea, test, figure how change shape swiftly.”

Zhong gestured for Kex to join him and resumed his news review, happy to move beyond the debacle of his name.

“Nice seeing Mister Quila, looked well, can hardly tell badly injured, face not scarred by plasma beam, wonder, Captain offering position, sure something she wants...”

Zhong grunted. He wasn’t paying attention to most of what Kex said. Like most Chi’iro neuters, it spoke at high speed and would happily bounce from topic to topic if encouraged. It was best to focus minimal attention and wait for a direct question. He could safely ignore everything else in its stream of consciousness monologue. 

He often wondered which would be more draining, a prolonged conversation with, a rapid fire neuter, or a breeding female who weighed each word as if worlds hung in the balance. In some ways, he might actually prefer the company of a breeding male as those Chi’iro were mute, but then again that wouldn’t provide much of a conversation. Kex was his friend and he really didn’t mind its prattle, he actually found it endearing unless it was distracting him from work.

“...wrong with Toniken, Captain string up if drunk.”

Mention of the quartermaster triggered a need for input. “It is best to stay out of that. Mister Djin still suffers from his trauma. I am sure he will figure things out.”

“As you say, First Mate, think pissed off Osok, never mind, same topic, new topic, wondered about uniformity tissue structure of invaders, need name for creatures, annoying calling invaders or shapeshifters.”

“Raxam.”

“What?” Kex skidded to a halt. He appeared shocked by the instant and confident reply. “How know what called?”

“I do not. I too, grew tired of referring to them via euphemism. Raxam is an ancient word from Mankuon. In the dialect of the Nesan Hinta people it meant demon or devil. I have also used similar nomenclature to refer to their assumed home world. I call that Ranta Rax which loosely translates as Demon Cave. I was inspired by Brother Cassius’ insistence on referring to our foes as devils.”

“This, this why you intel officer, of course, wouldn’t explain reasoning Captain.”

“Yes I know. Her hatred of the priest knows no bounds. She does love all things Nesan, so my choice of language is in all probability safe. If you will excuse me, I have some tests to perform against the Raxam tissue with differing scan frequencies.”

Kex trailed Zhong into the lab, still chattering. 

“Of course, own date electron microscope, Raxam, great name, may share Dilys, sure she appreciate, name is important to know, contemplating enemy...”

Zhong bobbed his head and tuned out the rest of Kex’s rambling as he walked away, already focused on the task ahead. 

Several hours later Zhong looked up as a loud chirp echoed through the lab.

Kex bounced away from his lab bench, buzzing in agitation. 

“Is there a problem my friend?”

Kex crossed the lab in a single hop.

“Line research, dead end, creatures not correspond known evolutionary system, beyond nature, no organic mechanism, nothing mechanical, nothing explains rapid shifts form, anatomy make no sense, making crazy.”

“I understand your frustration my friend. My own research has provided no flags. The cells have animal characteristics but those are not much different from the mammalian species of the Commonwealth. There are also plant-like cellular identifiers, yet the Zaebit species possesses similar structures. Nothing is useful for differentiating the Raxam from one of our people. The only thing which stands out is evidence of radiation damage to the cells of each of the creatures. I know how the tissue was maintained since its arrival in the lab, ergo the logical conclusion is that the radiation damage occurred earlier. Every specimen has similar radiation indicators.How the creatures were able to live with such damage is beyond my current understanding. The damage is not detectable without a biopsy, so I do not believe it would be useful in identification.”

“Wonder if mutants, altered radiation, if had one captivity, would help, am not right?”

“The skipper and Mister Osok are attempting to do exactly that. We must remain patient and hopeful.”

“What we do, must find way identify them, if not...”

“We continue on as best we can. I will try to refine my algorithms to speed up identification. In the meantime you and I must continue our research until something reveals itself.”
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WHAT WAS IT ABOUT QUALDECS?

TONIKEN
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Toniken woke up on the hard floor of his cabin. Only his right foot remained on the bag chair where he had passed out.

“Notoka?” The Nesan wasn’t bleeding at his feet, that was just the dream.

Inside his head an overweight Gorfathan stomped in full blown rage. His skull throbbed each time one of the beast’s six hoofs gouged his gray matter. The creature in his head was just as ugly, smelly, and lumbering as it was in real life; this hangover was going to be a bad one.

He groaned and pushed himself away from the floor. Something tugged his cheek. Dried saliva attempted to glue it to the deck. Something was wrong with his left eye. His right eye was blurry and appeared to be working but something was wrong with the left.

His brain finished catching up to the fact that he was conscious. He no longer had a left eye; it had been removed due to the damage inflicted by the psycho priest.

“That’s right, I owe you for an eye.”

He levered himself to his knees and, after allowing the room to stop spinning, struggled to his feet. Yup, this hangover was shaping up to be truly epic. Lights flashed behind his eyes, even the missing one. He could feel every throb of his heart all the way down to his fingertips.

“Shower.” 

He walked slowly to the small bathroom and then paused to grab a handful of painkillers from a bottle on the sink. Normally, the crew would go to the ship’s medical bay for medicine. Toniken’s drinking binges had led him to ask Dilys for a personal supply of something strong enough to cure nasty hangovers.He had endured the lecture about cutting back his drinking but in the end she had relented and given him a bottle of pills. Normally two pills would banish a hangover but today he chewed down six; this was, after all, an epic hangover.

With his body clean and wearing mostly clean coveralls he left Manta and headed into Barbo Transfer Station. He could hear one of the docking spire bars calling his name.

Toniken wove his way through the milling spacers and dock workers with the practiced ease of a man who was at home in a crowd. Lack of peripheral vision soon reared its ugly head and he bumped into someone as he sidestepped a stevedore pushing a stack of crates.

“Sorry bub.” He glanced over his shoulder to acknowledge whomever he had bumped and froze in his tracks.

Towering over him at nearly seven feet in height was a Qualdec. He wore the grease stained coveralls of a maintenance worker. The scales which covered his body rippled with a blue-green iridescence. He balanced a massive crate on one shoulder using the talons of his right hand to grip it. He peered down at Toniken with the flat stare that only a reptile could manage. His upper lip curled back from the mass of arrowhead teeth filling his mouth and he gave voice to a low hiss.

“It’s OK, but watch where you’re going next time.”

Toniken continued to stare at the Qualdec. What was it about Qualdecs? There was something important he needed to remember.

The Qualdec bristled under the never ending, stare of the smaller man. His tail rose into the air,warning of impending aggressive action.

“You got a problem with me buddy?” The lizard’s voice was underlain with a low growl.

“Chehak!”

Toniken’s face brightened as his brain celebrated managing to remember something from last night. He was supposed to check on his old buddy and see if the bum had actually set him up. His self-congratulatory moment staggered to a halt. He noticed that the maintenance man, who was most definitely not Chehak, displayed all his teeth and his scales rippled in agitation. The crowd of people around them drew back, prepared for violence.

“Oh shit, sorry bub. You just reminded me of someone. Sorry about the bump, bum eye after all.”

He pointedly tapped his eye patch and then tugged his collar straight—along with its attendant Custodes rank insignia. Qualdecs are not easily intimidated and this one was no exception. There was nothing to indicate that he cared about Toniken’s rank. He did appear to realize that a brawl in the middle of his work day might not be for the best.

“It’s OK, Custodes; accidents happen.” The Qualdec lowered his tail; conflict aborted.

“Have a good one then citizen.” Toniken changed direction and marched straight past the dive bar toward the docking spire’s elevators. He had a date with a fink.
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FIRST DAY ON THE JOB

TEY
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“I’m going to start you off by shadowing Mister Stonebay.” Malbane motioned Tey to the chair he had previously occupied in her office.

Tey was slightly more tipsy than when he had last entered the office and accepted her job offer. Every member of the crew had insisted on making a toast to him. According to Custodes tradition, or so they said, he was required to drain his glass with each toast. 

He nodded, giggling slightly as the world swam around him. Shadow. Piece of cake.

Malbane grinned at her newest recruit and then pulled something from her belt and crossed to his side. A cold blast in the side of his neck was accompanied by the high pitched whoosh of a medical injector. In seconds the world snapped from pleasantly dim and fuzzy to ultra high definition. It was like being in a groundcar which unexpectedly slammed on its brakes. The floaty sensation abruptly disappeared and the world around him snapped into focus.

“What? What the heck was that?”

“Battlefield nanos. I’m sorry to kill your buzz but I can’t put off your briefing and I need you ready to roll immediately.”

“Good Gods, I didn’t know nanos could do that. Do I get one of those of my own?”

Malbane smiled in amusement as she returned to her chair. 

“You’ll be issued a medikit along with other equipment before you head out. The battlefield nanos are normally for emergencies but I’m bending the rules since I need you to remember your orders.”

“Certainly, ma’am. I’m sorry to have indulged so hard. It won’t happen again.

“Mister Quila, I would have been disappointed with my crew, and you, if they hadn’t gotten you plastered for your initiation. There’s nothing to apologize for; I do expect you to be sober when on duty going forward.”

Tey could only nod. He wondered if she realized how far from that directive Toniken appeared to be straying.

“I’m going to officially attach you to my crew once more through Enforcer command. As far as they’ll know, you’ll still be an Enforcer patrolman liaised with me as you were before. That will allow me to get you close to Captain Ankoch whether he likes it or not. He is not to know of your recruitment into the Custodes. We might get lucky and he’ll commiserate with a fellow Enforcer sorely used by the meddling Custodes.”

“Of course, ma’am.”

“You’re going to help us keep an eye on him and his inner circle. I want you to have a meeting with him as my liaison and use that visit to plant a few spying devices. Mister Ma will provide you with what you need. There’s a rot spreading through the Enforcers and I need to root it out. If the captain is involved, I want to use him to identify the bad apples and flag them for follow up. When the time comes to clean house I need to know who is the actual enemy and who are pawns.”

“I can do that ma’am. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t. Now report to Mister Stonebay and have her equip you with your gear and upgrades. I want you on the job ASAP.”

Tey knew the sound of a dismissal when he heard it. He popped to his feet, still surprised at how steady he was compared to a few minutes ago, and snapped a salute.

“We don’t salute in the Custodes, Mister Quila.”

“Sorry ma’am.” He gave a crisp nod of acknowledgment and then executed a perfect parade ground about-face and exited the office.

Tey’s knees almost buckled after the door closed behind him. He was a Custodes. Of course, he couldn’t tell anyone yet, but his mother would lose her mind once she found out. The family thought his brother Juus was so great because he followed the traditional Narath way and was an officer on a merchanter. Tey was the younger, less driven, brother who would never be more than a lowly Enforcer. Boy, was that going to change the first time he showed up in Custodes gray. 

He wanted to run down the corridor, whooping or maybe skip back to the mess hall. He controlled himself—barely—and kept to a walking pace until he returned to the mess. 

The room was empty when he arrived. He wanted to kick himself. Of course the crew would have returned to their duties. How was he supposed to locate Dilys? He stood vacillating for a moment and then remembered the ship’s AI, maybe it could help.

“Um, ship? Felicia?”

“How may I be of assistance Mister Quila?” The voice came from an undefined spot above him.

“I’m supposed to report to Dilys, um, Mister Stonebay for equipment and an implant upgrade. Do you know where she is?”

“Mister Stonebay will meet you in the medical bay. Do you remember where that is, sir?”

Tey had been to the medical bay once before but that was a lifetime ago. He had a vague memory of twisting corridors and a white door but couldn’t remember where it was within the ship. 

“Sorry, it’s been a while.”

A panel opened in the wall and a small bullet shaped robot emerged. 

“That’s perfectly normal, Mister Quila. It will take some time to learn the layout of the ship. I’ll download the schematics to your handcomp. In the meantime, this service bot will lead you to the medical bay. I’ve also taken the liberty of assigning crew quarters to you, they are highlighted on the schematic.”

Tey opened his mouth to thank the AI and then snapped it shut. Saying thank you would be ridiculous; it was a machine, not a living being. He started toward the door but hesitated again. The AI seemed
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