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      The inside of the former Don ship still carried the nose-wrinkling essence of its previous owners. That meaty essence, when it was in full force, was something like an opened can of cat food left out in the sun on a hot day. Then run through the sewer next to a football stadium during a championship game.

      The cabins, corridors and bridge of the space ship had been scrubbed. Then hosed with bleach. Then sandblasted. And finally, in desperation, covered with a supposed odor blocking type of paint.

      Six or seven layers of it, I can’t remember which.

      And the smell still came through.

      The constant presence of it was making the three of us a little cranky.

      Most smells a person could get used to. I had an aunt and uncle who lived next to a big feedlot. Whenever my parents dragged me there for a visit I’d gag at the eye-watering stench produced by cramming thousands of cows in one place.

      My aunt and uncle claimed they couldn’t smell it.

      I suspected they were lying. Now I desperately wanted to believe them. And that somehow they could transfer their superpower to me.

      Of course, it wasn’t just the smell making Liz and me cranky.

      It was…him.

      I was sitting in the command chair on the bridge, my fingers pressed against the bare metal on the control console. Communing with the ship’s sensors.

      Since my adventures back on Earth, and getting an ancient alien A.I. nanobot thing merged with my body, I had gained several interesting abilities. One of which was to the ability to control a ship’s systems simply by touching bare skin to anything grounded to the ship’s frame. It was almost like sending my consciousness racing through the ship’s nerves and brain.

      I had other abilities, too, but none of them were helping me deal with annoyances like persistent bad smells. Or a third wheel crew member who was becoming less likable by the day.

      What am I saying?

      Liz and I hated that jerk from the first moment we saw him.

      Well, I did.

      The ship we were in was captured from the Don. Actually, it was captured from a Don. One by the name of Bey Jodo who really, really, really wanted the alien artifact that decided to make its home in me.

      He wanted it so bad that he was willing to kill everyone on Earth to get it.

      We stopped him.

      Mostly Liz stopped him. But all in all, it was a team effort. Liz, me. Azor the Stickman.

      My life just hadn’t been the same since I stopped for that cheeseburger outside of Albuquerque.

      Aliens and Earth military trying–and succeeding in killing me.

      Liz and I finding each other. After she stopped trying to kill me.

      Everyone sure had a thing for hurting and/or killing me.

      Which I suspected our unwelcome crewmate was trying to figure out a way to make me die permanently.

      The alien device inside me–which permeated every cell of my body–was able to regenerate every part of me. No matter how bad I got hurt. Or killed.

      But I suspected it had limits.

      So did a lot of people who felt I would be more productive to them if I were dead.

      I wasn't sure if this mission General Mattany sent us on was an excuse to get me off the planet. Or to get me to someplace where Mattany's minion could figure out how to separate my flesh from the Dendon artifact.

      After defeating Bey Jodo and bringing his ship back the secret spaceport back in New Mexico, the General came to me with a proposal: They'd fix up the ship with the faster than light drive Professor Kincaid had been working on. If I took the ship to the dead world of Dendon and looked for some nice, juicy weapons to bring back to Earth. Weapons we could use to defend ourselves from the other aliens of SixUnion.

      Back when I stopped for the cheeseburger at Guydoro's roadside burger shack (eons ago, it feels like now) I knew of only two alien species.

      The Blinkies had originally made first contact with Earth. They had a real name, but some wit had called them Blinkies because of their three eyes, and the name had stuck.

      Blinkies were shaped sort of like humans. Like humans who were big and fleshy. Their skin was gray, their heads seemed to sprout from between their thick-armed shoulders without a neck. Their faces were wide and coarse-featured. Thick lips. Flat, almost non-existent noses. Tiny ears.

      But they had two big, human-like eyes in the proper places. Then, right smack in the middle of their thick foreheads was a single eye with a piss-yellow iris.

      Even with the third eye, the Blinkies looked enough like people that no one really freaked out when they arrived.

      It wasn’t until later when the Blinkies introduced the Stickmen that people freaked.

      Stickmen–who preferred to be called the Perseus Clan–weren’t like humans. There were like something dredged up from a human nightmare.

      The Stickmen’s bodies were made up of thousands and thousands of long, flexible fibers. Most stickmen were dark brown in color and they looked like a bundle of writhing sticks. Hence: Stickmen.

      It was when they moved that the heebie-jeebies factor went through the roof.

      All those fibers and sticks moved independently of each other. They slid over each other with a sound like a flock of wounded violins–squeaking, moaning, chirping.

      For the sake of putting people at ease, Stickmen often tried to arrange their fibers and sticks into a human-shaped form. One that had no defined features and had no eyes or mouth.

      Yeah, sure. That totally put people at ease.

      Despite their scary appearance, the Stickmen were the good guys. They acted as galactic police, trying in vain to enforce the rules the other races of SixUnion came up with.

      And not having an easy time of it since the rest of the races were a bunch of conniving jerks.

      Which, made them a lot less alien to people on Earth.

      Of the aliens I hadn’t known about, the Don were the most trouble.

      The Don were the bad boys of the galaxy. They were ruthless. They might be evil. Some of them were definitely evil.

      A few thousand years ago, they decided to wipe out an entire race.

      The Dendon.

      Once upon a time, the Dendon were the elite of the galactic races. Wise and just and technologically advanced, they did their best to guide the other races to peaceful solutions of their problems.

      Which, of course, only pissed everyone off.

      Especially the Don.

      So the Don dropped a bomb full of flesh-eating makers into the Dendon homeworld atmosphere. Which was, of course, totally against the rules of SixUnion. But the other races decided to politely ignore this bit of poor sportsmanship.

      Besides, all the Dendon were dead, so who was left to complain?

      Well, the ruler of Dendon and his bodyguard were still alive, having been away on diplomatic business. When they returned to Dendon, the makers (more nanobots) had reached the end of their programming and ceased to function. The Dendon king and his female bodyguard had a dead world all to themselves.

      But, rather than get down to the fun business of repopulating a world, the king decided to go the capital world of SixUnion and lodge a protest. But before he left, he took something with him.

      A super advanced A.I. maker factory that contained the whole of Dendon knowledge. Including the new faster than light drive that Dendon scientists had just perfected.

      He absorbed the A.I. into himself.

      Yup. The same one that’s in me now.

      The king got ambushed by Dons as he and his bodyguard arrived at the capital world. The ship was damaged beyond saving, but somehow he managed to send it into L-space before the Don could capture them.

      Guess where the ship ended up?

      Plastered all over a mountain in New Mexico.

      Thousands of years ago.

      Eventually, the artifact found its way into the hands of the United States military. Which had no idea what it was. Through a series of unlikely events, the artifact ended up in my hands.

      Literally.

      Where it quickly absorbed itself into my skin.

      Lucky me.

      Which eventually led me to be in a patchwork alien spaceship that smelled like rancid cat food, orbiting a dead planet. In the company of two people. One was Liz, the golden amazon goddess love of my life and forever soulmate.

      The other was Titus Tavin.

      Or Tee and Tee, as he liked to call himself. Because he was dynamite.

      Now it was a matter of figuring out who was going to kill who first.
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      Captain Kawl Tejoh was enjoying a fine Tebenian blood wine in his cabin when Commander Zek interrupted him. Rather than kill him, Tejoh settled back to listen. Maybe it was the wine making him mellow. Or maybe it was the extreme boredom that came from the long patrol at the far edges of the Don empire.

      Zek might have something interesting to talk about, after all.

      This patrol had been excruciatingly boring. Two years now in one of the empire's less than well-maintained battlecruisers. This posting was a punishment, no doubt. But, he certainly didn't regret those hours with General Hav's third-best mating stock.

      Though a nicer ship would have been good. Tejoh had done his best with it. At least his personal quarters. He’d kicked Zek out of the adjacent cabin, then had the wall between them knocked out so he could have a properly sized space. With a proper bedroom and an entertainment and relaxation area. And a bathing pit. What kind of animal would he be without a proper stone-lined bathing pit?

      He’d be like Zek, berthing with the common crew and using sonic showers to hold down their stench.

      A thought that nearly made him shudder.

      Tejoh put the heavy crystal glass of blood wine down on the Pej wood stand next to his comfortably overstuffed relaxation chair. Soft music played in the background through the high-end entertainment screen that took up most of one wall. Zek stood on the thick Vermoz skin carpet, looking uncomfortable as usual.

      Zek seemed to think a battle cruiser wasn't the proper place for such opulent things as Vermoz skin. Even though Tejoh had patiently explained that he had killed all the soft-furred creatures himself.

      Did Zek have any idea how many of those things he had to kill to carpet an entire room?

      It had taken him most of an afternoon.

      Though his slaves had taken care of that whole skinning and cleaning and hide-tanning business. That sort of thing was beneath him.

      Zek stood with his back ramrod straight, his yellow-orange eyes staring at the porthole over Tejoh's shoulder. Nothing to see there. Just black space, sprinkled with a spattering of stars. They were between systems, out in the empty dark. No civilized planets within lightyears. The closest thing was the dead Dendon homeworld.

      And no one bothered to go there anymore.

      “Well, what is it?” Tejoh said.

      Zek brought his pointed chin up a bit. The tentacles sprouting from his head quivered slightly. Wearing his emotions on his sleeve, like always. These long patrols never attracted quality crew.

      “Sir,” Zek said, “We have received a transmission from the Dendon buoy.”

      Tejoh sat up so fast he nearly knocked the glass of blood wine off the table.

      “What!”

      Was that a slight smile on Zek’s face? Enjoying giving it to his Captain?

      There was a slim dart gun slipped into the folds of upholstery in the relaxation chair. He would have rather had a plasma blaster, but burning a hole in the ship's skin wasn't the best idea. The dart gun was nice, though. It could spray a room with projectiles tipped with a poison so powerful it could take down an eight-legged Martasak.

      More than enough to wipe a smirk off a crewman’s face.

      “The buoy detected a vessel appearing in orbit over the planet,” Zek said, “The vessel isn’t broadcasting its registry, but at least parts of it appear to be a class seven light cruiser.”

      Killing the smirk off Zek’s face would have to wait.

      “What do you mean, appeared?” Tejoh said, “Is the buoy malfunctioning? It should have tracked any ship coming into the Dendon system.”

      The smirk on Zek’s face deepened. And his tentacles quivered even more. The fool was excited about this. Tejoh’s hand slipped down to the folds of upholstery.

      “I had engineering run diagnostics on the buoy,” Zek said, “The buoy is in perfect working order. The vessel it alerted on appeared out of nowhere. One moment there was empty space. The next, there was a ship. One that seemed to be a highly modified class seven light cruiser.”

      Tejoh snorted and ran a long-fingered hand over his tentacles.

      “That’s ridiculous,” he said, “Ships don’t just appear.”

      Zek’s smirk turned to a look of smugness. Was the fool wanting to get killed? He wasn’t irreplaceable. There were plenty of crew who’d be more than happy to take his place.

      “The Dendon had at least one ship that did,” Zek said, “And there might be others. Have you read the bulletins about the Earth situation?”

      “Earth? What in Poq’s name is that?”

      Zek gave him a pitying look. Like he was a mentally deficient child.

      That was it. Tejoh wrapped his fingers around the dart gun’s handle. The fool was going to die now.

      “Earth is a quarantined world,” Zek said, “There is an intelligent species on it. One in the early stages of space flight.”

      “So what?” Tejoh said. The end of the dart gun caught on the upholstery fabric. He tugged at it, but it seemed firmly stuck.

      How embarrassing.

      Zek got a sly look on his face. Did he know about the dart gun? Or was the fool just overly pleased with his own cleverness at reading stupid, useless bulletins from central command?

      “There are rumors,” Zek said, “Not in the bulletins. I’ve heard from reliable sources that the Dendon Artifact was found on Earth. That a prince went there to retrieve it and was defeated by an Earth creature. Humans, or Terrans, they are called. They captured his ship and imprisoned him. There are rumors that the Terrans have retrieved the plans for the fabled Dendon faster than light star drive from the artifact.”

      Tejoh forgot about the dart gun.

      The Dendon Artifact.

      Faster than light star drive.

      A ship, appearing out of nowhere over Dendon. A cobbled together ship made from parts of a Don ship.

      He leaned back in the relaxation chair. Took a long sip from the glass of blood wine. Possibilities turned over in his mind. Profitable possibilities. A path to erasing his punishment. Perhaps even winning the Emperor’s favor.

      Though, if he himself possessed the Dendon Artifact, would he even need the Emperor?

      He put the heavy crystal glass down. It made a solid thunk against the wood table. He cast an appraising eye over Commander Zek. Perhaps this young crewman wasn’t such a fool after all. He might even be useful.

      There was one way to find out.

      "Commander Zek. Have you reported this to central command yet?"

      Zek grinned, revealing his clean, white, sharply pointed teeth.

      “I have brought this news to you first, Captain,” he said, “I await your orders.”

      Not so foolish.

      Excellent.

      Captain Tejoh picked up the glass and considered its glittering facets against the dark red blood wine.

      “Set course for Dendon,” Tejoh said, “We will investigate this ourselves. No sense in bothering central command about a defective buoy. Correct?”

      Zek grinned and nodded.

      “At your command, Captain.”

      The commander stepped out of the room. Tejoh turned and looked to the space darkened porthole.

      Perhaps this mission wouldn’t be so boring after all.
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      Liz came up behind me and put her hand on my shoulder. I leaned my head over and nuzzled her arm.

      For a couple minutes, we just stared out the view screen at the planet slowly rotating below us. The world was reddish gray with large patches of brackish green.

      It was heartbreaking.

      And it was more than just me projecting that emotion within me. I felt memories stirring that weren’t mine. And a deep, burning anger. A rage that threatened to spill out of me.

      I told the Dendon to calm down. I needed to be able to think.

      The roiling emotions subsided. Somewhat.

      The command deck of our little, stinky ship was a bit on the cramped side. It was designed for a small crew. Which, if it were just Liz and me, would have been perfect.

      However…

      Our third wheel rolled into the room.

      “Hey, that’s it, huh? What a dump,” T&T said.

      Titus Tavin. Supposedly he was a U.S. Space Corp mechanical specialist. Here to help us keep the ship running.

      Liz and I both knew he was covert ops. Planted here to keep an eye on us. Make sure we found the goodies. And doubly made sure we brought them back to Earth.

      Oh, and if T&T could find a way to kill me dead permanently, that would be awesome too.

      How did I know all this?

      Because the moron had a secret hyper-radio in his cabin. The aliens of SixUnion had long ago figured out instantaneous communication across space. And now we lowly humans had it too. We had the official hyper-radio and then T&T had his super secret special radio that Liz and I didn’t know about.

      Weren’t supposed to know about.

      Except they didn’t understand that when I connected with the ship, I connected with the ship. Anything that used ship’s power, anything that used equipment connected to the ship, I was aware of.

      Including stupid secret hyper-radios that asshole spies used to double cross Liz and me with.

      I’d discovered the hyper-radio in his cabin within five minutes of boarding the ship. A few seconds after that, I instructed the ship to record all transmissions to and from said radio for my later perusal.

      Most conversations went like this:

      General Mattany: Have you arrived yet? Give me a status update.

      T&T: Still on our way. He says he’s taking the scenic route. Otherwise nothing.

      General Mattany: Have you figured out a way to extract the device from him yet?

      T&T: Still working on it. I figure I’ll get in good with his girlfriend and she’ll tell me.

      Oh man. Get in good with my girlfriend? Dude, you are so asking to go on a spacewalk without a suit.

      General Mattany: Be careful. She’s dangerous. Unpredictable.

      T&T: Don’t worry. I’ll have her eating out of my hand in no time. Women can’t help but throw themselves at me.

      General Mattany: (Groan) Just stick to the mission. Mattany out.

      I had Liz listen on on that one. Her luscious lips curved into a scary smile.

      Throw themselves at him, do they? We’ll see about that.

      T&T was not good at making friends.

      Liz's hand tightened on my shoulder as T&T walked onto the command deck and pronounced the dead world of Dendon a dump. Fortunately, she wasn't wearing her armor. Otherwise she would have crushed my shoulder. Which the Dendon inside me would have reconstructed. But it still would have hurt like hell.

      Like usual, Liz wore a light robe that she could throw off at a moments notice. The only other thing she wore–which was permanently adhered to her chest, just below the hollow of her throat, was a small circle of gold colored metal.

      That innocent looking circle was the other Dendon artifact that survived the crash landing on Earth millennia ago. It belonged to the dead Dendon king’s bodyguard.

      All Liz had to do was shuck off the robe (for some reason the armor wouldn’t work unless she was stark naked) and touch the gold circle. In an instant, gold would flow out over her body, completely encasing it. Turning her into a stylized golden statue.

      And making her capable of kicking the living crap out of just about anything.

      Which came in really handy.

      It might come in handy even sooner if T&T kept pissing us off.

      “So when are we going down to this craphole?” T&T asked.

      Liz squeezed my shoulder even harder. I winced. Even without her armor, she had quite the grip. I patted her hand and the pressure eased. Slightly.

      “We’ll go down when we’re ready,” I said, “I’m still scanning the planet.”

      Which was true. I was having the ship map the entire surface. And doing whatever deep scans the ship’s lousy sensors could manage. Our ship was an unholy marriage of Don, Blinky, and human technology. None of which got along all that well.

      Add to that Dr. Kincaid’s version of the Dendon quantum lattice drive, and I considered us lucky to have arrived here in one piece. Or not turned inside out.

      It didn’t help being constantly distracted by Captain Jerkwad.

      “Man, I hope that place smells better than this ship,” T&T said, “I almost took a shit in my cabin just to make it smell better in there.”

      Thank goodness the Dendon had invented a faster than light space drive. If Liz and I had to spend weeks cooped up in such a small space with that guy…

      As it was, I had made the journey take a bit longer than it should have. We could have come directly to Dendon from Earth. But I wanted to do a few tests. Jumping out to Mars, Jupiter and Alpha Centauri before making the long leap to Dendon.

      Turns out there’s a pretty popular bar and grill on a station in orbit around Alpha Centauri. The name was unpronounceable, but the food wasn’t bad. I didn’t ask what was made out of. The Dendon assured me it wasn’t toxic to humans, though.

      Kind of tasted like chicken wings.

      “Maybe I should go down first,” Liz said.

      I gave her a pleading look. Please, god, don’t leave me alone with this creep. One of us was going to die. I really wanted it to be him, too.

      “I’d rather we stuck together,” I said, “You and I at least.”

      “Yeah, General Mattany wanted me to stick with you guys like stink on shit,” T&T said.

      His third excrement reference in less than a minute. He had some kind of fascination with poop. He talked about it all the time.

      “I’d really like to get out of here,” Liz said.

      I gave her my saddest puppy dog look.

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

      Phew. “Just give me another couple hours to scan and analyze,” I said, “Then we can set it down.”

      “Doesn’t that thing in you have all kinds of maps of this dump?” T&T asked.

      Which was kind of a reasonable question. I deeply resented reasonable questions coming from him. It made him slightly intelligent. Which didn’t seem possible.

      When Liz and I were (theoretically) alone, we whispered to each other about whether T&T was putting on an Oscar worthy act. Or if he really was naturally annoying and stupid. We’d come to the conclusion that at least part of it had to be an act. There was no way Mattany would put such a flaming idiot on such a critical mission.

      Not unless he was related to him in some way.

      Which would have been even worse. I’d already been quadruple crossed by Mattany’s daughter Julie. My former fiancé.

      Maybe T&T was some sort of cousin, six times removed.

      Who had at least one intelligent question now and then.

      “The maps the Dendon has are all thousands of years out of date,” I said.

      "Yeah, but it wasn't like there were little alien guys running around putting up new shacks and paving roads, right?" T&T asked, "They're all dead, right?"

      Damnit. More intelligent questions. The jerk was on a roll.

      Though calling the Dendon little alien guys wasn’t accurate. The Dendons were tall and slender with ebony skin and silver eyes.

      “Yes, and I want to see if anything’s changed,” I said, “See what’s collapsed. There’s weather. Earthquakes. Dendon might have had visitors who’ve made their mark on the place. I’d rather take a few precautions before jumping in with both feet.”

      T&T shrugged. "Whatever. Sounds like a waste of time," he said, "We should just get down so we can get out of this shitty tin can. Breath some fresh air."

      "You won't want to breathe the air down there," Liz said, "Such as it might be."

      “Why not?”

      She rolled her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. Pointedly ignoring him.

      I sighed and pointed to the brackish green patches on the planet in front of us.

      “The Don makers destroyed everything that was alive on the planet. People. Plants. Bacteria,” I said, “No plants, no oxygen. It’s been a couple thousand years, so there’s still a little oxygen, but not enough to keep us alive. There’s lots of carbon dioxide and nitrogen. It’s a toxic brew for us. Liz’s armor can filter it for her. And I…can adapt. You’ll have to wear a space suit.”

      And I hope it got a big hole in it and he choked to death.

      No, I shouldn’t hope for things like that. That wasn’t nice.

      Maybe a meteor would fall on him.

      “That really sucks donkey balls,” T&T said, “I don’t get why we’re even here. The other creepy crawlies must have stripped this place bare by now.”

      I didn’t disagree with him. In fact, I agreed wholeheartedly with him. To his face. I’d said as much to General Mattany, too. The Don and the Blinkies probably went over the planet with a fine-toothed comb, trying to dig up the Dendon’s technological secrets.

      The Dendon had technology that the other races were still trying to figure out. Like Liz’s golden armor. The Don had their own version of the armor. My ex-fiancé Julie had some Don armor that was scary as hell.

      But it was far inferior to the Dendon armor.

      As Liz had proved when she ripped the Don armor off Julie.

      So if the place had been stripped clean, why had I agreed to come here?

      Because there were still mysteries on this dead world. The Dendon device inside me had insinuated knowledge of secret areas. Places that the Don and Blinkies wouldn’t have found. Unless they stumbled on them by accident. Which was highly unlikely.

      There was also the matter of the Dendon space fleet.

      According to SixUnion records the fleet had been ordered to fly into the sun to keep the ships from being captured by the enemy.

      That bit of information had come from the king of Dendon. Passed on in his transmission to the capital world about the whole, having-his-world-murdered-thing, and he wanted to lodge a protest thing.

      Except, my buddy, the Dendon A.I. thing-a-ma-gig told me that wasn’t quite true. The crew of the fleet had been infected. They took the ships…somewhere.

      Which meant there was a possibility that somewhere, out in the dark, was a fleet of highly advanced Dendon warships.

      Just waiting for someone to claim them.

      A possibility that scared the hell out of me.

      I didn’t want Dons, Blinkys or humans claiming any of Dendon’s weapons. None of the spacefaring races seemed grown up enough to be trusted with that stuff. It would be like handing bombs and machine guns to toddlers.

      Only bad could come of it.

      Which meant I needed to do something about it.

      Except my Dendon buddy wasn’t telling me where exactly the nasty stuff was. I couldn’t help but get the feeling the Dendon device was setting me up for something.

      Yay me.
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      I choose to set us down in the capital city.

      I sat in the command chair, my fingers pressed against the bare metal of the console in front of me. The displays were lit up with vectors and speed and altitude, along with information about the health of various ship’s systems.

      I couldn’t care less, though.

      I was the ship. And I was flying.

      Liz was next to me. Keeping one eye on the viewscreen, and another on T&T behind us. Though the cabin cameras, I was watching him too. He stood in the doorway, gripping the doorjamb in a white-knuckle grip, his eyes wide and his stupid face pale.

      The ship wasn’t all that aerodynamic, so the ride was a bit rough.

      Or maybe I wasn’t dampening the turbulence as much as I could have. T&T wasn’t all that fond of flying, I’d found out. There also wasn’t another chair on the command deck for him to strap into. I’d suggested he stay in his cabin. But he declined.

      Probably under orders to keep an eye on us.

      Oh well, guess he gets to enjoy a little turbulence then.

      I doubted he was going to make a move on us before the ship set down, though. So I let my consciousness slide into the ship. And enjoy the ride.

      I could feel the world's thin atmosphere streaming over the ship's hull. Felt the friction warm the ship's stubby wings. I adjusted the shielding and the heat backed off. We couldn't afford to have a breakdown.

      No one was going to come give us a tow here.

      There was a bit of a taboo with the other races of SixUnion. Everyone politely pretended the Dendon had never existed. They ignored it. Most references to the Dendon had been wiped out over time. It was only with great reluctance that the Stickmen had allowed me to access a portion of SixUnion’s records about the Dendon.

      Most of which were either uninformative, or just plain wrong.

      So if we crashed or had a mechanical failure we couldn’t fix, we might be stuck here. Forever.

      Which we wouldn’t have to be conscious for all of it. Even with Liz’s armor and my, um…abilities, we wouldn’t be able to survive for long on a dead world.

      Our only consolation would be that T&T would die long before we would.

      The ship’s engines stuttered and caught. I did a quick diagnostic on them. They were having a hard time with the atmosphere. Cheap-ass Blinky engines. The Don ones had been toast after the fight, so we’d had to replace them with ones the Blinkies gave us.

      They didn’t work very well. Like most of the crap Blinkies made.

      I rerouted systems to send more power to the engines. The L-Drive produced tons of power, but we had to use crappy Blinky inverters, so we only got a trickle.

      I was starting to have second thoughts about the hastiness of this mission. Maybe we could have waited a couple years and built something better.

      Patience was not a quality humans had in abundance.

      “Problems?” Liz said.

      I dragged a sliver of my consciousness back. Most of me was still fighting systems. I saw through my actual eyes the numerous red and orange lights blinking on the console. Liz could fly the ship, too. But not the way I could.

      “This ship sucks,” I said.

      And it smelled bad. Even now, the rancid cat food odor still lingered in my nostrils. An unnecessary distraction.

      “Holy crap, are we going to crash!” T&T said.

      Yet another unnecessary distraction.

      “What can I do?” Liz asked.

      “Do you have a new ship?”

      “What can I do that is possible without pulling a new ship out of my ass?” Liz said.

      “Take over navigation,” I said, “I’m trying to stave off a cascading system failure.”

      “Lovely,” Liz said. She put her hands on the command console and brought up the controls.

      “Failure cascade?” T&T said, “That’s bad right? We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

      Well, if we crashed and only he died, would that be so bad? I pushed the thought out of my mind. I needed to concentrate on ship’s systems. I reached out to the power inverter, trying to tweak a little more out of it. Without overheating it to the point of failure. It was already in the red zone.

      “Got a destination, big boy?” Liz asked.

      I threw my flight plan onto her console. She tapped it in and grabbed the flight controls.

      I was getting a shield failure on the right side of the fuselage. More heat that we didn’t need. I didn’t have any more power to throw at it. Everything I had needed to go to the stupid, lousy Blinky engines.

      This was like buying a used car with too many miles and a ton of deferred maintenance. Only one with the ability to plunge you through the atmosphere and splat all over the surface of a dead planet.

      Sometimes I wondered what life would have been like if I hadn’t stopped for the cheeseburger…

      Probably a lot less exciting.

      “Holy crap!” T&T shouted, “Look out!”

      Liz banked the ship sharply. I gave a sliver of attention to the outside cameras. And inhaled a sharp breath.

      I’d been so busy trying to keep the ship together, I hadn’t paid any attention to the landscape beyond the ship. Reddish gray dust swirled, then parted to reveal a city of slender, ethereal towers. Light sparkled off acres and acres of windows. Distant mountains made jagged sawteeth on the horizon. For a short moment, it looked like a fairytale city.

      Then the dust swirled back around us.

      I switched to other imaging and the city came back in stark relief on the sensors. I put it up on the viewscreen so Liz could see where the heck she was going. Not that she needed my help. She slalomed the ship, weaving around crystalline towers as we lost altitude.

      “Don’t hit that building!” T&T shouted.

      Again. Unnecessarily.

      “Shut up,” Liz said, “Or I’ll twist your nuts off and stuff them up your nose.”

      Yup. Women sure threw themselves at T&T.

      He did go quiet, though. Temporarily.

      Then the starboard engine cut out entirely. Clogged with dust and sand. I frantically shut down down power to it before the inverters overloaded. Hopefully we could clean it out and save it.

      Assuming we didn’t crash and die.

      “Maybe you should armor up,” I said.

      “Maybe you should have told me that ten minutes ago,” Liz said.

      She fought the controls, trying to stabilize the ungainly ship. No time to stop, strip naked and activate the armor that would save her life.

      For a moment I flashed back to a dream–or a vision the Dendon device had fed me–I’d had after I’d gotten killed one other time. The Dendon king and his bodyguard, in their ship. Attacked by Dons. The ship holed. His beloved bodyguard mortally wounded as their ship hurtled toward the surface of Earth.

      Deja vu sucked.

      I threw my consciousness into the ship’s systems. We weren’t going to lose today.

      I rerouted power to the other engine and activated thrusters on the starboard side. The heat shield was failing. I let it. We were close enough to ground that we didn’t need it.

      The ship lifted. Slowed.

      “I could use some landing struts, dear,” Liz said, “The button thingy isn’t responding.”

      My mind zipped down the systems. Found landing strut number three frozen halfway out. Criminy. Didn’t anything in this stupid ship work right?

      “On it,” I said, “Give me half a minute.”

      The port engine coughed. The entire ship shuddered.

      “Might make it quicker,” Liz said.

      She had the whole laconic pilot thing down. Like she was asking for iced tea. Of course, she’d been a military brat. Probably picked it up from her dad. No, was it her mom who was the pilot?

      “Landing struts?” Liz said.

      Crap. Right.

      I ran diagnostics on the strut’s hardware. Found a burned out servo.

      Stupid crappy Blinky crap. How had those idiots managed to get into space? And not get killed getting back?

      I rerouted around the servo. Sent more power to the other three servos and hoped to heck they didn’t burn out, too.

      Something thunked under the hull. All four struts gave us a green light.

      “Setting down,” Liz said.

      The port engine coughed and rattled. The ship shuddered, but descended.

      Suddenly overheating indicators went off the scale for the engine. I cut power. For a moment, there was silence in the ship. I could hear the wind and dust sliding over the hull.

      Then I kicked the thrusters on.

      We came down faster than I wanted. The ship hit with a bone-rattling crunch. Something hit the floor behind Liz and I.

      I hoped it was T&T’s stupid coconut head.

      I cut out the thrusters. Powered down all unnecessary systems.

      I pulled myself out of the ship. The first thing that hit me was the rancid cat food essence of the ship. Along with a tinge of something that might have been fresh urine.

      I sat for a few moments, breathing, listening to the tick of cooling metal, and the dusty wind rustling over the ship’s skin.

      Liz took my hand in hers. Gave it a gentle squeeze.

      I stared out at the alien city in the view screen.

      We’d arrived.

      Emotions that weren’t mine stirred within me.

      Someone was home.
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      “How bad is it?” Liz asked.

      I leaned back, pulling my consciousness out of the ship. I let go of the console and ran my hands over my face. For some reason, the dead meat stench of the ship was stronger now that we were on the surface of Dendon. It was turning my stomach.

      Or maybe what was turning my stomach was the state of the ship.

      Our way off this dead world.

      “Bad,” I said, “Both engines are severely damaged. The starboard one we might be able to get running. But the port one is completely seized up. From what I can read, it’s just a mass of melted metal and ceramic now.”

      Stupid crappy Blinky equipment. Those guys were like nightmare low-bid contractors who took your money and left a steaming pile of poop where your shiny new stuff was supposed to be.

      “What are our options?” Liz asked.

      Her lovely brows were drawn down over her beautiful blue eyes. But she didn’t look worried. Not yet. More like annoyed that we might be stuck with the dipwad longer than necessary.

      Speaking of…

      “Hey, what’s going on?” T&T said, barging back onto the command deck.

      He’d run out shortly after landing. Taking the suspicious scent of urine with him. Now he was back. And it looked like he’d changed his pants, too.

      “Nothing,” I said, “Just locking down systems. This might be a bad neighborhood. Don’t want anyone to steal our ride.”

      Liz and I exchanged a look. We hadn’t talked about it, but we obviously agreed treating T&T like a mushroom was our best policy here. Keep him in the dark and feed him bullcrap.

      I stood up and stretched. My joints crackled and popped. I hadn’t realized how much tension I was still carrying. Gee, was half-crash landing on a dead alien world stressful? I don’t know, since this was the first time I’d done it.

      Liz stood up and climbed out of the command pit. She took another glance at the view screen. Dust swirled and hissed over the hull. Occasionally the dust would part and I’d get a glimpse of the wide street I’d had Liz set us down on. It was at the end of a circular plaza where official seat of government had been. The building directly ahead and to the right of us had been some sort of ministry of agriculture.

      Not much business for that one these days. What with all the vegetation being turned to dust and such.

      Not showing on the screen was a large, imposing building. It was behind us.

      The Dendon ministry of defense. The Dendon version of the Pentagon. That was the place General Mattany would be most interested in.

      If he knew about it.

      As far as he knew, we were going to be stumbling around, randomly looking for stuff. Maybe he suspected the Dendon device inside me held information as mundane as maps to the capital city. Maybe he didn’t.

      But T&T was going to report everything to him anyway.

      “So we going out or what?” T&T said.

      “There’s about three hours of daylight left, according to the computer here,” Liz said, “How about a quick excursion to scout the immediate area. Then we tackle it full bore in the morning.”

      She pointedly didn’t look at me. We’d already discussed ways we could ditch T&T and do some exploring on our own. We didn’t have to worry about him stealing the ship. The ship’s computer was locked so only Liz and I could access it. He couldn’t do more than operate the microwave in the galley.

      “Great, let’s go already,” T&T said.

      So we waited while the moron dragged out an environmental suit and struggled into it. We didn’t offer any help.

      While he was busy with that, Liz went back into our cabin. When she came out she was covered from head to toe in smooth, golden armor. The light gleamed over her metal skin like she was made of liquid. There were just enough details of her body showing to make her look sexy, but things were obscured enough to keep it from being pornographic.

      I’d often wondered if the Dendon designed the armor that way on purpose. Of if it was just a happy accident.

      The Dendon device inside me didn't offer any answers. It rarely spoke anymore.

      You’re not interesting enough to talk to, it said.

      Except to occasionally insult me.

      T&T finally got the helmet secured over his stupid head. I went over and checked to make sure everything was working. Unlike most of the crap in this ship, the suit wasn’t of Blinky or Don manufacture. It was a standard Space Corp vacuum excursion suit.

      Mattany had tried to slip a suit of Space Marine armor onboard for dumb-dumb there. Liz returned it to him in a crumpled wad.

      The stuff was made out of super tough carbon fiber and titanium polymer.

      Mattany was not amused.

      T&T gave me a thumbs up and grinned his fool head off inside the helmet. I have him a no-hearted thumbs up in reply.

      We crowded into the airlock and cycled through. I put a shield around myself. The Dendon could project an energy shield around me. If there was any oxygen in the atmosphere around us, he could keep me breathing as long as my energy held out.

      I was going to plow through a box of rations when we got back, but we had plenty.

      I have to admit, I was just as anxious as T&T to get out of the ship. We’d only been cooped up in it for a few days. But with that jerk in there, it felt like years.

      Yeah, plus there was that rancid cat food essence.

      I almost hoped we couldn’t fix the ship. Then we’d find a Dendon ship. In pristine condition, of course. One with the faster than light drive attached and everything. Complete with a wet bar and a fridge full of tasty human food. Plus the ship would have nice, cushy command chairs with built-in massagers.

      Hey, if I was going to fantasize…

      “Man, this place is the biggest craphole ever,” T&T said.

      Emotions of barely controlled rage made me wobble on my feet. I told the Dendon in me to settle down. Who had the brilliant idea of giving that thing emotions anyway?

      Emotions are a necessary aspect of thought, the Dendon said.

      It was being downright chatty.

      “If you don’t like it, get back in the ship,” Liz said.

      Before the dipwad could reply, she strode out into the dust covered street. The dipwad and I quickly followed.

      The swirling dust seemed to be dying down. The winds buffeting us weren’t as strong as when we landed. Settling down as the sun made its way to the saw-toothed horizon?

      I glanced around, the skin on the back of my neck crawling. I'd done a bio-scan on the planet when we were in orbit. According to the sensors, there wasn't anything alive on the surface. There shouldn't be anything here to give us the creepy crawlies.

      Just a world of dust…and ghosts.

      We went around the side of the ship, heading for the end of the circular plaza. The towers of the capital government were arrayed around the circle, with an opening at the far end of the plaza. The buildings were different sizes and styles. Probably representing different aspects of the government. The blocky, imposing dark tower of the defense ministry stood next to the central building. Which was a slender white tower that seemed to pierce the sky itself. That building was the seat of the kingdom.

      Was it strange that the most progressive and technologically advanced race in SixUnion was a monarchy, not a democracy?

      The Dendon remained silent on that.

      In the very center of the plaza, there was a large, white stone pedestal. Atop that was a golden statue of a Dendon standing in a dignified pose. As we approached, I craned my head up to see the face. Chills ran over me.

      It was the king. The last owner of the device inside of me.

      “Who’s that asshole?” T&T asked.

      Somehow, I refrained from kicking him.

      It didn't help the Dendon in me flared with white-hot rage. I had to stand still for a few moments until the gut-clenching feeling passed. Did Mattany realize what he was doing when he stuck that idiot in with us?

      I realized T&T was staring at me. Maybe he didn’t realize I could see inside his helmet. His eyes were cold. Calculating.

      Damnit. He was goading me on purpose. Or the Dendon.

      Then the calculating look slid off his face. Replaced by his usual bland stupidity.

      “So, do you know or what?” T&T said.

      I shrugged. “Some dude, I guess,” I said.

      T&T rolled his eyes. “What good is that thing if it won’t tell you anything?” He said, “Come on, it’s got to be telling you something, right?”

      Pushing. Probing. Trying to gather information.

      I got a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. How badly had we misjudged him?

      A better question was: how much trouble was he going to cause?

      “It doesn’t really talk to me,” I said, “It’s just kind of there.”

      “Maybe it should have picked someone else,” T&T said, “Someone with experience, you know?”

      I clenched my hands into fists. Pushing me, again.

      A distraction Liz and I didn’t need. We shouldn’t have agreed to let him come along. Too late for regrets now. The idiot needed to shut up though. Too much pushing and Liz was going to stuff him up his own butthole.

      “Over here, boys,” Liz said.

      I turned away from him and hurried over to Liz. She stood on the steps of the central tower. The steps were a little too deep for comfort for human legs. The Dendon had been tall, slender beings. I hoped there were still working elevators in the buildings.

      She was shifting dirt and sand with her golden armored foot.

      “Take a look at this,” she said.

      I bent down. There was something white showing through the dust. I reached down and pulled it out.

      “Shit! What’s that!” T&T said.

      I held it up. It was vaguely triangular. With two holes near the wide end and two slits near the center. At the bottom of the triangle was a line of jagged, pointed teeth.

      It was the bleached skull of a Don.
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      Titus Tavin double checked the lock on the cabin door. Secure. Wrinkled his nose at the ever-present rotten meat stench in the ship. How could it still smell so bad after so many days being cooped up in this piece of junk?

      He pulled a slim scanner out of his coverall pocket and did a quick sweep of the room.

      No bugs.

      Not that he expected those two wussy-ass civilians to plant anything in his room.

      Well, that Chris was a wuss. Liz…she could be hardcore when she wanted. Especially when she was in that boner-popping, shiny gold armor. He'd certainly be up for some of that.

      He’d already tried to tap that, but so far no love. Seemed devoted to that nothing of a boyfriend of hers. She’d come around, though. They always did. No woman could resist the power of T&T for long.

      He moved across the tiny cabin to the bunk. The U.S. Government had spent beaucoup bucks trying to make these shitholes livable. And failed miserably, in his esteemed opinion. This entire ship should have been put in a deep hole with a dump truck load of C-4.

      Unfortunately, he’d drawn the crappy end of the stick and gotten stuck with this mission. Of course, Uncle Mattany had pulled him out of Covert Ops just for this job. Promised him a huuuu-ge bonus if he got something useful.

      And an even bigger bonus if he figured out a way to scrape that Chris guy off the alien artifact inhabiting him.

      It was something he’d been contemplating the last few days. There were a lot of possibilities. He was ready to start experimenting any time.

      Problem was…

      Wussy boy’s amazon girlfriend might start objecting.

      It wasn’t like he couldn’t take care of her. He had a nice little dart gun that would put her right to sleep.

      As long as she wasn’t in the armor.

      If she was in the armor, all bets were off.

      He hadn’t actually seen her in action in the armor in person. But Mattany had shown him some disturbing videos.

      Do not mess with this woman, Uncle Mattany said, She will be happy to ALMOST kill you if you cross her or her damned boyfriend.

      Roger that. The Lieutenant in that one video was never going to walk the same again.

      But she didn’t have the armor on all the time.

      When the time was right…

      But first, good old Uncle Mattany was gonna want an update.

      He knelt by the bunk and reached under for the hidden switch. He pressed it and was rewarded with a soft click.

      A panel over the bunk depressed into the wall, then slid aside, revealing a black screen. The screen lit up. A row of buttons appeared at the bottom of the screen. He touched the first one.

      He was just going to record a message for the old man and then catch some shut-eye, but suddenly Mattany's chiseled mug appeared on the screen. Uncle Mattany gave him a hard glare, the muscles along his jaw bunching.

      “Report,” Mattany said.

      Damn, good thing he hadn’t already gotten down to his skivvies already. The old man must have been sitting in the communications shack. Waiting.

      Not so patiently.

      “Well? Are you there yet?” Mattany demanded.

      Titus kept from rolling his eyes. Barely. He gave the General a sketchy salute. Screw him. He may have been his uncle, but he wasn’t in direct command of him. Technically he was on loan from Special Ops. The chain of command was a little bent at the moment.

      “We’re down,” Titus said, “Though it was a crappy landing. I’m not sure, but I think they broke the ship getting down on planet.”

      Mattany’s eyebrows went up. “You’re stuck there?”

      Titus shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not,” he said, “The two of them aren’t exactly forthcoming.”

      Mattany went back to glaring. The screen was a little too life-like. He could see every pore on Mattany’s worn face.

      “I thought you were going to get in good with them,” Mattany said, “Make friends with them or whatever you ops guys do.”

      This time Mattany did get an eye roll.

      Guy didn’t know anything about Special Ops. Which was why he called in the experts instead of using one of the Space Corp dumbasses.

      “I’m running the op my way,” Titus said, “Don’t worry about it. They’ll be eating out of my hand in no time. The Chris guy had a very specific place he wanted to land this bucket, so I’m thinking paydirt is right around the corner.”

      Mattany ran a hand over his face. “God, I hope I didn’t make a horrible mistake,” he said, “Mary twisted my arm to get you this job…”

      “Mom? What does she have to do with anything?” Titus asked.

      Mattany shook his head. “Never mind. Just…keep your eyes, open. Can you do that?”

      Titus puffed up his chest. What the hell? The old man was acting like mom was the one who got him this job. It’s true she ran the Special Ops division. With an iron fist, he might add. But his record spoke for itself. He had a whole bunch of special commendations. Mom wouldn’t let him see them, of course. Because they were secret. But she wouldn’t lie to him. He was her special little boy.

      “Oh, they did run across one thing on the excursion today,” Titus said.

      Mattany straightened up. The old man’s eyes gleamed with undisguised lust.

      “What?”

      “They found a Don skull,” Titus said.

      Mattany held still for so long that Titus thought the picture had frozen. He almost reached to tap the screen when Mattany blinked.

      “A skull? From a Don?”

      “Yup. Creepy as hell,” Titus said.

      Mattany’s face reddened. “Call me when you find something useful,” he said.

      The screen snapped off, leaving a black slab.

      Well, that was rude.

      But then, Uncle Mattany was a general. They all had sticks up their asses. The old man would be a lot happier when Titus dumped a shitload of alien weapons at his feet.

      Plus the Dendon device.

      Without that pesky Chris attached to it.
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      “Captain, I’m picking up a beacon.”

      Kawl Tejoh turned his command chair to face the sensor tech. He struggled to remember the man’s name. Tak? Sure, that was close enough. Tak it was.

      The command deck of Hojan’s Murder was a little too cramped for his taste. Like pretty much all of the ship. Dingy and old. The metal deck plates were worn shiny in places. The command seats were stained, the leather upholstery nearly worn through in places.

      The equipment was old and decrepit, too. Generations past its prime. It seemed like maintenance technicians were constantly on the command deck, fixing one thing or another.

      It was a disgrace for nobility such as him to be put in command of such a slovenly, decrepit ship. He deserved much better. Something more befitting an emperor. Something very large. With lots of guns. And an entire deck for his personal space. And another deck for his mating stock.

      Maybe another deck for his personal servants. After all, running an empire had to be stressful. Personal masseuses would need to be ready at all hours. A minimum of four to cover all shifts.

      “Captain?”

      Kawl held up his hand. The fantasy was much more enjoyable than reality. The stupid technician, whatever his stupid name was, would have to wait.

      Now where was he?

      A deck for his masseuses. And another deck for his personal cooks. And plenty of fresh livestock.

      Hmmm, it would need to be a very large ship.

      But, as emperor, it was his right. He’d just order his servants to build it. And when he was emperor, everyone would be his servant.

      “Sir?”

      Kawl gave the man a hateful glare.

      “What?”

      Tak the sensor technician bowed his head. As was proper, given his lowly station. Sensor technicians were plentiful. Though not at the moment on the Hojan’s Murder. And they were useful, supposedly. Killing Tak, if killing were warranted, would need to wait until they returned to Uvtoh’s Blood Station.

      “Sir, I’ve detected an emergency beacon. It’s very weak. From one of our ships,” Tak said.

      Kawl stared at the man for a few moments. Tak kept his head bowed. The tentacles sprouting from the sides of his head were thin and somewhat withered. His frame was narrow and his limbs had the stringy quality of those who were more interested in using their minds than fighting.

      Unlike proper Dons, for whom bloodlust and intrigue were as natural as breathing.

      Such weak creatures were disgusting. When he became emperor, he might order their execution.

      Though, on second thought, the weak stock did make good servants. It wouldn’t be wise to have all his masseuses filled with bloodlust.

      Being emperor might be more complicated than it looked at first glance.

      “Sir?”

      “What?”

      “The emergency beacon?”

      Kawl waved a long-fingered hand at the weakling.

      “What about it?”

      Tak let out a small sigh. Which might have been a killing offense if he wasn’t just a lowly sensor technician. And the ship’s only one at the moment.

      “The signal is from a Don vessel that disappeared a hundred and thirty-one years ago,” Tak said, “The last known location was in sector nine. On patrol near the Tann exclusion zone.”

      A shudder ran over Kawl. A pitiful display of weakness. But the Tann gave everyone the shivers. The reclusive race was supposedly one of the founding races of SixUnion. Though no one ever saw them.

      Though there had been…incidents.

      And now an antique ship had somehow drifted to the Dendon system?

      Unlikely.

      “How did it get here?” Kawl said.

      Tak shook his head, making his tentacles flap about his face.

      “I don’t have that information, Captain,” he said, “Do you wish to investigate?”

      Kawl grunted and turned back to the viewscreen. There wasn't anything to see, of course. Just darkness and little points of light. They were still a week out from Dendon. Damned the arrogant race for not sharing their faster than light drive.

      “Just file a report,” he said, “Someone else can look into it later.”

      "But, Captain, is it not our job to…"

      Kawl turned and fixed him with a freezing glare. Tak ducked his head again. Spun around and bent to the sensor controls.

      Maybe the little sensor tech weakling would need some killing after all. Kawl turned his gaze on the other crew at their stations. All fixedly kept their eyes on their instruments.

      Good. Insubordination led to inferiors thinking they were equal or better than the elite. Which led to all sorts of bad things happening.

      But not on his ship.
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      Oh man, how much more of this guy could we take?

      It had been two–extremely frustrating–days in the dead capital city of the dead world of Dendon. After a couple weeks cooped up in a spaceship that stunk like rancid cat food, we were more than ready to be done with this mission.

      And that wasn’t factoring in the colossally annoying turbo douche-nozzle that was Titus Tavin. A.K.A.: T&T.

      Because, you know, he’s dynamite.

      If I had a stick of dynamite, I’d put it in a place where the sun didn’t shine on him, and light the fuse.

      It was all I could do to keep Liz from ripping his arms off and beating him to death with them.

      And that wasn’t figurative, either.

      We were supposed to be looking for weapons of mass destruction and other related goodies that the murdered Dendon people might have left lying around after their bodies turned to dust.

      At least, that’s what General Mattany back on Earth had ordered us to look for. Liz and I were here for other reasons that had nothing to do with weapons.

      Actually I wasn't sure why we were here. The Dendon device inside me had pulled me toward its dead homeworld. So far it wasn't telling me why.

      And it was pretty obvious Dendon had been looted by at least one of the other races. We’d already found one Don skull. Though, we hadn’t found the rest of the body. There shouldn’t have been any predators to carry off the bones. Maybe the Don’s buddies had taken it?

      Or maybe something else.

      The city was dead. The atmosphere thin and not capable of sustaining life.

      But we were getting hints something was in the city besides us.

      Liz said the city was haunted.

      I’m not sure she was wrong.
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      Dim light came through the triangular windows set high on the curved ceiling of cavernous hall. Liz walked ahead of me, covered in her golden armor. She had one hand held out in front of her. Bright light beamed from her palm. Another nifty feature of her armor.

      Her other arm was held ready, elbow bent up. It had another nifty feature. A built-in plasma blaster. Fully charged. The hum of it cut through the silence.

      Through my energy shield, I caught the ozone scent of it. Along with a sort of spicy mustiness. It worried me a little that I could still smell things through the shield. If smells could get through, what else could?

      The Dendon device inside me didn’t deign to answer.

      Like usual.

      Shadows moved over the windows, dimming the light.

      Clouds of dust. From the wind that never seemed to stop blowing. The constant rustle and rasp against the ship's hull invaded my sleep at night. I dreamed about slogging through endless deserts, wind-driven sand stinging my bare face.

      In my dreams, I kept seeing distant figures. Tall, slender figures.

      This planet was seriously creeping me out.

      “Holy crap, what you suppose this dump was for?” T&T said.

      He was bringing up the rear. Which was fitting, since he was such an ass.

      Liz and I ignored him.

      Tried to.

      “I mean, this place is huge,” T&T said, “Put some nice, soft carpet down in here…just imagine the kind of orgies these freaks must have had in here.”

      Liz spun around. Shined her light directly in his eyes.

      “Hey!”

      “You need to shut up,” Liz said.

      T&T grinned. “Just trying to lighten the mood, sweets.”

      The hum on her plasma blaster went a notch higher. For a second I thought she was really going to do it.

      A part of me really wished she would…No. Don’t. Stop. Don’t stop. No, don’t stop.

      People like T&T were why pacifism was so hard.

      Not that I was a pacifist. I just preferred not to fight if I could find alternatives.

      Liz must have decided the jerk wasn’t worth it. I was almost disappointed when she spun away and stalked off toward the end of the great hall.

      T&T came up beside me. “Look at that ass,” he said, “Magnificent.”

      He was correct, her ass was indeed magnificent. However, Liz was magnificent in mind, body, and spirit. Magnificent was a word that went with everything she did and everything she was.

      A piece of ass, she was not.

      I sighed and turned to the total ass beside me.

      “Listen,” I said, “I get it. You like to be creepy and weird. That’s fine. To each their own. However, if you ever talk about Liz like that in my presence again, I will use my alien superpowers to turn you an overweight, tri-sexual Blinky with bowel control issues and uncontrollable crotch rash.”

      T&T blinked
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