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      The Heavy Carrier, HeJov’s Vengeance, was filled to capacity with misery.

      One hundred seventy-three thousand, four hundred and twelve Don males, females, and children were crammed within the confines of its armored hull. The carrier's single pilot and two pilot fighter craft, its medium and heavy bomber ships–even its lightly armed, long-range scout craft–had been evicted from the vessel's voluminous hangars.

      Most of the smaller ships had been mounted to the exterior skin of the HeJov’s Vengeance. Viewed from space–such as from one of the other ships in the long, unhappy convoy–the formerly imposing lines of the mighty Heavy Carrier were lost. The ship looked like it was covered in boils and warts.

      The huge hangars had been filled with hasty construction of wood and metal and plastic. Thousands and thousands upon thousands of tiny cabins. Spaces that afforded little privacy for the unlucky Don who now called them home. Spaces that were little more than cattle pens.

      The unwashed stench of nearly two hundred thousand living beings permeated every single corner of the ship.

      It was inescapable.

      Impossible to get used to.

      Pure misery, shared by all aboard. From the lowest scut cleaner to the highest of the high, the Queen herself.

      Yet, occasionally, the misery was interrupted with a tiny sliver of hope.

      Yen Kovan, Queen of the Don in exile, studied the scientist groveling before her.

      Many in the convoy might have considered scientists unnecessary at this time of flight and survival. Many would question any wisdom coming from a Queen who had been imposed upon them by the hated Terran.

      Many of those Don were now dead. Murdered by Yen Kovan’s trusted Royal Guard. Or executed by the Queen herself.

      Murder enough dissenters and everyone else tended to fall into line.

      It had worked for Emperor HeJov for thousands of years. Why fix what wasn’t broken?

      The scientist, kneeling before her with his forehead on the metal deck plates, was one of the younger ones. Too many of the older ones had not survived the initial exodus from the homeworld, HeJovna. That horrible, chaotic time when resources became scarcer and scarcer as their own world slowly rejected her children.

      Yen Kovan clenched her armored fist as the rage flared bright once more in her heart.

      The Terran.

      Chris.

      Inheritor of Dendon.

      “Your Majesty,” the scientist said, “Do I have your permission to proceed with this plan?”

      She tore herself away from burning fantasies of vengeance. Back to the little scientist, and perhaps a smaller, more practical vengeance.

      The scientist no doubt knew he had little chance of being executed. Yen Kovan had made it clear all scientists were under her Royal Protection.

      Which, also, no doubt, explained the sudden surge of applicants to the Royal Science Conclave.

      Cowards.

      If it weren’t for the need to preserve genetic material, she might have ordered the execution of all Don who did not qualify for the Science Conclave.

      The scientist was properly supplicant, though. His blue skin was pale. The tentacles sprouting from the sides of his head were gray and flaccid. His body trembled. There was even a sharp scent of fear rising from him.

      It was almost enough to spark her prey reflexes.

      Something she had to keep a close check on in these troubled times.

      Near continuous use of the powered armor covering her body didn’t help. When one had a variety of weapons instantly available…

      Things happened.

      Yet, if there wasn’t a constant threat of assassination…she wouldn’t have to wear the armor all the time.

      Damn the Terran.

      She should have never accepted the throne. How young and foolish she had been. How unaware of the crushing weight power brought.

      He made her Queen of the Don Empire.

      Queen of ashes.

      But…the little scientist had something interesting.

      Yen Kovan leaned back on her sturdy throne. The servos and actuators on the powered armor encapsulating her hummed and buzzed with her every movement. She had the faceplate drawn back, but the suit still projected information in her peripheral vision. Vital signs for the scientist–his heart raced and his temperature was elevated…continuous scans for weapons–negative, for the moment…telemetry from the HeJov’s Vengeance–fortunately boring. At this time.

      “Stand up and tell me again,” she said.

      The scientist slowly rose to his feet. He kept his head bowed, his hands clasped in front of him. He wore the traditional pale blue smock and trousers of the science class. On his left arm were two silver bands, denoting his rank. He was still a lower caste scientist.

      Which was probably how he ended up finding it.

      “Your majesty,” he said, his voice trembling at first, but gathering strength as he continued. “I was cataloging genetic samples when I discovered an unusual–”

      Yen Kovan waved her armored hand. Servos hissed and whined. The scientist’s orange eyes widened.

      “Yes, yes, you found a non-Don genetic sample,” she said, “Tell me how you tracked its origin.”

      The scientist straightened up, his eyes brightening. He nodded his triangular head and stroked his pointed chin.

      “Yes, your majesty,” he said, “The sample was identified as Terran. It was dated to the fall of Emperor HeJov. To the very day. I searched the records and found an incident where a Terran vessel had entered HeJovna restricted space and had been destroyed. Two survivors had been recovered, protected by Don armor. One of the survivors was Terran. He–”

      “What of the other survivor?” Yen Kovan asked.

      The scientist shook his head. Now that his confidence was coming back, his tentacles had revived somewhat, gathering volume and color.

      He obviously had no clue.

      "Oh, yes, the other survivor was a Don female. A lower-tier Royal class, I believe. I didn't continue that line of inquiry. The Terran information was far too intriguing.

      Yen Kovan kept the smile off her face. If the young scientist had any idea who that Don female was…

      The scientist continued…

      "The Terran was wearing Royal Infantry class Don armor that appeared to have been modified for humans. The battlecruiser that captured him sent him to its medical bay, thinking he was a Don soldier. Once the armor was deactivated, the medical crew received quite the surprise. They immediately secured the area and informed Imperial Security."

      “Hurry this along,” Yen Kovan said.

      The scientist’s face flushed and his tentacles went limp and gray again.

      “Ah yes, your majesty. The point…yes…the point is that the medical staff took several genetic samples, as well as brain scans of the subject. I tracked it all down. The samples are still preserved and viable. The brain scans…I’m not so sure of. I believe they are complete, but without comparative samples, I cannot have confidence they were recorded correctly, given potential differences between species.”

      Yen Kovan glared down at the scientist. His tentacles quivered. She activated a laser in the right hand of her armor. Setting the intensity at a level below lethality. Aimed it at the center of the scientist’s chest.

      He glanced down at the red dot on his smock. His body trembled. But he did not try to run.

      A wise choice.

      “Tell me your proposal again,” she said.

      The scientist swallowed hard enough for her to hear the gulp.

      Cowardly lot, scientists were. Disgust rose like burning bile in her throat. But she forced it back down. The scientists were necessary. They were useful tools in this long, slow-motion war the Don were currently fighting.

      Every single Don was a warrior, in some way.

      Weakness would have to be tolerated.

      To a certain extent.

      “Your Majesty,” the scientist said, “I propose creating a clone of this Terran–the human. I believe he would make a useful spy. He could be trained in the ways of the Don. Could infiltrate the Terran defenses. Send us useful information.”

      Yen Kovan leaned forward again. The armored suit’s servos hummed and hissed. Which only made the cowardly scientist shiver more.

      “You have the right intention,” she said, “But your ambitions are far too small.”

      The scientist glanced up at her, a quizzical look in his face. Just as quickly he averted his eyes.

      “Your Majesty?” He said.

      Yen Kovan finally allowed herself to smile. Savoring the delicious irony of this development. To think that long ago incident would bear such interesting fruit…

      “The genetic sample,” she said, “It has a name…”

      The scientist glanced at her again. His face went deathly pale as he saw her smile. The sharp-toothed, predator's grin that was the Don's sign of joy in the hunt.

      “The records did not indicate…” he said.

      “I know the name,” she said, “I know who he is. Or was. And who he will be again. His name is Roy DeHaas. A name that will forever be known as the downfall of the Terrans. Begin your program, scientist.”

      She leaned back once more, her armor buzzing and humming around her. She flicked her arm toward the door. The laser pointed the way.

      “Go. Now,” she said, “Inform me of your progress every thirty ship cycles until I tell you otherwise.”

      The scientist stepped from foot to foot, his fingers picking at the front of his smock.

      “What resources am I allowed, Your Majesty?” He asked.

      She narrowed her eyes. The scientist stiffened, but held his ground.

      “What is your name, scientist?” She said.

      He held his chin high.

      “I am Tey Tabnot,” he said.

      The Tabnot name tickled a memory, but she couldn’t pull it forward. So many things crowded her mind anymore. She would have to look it up later.

      For now, she accessed her command network through the armor interface. Searched and found Tey Tabnot, Level Eleven Science Class. Not the lowest of the low. But close. For a moment, doubt flickered through her. Perhaps she should pass this project to a more experienced–

      No.

      The thin and trembling scientist, Tey Tabnot, appeared cowardly, but he had found enough courage to bring this to her. And ask her permission to continue the project himself.

      He was hungry. Ambitious.

      It was possible his cowardice was a display. Meeting her expectations of a Level Eleven Scientist.

      She would have Sirk Jahen discretely monitor the scientist and the project.

      This project held some promise.

      At the very least it would provide some amusement. A welcome distraction from…

      The endless misery of her people. And the burning hate within her.

      Through the suit’s network interface, she directed a lab and significant resources be assigned to Tey Tabnot. An opportunity to prove himself. Or a blade with which to slice his throat open.

      She also bumped him up several classes. To a Level One Scientist. That should sharpen his survival instincts. There would be many other scientists unhappy with such a promotion.

      “Scientist Level One Tey Tabnot,” she said, “Go to Central Administration. You will find your lab assignments and resource allocations there. May the breath of HeJov fill your sails, young scientist. Do not disappoint me.”

      The scientist’s eyes had gone wider and wider as he spoke. Just as his face had gone so pale he almost lost all the color from his blue skin. Even his trembling stopped.

      He stood still for several seconds.

      She flicked the low power laser onto his forehead.

      “You are wasting my time, Tey Tabnot,” she said.

      He shook himself back to life. He bowed deeply.

      “Yes My Queen,” he said.

      Then he spun on his heel and sprinted from the room.

      The chamber door slid closed behind him. Leaving her alone once more. She turned her face to the expansive window to her left. Bright, hard points of light lay on a field of darkness. The convoy was well into the void now. HeJovna was but a memory. A place forbidden to her own children now.

      But not forever.

      She would bring her people home.

      One way or another.
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      The wreck slowly tumbled, end over end. Doing a wobbly rotation on its axis as well.

      Chris, his hands on the console in front of him, examined the battered wreck through the eyes of the ship. He was one with the ship at the moment. The miles of wire and electronics were his nerves and sinew. He felt the hiss of radiation on the ship’s skin as his own skin.

      He directed the ship’s sensors to examine the wreckage from every angle and wavelength it could.

      Though his consciousness was intertwined with the ship itself, he still carried a sliver of awareness of the control deck. Still conscious of the warmth, the vanilla and sandalwood scent of Liz beside him. He could even see her, seated in the secondary command chair. The thin robe she wore was parted low on her chest, revealing smooth, bronze skin. Her long, blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders as it always did.

      She was so beautiful, it made his heartache just to look at her.

      Sometimes he still wondered how he got so lucky to have her love.

      Then again, maybe she stuck with him because their life was seldom boring. Hadn’t been for a long time.

      “So…” Liz said, “Another one?”

      “Still scanning,” he said.

      “Really? Just look at all the holes in the damn thing,” she said.

      “I’m scanning. There are traces of–”

      “Blah, blah, blah…It’s got plasma burns and holes all over it,” Liz said, “Just like the others. I’ll bet you a billion dollars the holds are sliced out like the other Blinky cargo ships. And there won’t be any crew aboard, either.”

      “I don’t have a billion dollars,” he said, “And neither do you.”

      He watched through an interior camera as Liz rolled her eyes.

      “You’re probably the richest dude in the galaxy,” she said, “When are you going to get me something nice?”

      “I’ve gotten you lots of nice things,” he said, “What about that diamond trident thing? Didn’t you like that?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. Revealing more smooth skin. Enough to make his heart beat faster.

      Darn it, he needed to concentrate.

      "Yeah, that was okay," she said, "It broke through."

      “I think it was supposed to be decorative.”

      "How was I supposed to know that? That four-headed thing attacked us and it was handy. Not like was my fault.”

      He tried to keep the smile off his face. But utterly failed.

      He’d be perfectly happy to do this forever.

      However…

      “Okay, scans complete,” he said, “No life signs. All biologicals gone. And yes, it looks like the holds have been extracted like the other ships.”

      Liz put a hand over one brilliant blue eye.

      “Yar, Matey, here there be pirates,” she said.

      “Well, not now. But yeah.”

      He watched the wrecked ship tumble for a bit longer. The ship had been ugly before it had been attacked. Like all Blinky ships, it was basically a long rectangle with numerous lumpy protrusions. It kind of looked like a bee stung candy bar.

      The Blinkys were not the most dedicated engineers or designers. They tended to “good enough” designs.

      Sometimes just barely good enough.

      This ship was one of their standard mid-size cargo carriers. He’d have Liz go over in a bit and see if she could extract the logs and manifests from the ship’s computer core.

      Given the area it was in, the ship had probably been carrying organic compounds from the Leyvat system. Raw materials good for food synthesizers.

      Something the pirates would be very interested in.

      He pulled his consciousness out of the ship. Ran his hands through his hair and blew out a long sigh.

      Liz reached over and clasped his arm.

      “Let up on yourself, dear,” she said.

      “This is my fault.”

      “Not entirely. Maybe mostly. Yeah, I guess it is your fault, damn you.”

      He gave her a sour look.

      “Thanks.”

      She leaned over and gave him a long, thorough kiss.

      “Come on, we went through the options,” she said, “This was part of it. It was either tough love, or it was genocide. Personally, I voted for genocide, remember?”

      He leaned back in the command chair, bouncing the back of his skull against the headrest.

      “Right. You recall the part about torching little blue children?” He said.

      She looked away. And drew her hand back. Instantly he missed her warmth.

      “Yeah, okay, so I didn’t really want to go through with that part,” she said, “Which means this was the best of all the worst options.”

      “I just wish there was another way,” he said, “This could go bad in so many ways. Has gone bad already.”

      Liz shrugged. “That’s life, babe. We’ll just keep juggling the balls and putting out fires. Such as we can. We’re playing the long game, remember? Even longer than them.”

      He sighed again. Studied the wrecked ship tumbling across the screen.

      “Yeah. The long game,” he said, “I’m just hoping it won’t come back to bite us too hard.”

      Liz put her hand back on his arm. He put his hand over hers. Her ruthless strength was what kept him going on the face of his…colossal screwup.

      “That’s why we got the backup plans chugging away, right?”

      “Right.”

      His gut twisted and chills ran through him.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that the backup plans weren’t going to be enough.

      Not enough at all.

      “Uh, Chris?” Liz said.

      He snapped his head around to where she was looking.

      On the wide screen curving around the cockpit, the stars were shimmering in spots.

      Stars didn’t shimmer or twinkle in space.

      “Ruh roh,” Liz said.

      She was already standing. Undoing her robe. Starting to shuck it off.

      Chris slapped his hands down the control console. Sending his consciousness hurtling back into the system.

      He connected with the ship’s sensors in an instant.

      Ships were decloaking all around them. Five…no…Ten…no…Twenty…

      “Chris!” Liz shouted.

      But it was already too late.

      Light flooded the sensors.

      He fell away into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Titus

      

      

      

      Titus Tavin, human ambassador to the SevenUnion Council on Jome, couldn’t find his boots. They’d been on his feet earlier. Then they weren’t. But really, they should be right there beside the bed. They wouldn’t have gotten up and walked away by themselves. Would they?

      He sat at the edge of the bed and let out an aggrieved sigh. This technology crap was supposed to make life easier. But all it did was make things more complicated. He couldn't even figure out how to make his new comm work. His assistant, Marly, had to take the comm from his hand and punch in the whats-it so he could do the talky-talk thing.

      It might have been embarrassing if he wasn’t such an Important Guy.

      But it was natural for people to do stuff for Important Guys. Like him.

      So he rolled with it. Mostly.

      But, damnit, where were his boots?

      He had places to be. And he wasn’t going to them without his boots.

      “That was extremely unsatisfying.”

      He jumped. Having forgotten the reason he’d taken off his boots and gotten into bed in the first place. He ran his hands over his face.

      Thank goodness he'd remembered to take those pills that killed his sense of smell. Otherwise, he would have never made it.

      Why did they have to look so danged sexy, but smell so bad? Like rotten meat laying out in the sun on a scorching summer day?

      He put on his number one politician’s smile and turned to face last night’s shame.

      Sprawled across the bed was a very naked Don female. She definitely had a name, but darned if he could remember what it was. Was she some mid-level attache from the dwindling Don Embassy on Jome?

      Her blue skin was sexy exotic. He was endlessly fascinated by the prominent, dark blue nipples on her very human-like breasts. Her nether regions were entirely devoid of hair. And, without closer examination, would look human.

      Though there was a complication with those nether regions that he thought he could overcome. But–even with chemical help to keep little T&T going–he just couldn’t get her over the finish line.

      A rare defeat for him.

      If he didn’t look at her head, he could convince himself that she was a human female. Albeit one who had inexplicably been painted blue.

      But, alas, there was the head. A perfectly normal, fine featured Don head. Don heads were triangular shaped, coming down to a sharply pointed chin at the bottom. They had thin lips and narrow noses. Their eyes were large and orange and apparently without pupils. Though he’d been told by a science guy that the Don did have pupils, they where just hidden under the orange membrane covering their eyeballs.

      Okay, whatever.

      All of that was fine. He could get used to the triangles and orange eyes and exotically enticing blue skin.

      But he’d never get used to the tentacles.

      Nope. Couldn’t do it.

      Instead of hair, Dons had tentacles sticking out from the sides of their heads. Thick tentacles that tapered down to about the width of a human finger at the ends. They were dry, yet strangely slippery to the touch. A little like snakeskin. The tentacles usually stayed still most of the time. But occasionally they quivered. Other times they writhed. Like when their owner was upset or excited. Sometimes the tentacles flew about the owner's head, snapping and slapping against each other in a super disturbing way.

      Like during sex.

      Super duper disturbing.

      Made it really hard to concentrate on business.

      It didn't help that Dons also had mouths full of pointed, razor-sharp teeth. Predator's teeth.

      No way little T&T was going anywhere near that.

      Also not helping was the Don reproductive apparatus. It was tantalizing similar to human apparatus. Similar enough that a little interspecies hanky-panky sounded like fun.

      Problem was, Don males came equipped with two penises. As if those guys weren’t big enough dicks as it was.

      Lot of jokes in the human world about Dons and dickishness.

      It was therefore logical and expected that Don females would have two vaginas.

      Because of course they did.

      The same science dude who explained the Don eyeballs to him has also attempted to explain the double dick, double va-jay-jay situation to him. Something about survival mechanisms and environmental whatnot.

      Didn’t make all that much sense then.

      Made even less sense now as he smiled at this Don chick he’d been banging half the night.

      He considered himself quite the ladies man. He’d kept himself in good shape. Even now in his fifties, he was still fit and good looking. His hair was still mostly black, but was getting distinguished silver threads throughout. Little T&T sometimes needed a little bit of chemical enhancement to conduct his nocturnal maneuvers, but hey, that’s what those pills were for, right?

      There had been many satisfied female customers to his exclusive hot dog stand.

      It was more than a little unsettling to be told the evening had been unsatisfying.

      “Well, so much for diplomacy,” he said to his (still sexily exotic) bedmate.

      She rolled to her side, making those tantalizing breasts move in ways that aroused little T&T’s interest. Damn, why did their bodies have to look so like humans?

      “I expected more from someone with your…reputation Ambassador Tavin,” she said.

      He shrugged, but burned inside.

      “Hey, we should be on a first name basis now,” he said, “Call me T&T.”

      Her brow furrowed. Don expressions were a lot like human ones. Lips turned up meant smiles. Turned down meant frowns. Furrowed brows signaled puzzlement.

      Made some things simpler, thank goodness.

      “Tee and Tee?” She said.

      “Because I’m dynamite,” he said.

      More furrowing of her brow. Though the Don brow was more of a muscled ridge of slightly darker skin over their eyes. Still no hair there, either.

      “Dynamite? I do not understand.” She said.

      “It’s because…on Earth there’s this…ah, never mind.”

      Everyone from Earth got the TNT reference.

      Really took the fun out of it trying to explain it to aliens. It was always–Why would you want to associate yourself with explosive materials? Or some such crap.

      “So…how about you? You have a nickname?” He asked.

      Or a name at all? Had she told him her name? Probably. He was terrible with names and stupid stuff like that.

      Which, according to some people, made him a lousy ambassador. But what did they know? He had assistants and stuff to remember names. He had more important things to do.

      Like, figure out a way to satisfy a woman who had two vaginas and a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth.

      He’d have to consult with some of the other diplomats here.

      “I do not have a nickname, as you call it. Dons do not give additional names to that which already has a name,” she said, “My name is Kayd Lalhan. I am the attache to Ambassador Ko Havhaj.”

      “Oh, yeah, how’s ol’ KoKoNut doing these days?”

      Even though he couldn’t actually see it, he got the distinct feeling she rolled her eyes. Dang. That whole no-pupils thing threw things off.

      “Ambassador Ko Havhaj was at the gathering last evening,” she said, “You talked to him for several minutes.”

      “Huh? I did? Well, I’d had a couple glasses of that Bolt liquor,” he said, “That stuff has one helluva a kick, doesn’t it?”

      She sat up. Making those alien boobies wobble delightfully. He reached out to tweak one of those tantalizing dark blue nipples. She slapped his hand away.

      “I do not imbibe intoxicants at functions,” she said, “I certainly would not drink anything made by the Yevhae.”

      He rubbed his wounded hand. Dang, she hit hard. That really wasn’t necessary. A simple No would suffice.

      “Ah, come on, it was a party,” he said, “Just a little get to know you thing. Get everyone a little loosened up. Let their hair down.”

      He glanced up at the tentacles sprouting from her head.

      “So to speak.

      She snorted out something that sounded like disgust. Then rolled out of the bed and started gathering her clothes.

      “Hey, if you see a pair of boots, toss them my way, will–Ow!”

      He said as a familiar boot bounced off his forehead.

      Wow. Dons were cranky after a night of unsatisfying sex. He reached down to pick up the boot. Only to have the other boot smack the back of his head.

      Well, mystery solved then.

      He rubbed the back of his head and sent a glare at his former bedmate. What was her name again? Katy? Sure, that was close enough, right?

      She was pulling her clothes on. Which was interesting enough to watch that he stopped for a few seconds to do so.

      At least until the fun bits disappeared behind layers of cloth.

      Still…

      “Hey, um, Katy, how about we schedule another round sometime?” he said, “I’ll bring some stuff. I have some connections with the replicator people. I bet they can whip up some kind of strap-on or something.”

      Katy stopped what she was doing to stare at him. Like he was some sort of disgusting bug she dearly wanted to step on, but couldn’t quite bring herself to.

      “My name,” she said, “Is Kayd Lalhan, not Kaytee.”

      “Right, right, Kayd, I knew that,” he said, “So how about it?”

      She blew out an aggrieved sounding sigh and gave a slight shake of her head. There definitely had to be an eye roll in that, too.

      “Very well, Ambassador Tavin,” she said, “I will send you a schedule of my available personal hours. I am short of rest, so please block out no more than two hours of my time for your sexual activities.”

      “That’s so hot,” he said, “I wish my ex-wives would have thought like you.”

      “I am sure your former pair bonds had many wishes about you as well,” Kayd said.

      That kinda sounded like a slam, but he let it slide. Women said stuff to him all the time that could have been putdowns, slams, or even cruel and hurtful things. But somehow they still ended up in bed with him.

      Because he was T&T. And he was dynamite.

      Katy–whups, no, Kayd, pulled her tunic down over her tentacled head and smoothed it out. Yup, with a different head, she would be super hot. Even with her current head she was hot. Except for those creepy tentacles.

      She fixed him with her orange eyes. At least she seemed to be staring at him. He’d never knew how useful pupils were for gauging attention until he had to deal with folks who didn’t have any. At least the Blinkys had pupils. Albeit three of them.

      “Ambassador Tavin,” she said, “Is it true that you were once on Dendon? Their homeworld?”

      He froze. Every muscle in his body tensed. His heart started to race and his palms grew cold and clammy.

      He forced a smile. Forced his eyes to blink and his body to unclench.

      “Dendon? Well…”

      Inside his head, a much younger version of himself was running around in circles. Screaming and waving his hands in the air.

      Oh god…Dendon.

      “Dendon….”

      “Yes, Dendon,” Kayd said, “There are rumors that you were on a Terran mission to the Dendon homeworld. The Forbidden World.”

      She slowly came around the bed, stepping over the tangle of sheets on the floor. Despite her lack of satisfaction, it had been one wild night. He was going to need to pop over to medical for some pick-me-ups and some salve for the scratches on his back.

      Maybe a tetanus shot for the bites.

      Assuming he could get control of the gibbering terror boiling inside his skull.

      Somehow the smile stayed plastered to his face.

      “That was a long time ago,” he said.

      Kayd sauntered up to him, rolling her hips. Licking her tongue over her lips. Don tongues were blue. It shouldn’t surprise him, but it still kind of startled him every time he saw one.

      "So it is true?" She said, "You have stood upon the surface of fabled Dendon? Tell me, Tee and Tee, what was it like?”

      What was it like?

      Holy crap. It was horrible. He still had nightmares about the place. Well, what happened to him there.

      "Uh, well, it wasn't much, actually," he said. He pulled back from her, gathering up his clothes. "Pretty quiet, except for the wind. And dusty. It was really dusty."

      She stepped closer to him. He hopped away, trying to thread his legs into his trousers.

      “And everything was dead?” She asked.

      “Uh…”

      Sure. Everything was dead. Everything that had started out as organic life, that is. The Don had seen to that.

      But no, not everything was dead. The Dendon’s creations were still…active. The Dendon system’s protectors were still very much…alive.

      If it wasn’t for Chris and Liz…

      A flash of anger went through him. Red hot, sizzling through his nerves.

      He straightened up. Pulled his dress jacket on. Firmly.

      “Yeah, the place was dead,” he said, “Ol’ HeJov got the job done, if that’s what you were wondering.”

      She turned her face away, her cheeks darkening.

      “Not all agree with what HeJov did,” she said.

      He sat down on the bed and pulled his boots on.

      “So? It’s not like anyone stopped him,” he said.

      She turned back, her brows furrowed and her mouth turned down.

      “HeJov did what he wanted. He commanded. Don followed,” she said, “That was the way.”

      He stood back up. Smoothed down his coat.

      “Yeah, and what’s the way now?”

      Her face twisted with anger. She clenched her hands into fists. He steeled himself for an attack. It wouldn’t be the first time an angry woman had started pummeling him.

      “Our way now is survival,” she said, “Your people got the job done as well.”

      Now it was his turn for his cheeks to get hot.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that,” he said.

      She stood there for several seconds, staring hate at him. He could feel the waves of it crashing against him, scathing hot.

      And he didn’t care. The Don had it coming to them. They were the royal shits of the galaxy. This part of the galaxy, anyway.

      Kayd unclenched her fists and pivoted, stalking away from him. She paused at the exterior door, half turning her face his way.

      “All Don carry the burden of HeJov’s crimes,” she said, “As do your people for what was done to ours.”

      She slapped the panel beside the door. Which slid aside. She stalked out. The door hissed shut. Leaving him alone with himself.

      And her words.

      He ran a hand through his hair, letting out a low sigh.

      She was a firecracker.

      Except for her interest in Dendon.

      He shivered. He should make a report about that. Send it up the line.

      Though it might be tough to avoid certain details.

      He’d have to think on it.

      He left the apartment. By the time he got to his office, where his assistant, Marly, had a zillion messages for him, he’d forgotten all about it.
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      “What the heck are we doing here, Buck?”

      Buck, being his usually non-talkative self, simply ignored me.

      That was fine. I was used to that.

      I leaned back in the hard co-pilot’s seat and watched the rolling hills of western Montana unspool across the viewscreen.

      It was close quarters in the little ship Buck was flying. Thankfully, it was designed for human bodies, so the seats weren’t too uncomfortable.

      Just kinda uncomfortable.

      Woulda been nice to have a little more distance from Buck and his ever-snapping cinnamon gum. A couple states worth of distance woulda been just about right.

      I glanced away from the scenery unrolling under us. There was all kinds of symbols and numbers scrolling over the control console that wrapped around the two seats. I shoulda knew what some of that stuff was, but I was steadfast in my refusal to learn it. I kept trying to limit my role in Buck’s silly adventures to being his back office support.

      So far, he hadn’t taken the hint.

      Every time I told him straight out, he just gave me one of his patented expressionless looks. Then he walked away.

      And I followed. Dang it.

      You look after your brother, you hear?

      Yeah, Momma. I still hear you.

      He was my older brother, but somehow I still got stuck with keeping an eye on him. Maybe it was because Momma knew I was the steady, reliable type.

      Where Buck was….

      Well, he was Buck, wasn’t he? Forever and always.

      All I had to do was glance over at him, and yup, that was Buck.

      He was a few inches short of six foot. Skinny, but wiry. There was a lot more strength in his limbs that folks thought.

      He’d put more than a few folks in their place after they underestimated him.

      Course, looking like he was, folks either thought he was crazy or….no, pretty much everyone thought he was some shade of crazy.

      They wasn’t far off.

      He had long, gray-flecked black hair done braided up in a ponytail. It went well with the long, gray-flecked beard–that he also braided. He wore a beat-up, black Stetson that seemed to never leave his head. Probably been years since I seen him without it.

      With one exception, his clothes were pretty normal. Bluejeans, hand-tooled leather cowboy boots, flannel red and black checked shirt.

      Coulda passed for a cowpoke anywhere back home.

      Except for his zebra striped duster.

      That tended to catch some attention.

      He only tended to wear it when he was hunting aliens. So, yeah, he pretty much wore it all the time anymore.

      The alien stuff had been getting worse for a while now.

      Didn’t seem like it was gonna get better any time soon.

      I figured that’s what this little trip was about. Hunting down some alien who snuck down to Earth’s surface. Looking to make mischief. Most likely Blinkys. Though it was possible it could be a Don.

      My chest tightened just thinking about what could happen if one of those bastards got loose on the planet.

      Don were nasty. Ruthless and mean.

      They was also damned pissed off at Earth folk these days. Didn’t matter it was just one or two very particular Earth people who caused the Don so much misery.

      Can’t say I really blamed them for being mad.

      I sat up as the little ship Buck was flying pivoted hard and zipped down low over a river.

      Not any river.

      The Big River.

      Home.

      I’d recognized the landscape earlier. We’d lifted off from the base down in New Mexico and headed north. Buck ran us by the Rockys, then turned us east over Montana.

      That’s when I asked him what the heck we were doing here.

      Now I didn’t need to ask.

      He was taking us home.

      But why?

      I leaned back again, giving Buck a hard look. He was looking more intense than usual. His brows were drawn down so low over his eyes it was a wonder he could see. The corners of his mouth were more downturned than usual. His fingers were white-knuckled on the control yoke.

      Ain’t no way he shoulda been like that if we was going home.

      We both still had houses up here, though I definitely wasn’t settled down in my cozy little cabin as much as I wanted. Not these days.

      Buck hadn't said anything about a vacation. Danged fool probably didn't even know what that word was. Far as I knew, he wasn't stashing anything up at his little single-wide overlooking the Big River anymore. He and Earth Space Command were a lot cozier than they used to be.

      Exhibit A being this little hot rod Buck was flying. It didn’t look to be equipped with an L-Drive pack, but it was fully space capable. A good little runabout for Earth to Moon jaunts.

      Buck definitely didn’t fly coach anymore.

      Neither did I.

      Since I seemed to end up going wherever Buck went.

      Like up to Montana. Flying over the Big River, the setting sun at our back, turning everything golden. Like we was flying up a river of sparkling gold. Even the cottonwoods lining the banks were gold, their leaves rustling in the evening breeze. The sky was a glorious blue vault above us, streaked with reddening clouds.

      Took me right back to growing up here. Seen a lot of sunsets from the bluffs overlooking the river.

      “You missing home, Buck?” I said.

      He shot me a look that was three parts warning, one part anger, and one part something else. If I didn’t know better, I woulda sworn it was…grief.

      Which sent ice shooting through my veins. All of a sudden every muscle in my body was clenched tight.

      No.

      No, no, no….

      Before I could say anything, Buck pulled the little ship up, banking to the right.

      We flew up over a familiar bluff. Buck slowed the ship, hard. Then brought it in slow over the road. He kept slowing as he wound the ship along the road, up higher on the bluff.

      I clutched the armrests on the seat so tight my fingers shoulda snapped. My heart pounded so hard it felt like it was gonna bust outa my chest.

      Damnit, Buck…

      The house appeared on the viewscreen.

      Looking the same as it always did.

      The years still hadn’t bowed that sturdy roof. Though the shingles were looking a bit threadbare. And the paint I’d put on a decade (or more) ago was mostly gone. Peeled away by hot summers and cold winters.

      The screened-in front porch still hung off the front of the house like it always did. Buck and I used to sleep there in the summers, praying for a breeze to come up off the river to cool us off.

      A pang of guilt ran through me. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d come to visit. We’d been so busy with all the alien mischief…

      I kept meaning to drop by…

      Buck pivoted the ship and brought it down, feather light, in the front yard. He brushed his fingers on the control panel and the engines started winding down. A whine I hadn’t even noticed until it started going away.

      He stared out the viewscreen. We had a panoramic view. To the left was the sunset drenched Big River. To the right was the sturdy house he and I had grown up in. The house Pappy had built. The house Momma still lived in.

      He took his Stetson off and ran his fingers through his thick hair as he let out a low sigh.

      Just that scared me more than anything.

      Nothing scared Buck. He was the bravest son-of-a-gun anywhere in the whole galaxy.

      But right now he looked like he was on the verge of tears.

      “Roy,” he said, “Momma’s real sick.”
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      I didn’t want to go in the house.

      Heck, I almost begged Buck to fly us out of there. Last thing I wanted was to think about Momma being sick and…dying.

      But, even though I was a coward at heart, I climbed out of Buck’s little hot-rod ship and marched up to the front door.

      Right behind him.

      The evening breeze brought up earthy green scents from the river below the bluff. The setting sun was still painting everything gold and red. It warmed my cheek as I stood at the steps. I glanced at the big maple tree in the front yard. It was still early fall, the leaves hadn’t even started turning yet. They rustled in the breeze, whispering to a younger me who used to climb those branches.

      A part of me noted how much bigger the ol’ maple was from when I’d climbed around it like a little redneck monkey all them years ago.

      How’d so much time pass?

      There was a lump the size of Texas in my throat as Buck pushed open the door. Didn’t quite know what I was expecting, but a wave of mouthwatering cooking smells went right into my nose, zipped down my throat and grabbed my stomach.

      It smelled like Momma’s famous beef stew. I could picture it–a big ol’ pot of it, bubbling away on the ancient wood stove Momma insisted on using. There’d be big chunks of melt-in-your-mouth beef. Plus potatoes and carrots, celery and corn. Herbs. Spices. All nestled together in a thick, rich, tomatoey goodness.

      I was practically drooling already.

      Even more, I caught the yeasty scent of baking bread. I could picture the soft yeast dinner rolls Momma would make, all fluffy and golden as they came out of the oven. I’d split one of them apart and slather the halves with butter.

      Oh man, pure heaven.

      I stepped into the house feeling a bit relieved. How bad could things be if Momma was in the kitchen, cooking up a storm for her boys?

      Had Buck warned her we was coming?

      Probably not. She always had a sixth sense when it came to company arriving. She just knew when folks were fixing to visit. Every time, she’d whip up some fine, rib-sticking meal.

      It was the best part of coming home.

      The curtains were open in the front room, letting a slice of fading sunlight. It gave the room a golden glow, making it a bit more magical looking than it had any right to be. As I ran my gaze over things, I saw nothing had changed since I last saw it. Pappy’s recliner still sat in the same spot. Like it always had, even though he’d been gone for decades now. Momma had her own, smaller recliner near it. Some time back I’d gotten her a nicer TV to replace the tiny, old black and white TV Pappy used to cuss at.

      I don’t think she ever used it much, though

      Another pang of guilt ran through me. How many years had she sat all by herself in this little room? Passing the time reading or doing her crocheting.

      I shook the feeling off.

      Momma never wanted us to feel sorry for her. Or ourselves.

      No use in pity, she’d say, All that does is waste everyone’s time. Get busy with something and you won’t have time to feel sorry for yourself.

      Good at dispensing wisdom, Momma was.

      “Momma?” Buck called out.

      “Bought time you boys showed up,” Momma called back from the kitchen.

      I caught a hint of movement. My eyeballs were still adjusting from the bright light outside. I could hear her skirts rustling as she moved about. Momma always wore one of her long, gingham dresses. Don’t think I ever saw that woman in a pair of pants.

      Buck stood still for a few seconds, his hands clenched into fists at his side. He had a look to him that said he was fighting with himself just to take a step forward.

      I wanted to slap him on the back and tell him to knock it off. He was probably just making mountains out of molehills. Momma was fine. She was making us one of her fine, rib-sticking meals.

      Would a sick person be able to do that?

      Buck glanced sideways at me. His face was anger and sorrow.

      I really wished he’d knock that off.

      Then he stalked off toward the kitchen.

      The kitchen–the heart of the home–was at the back of the house. It was nearly as big as the front room, sharing the same honey-golden pinewood floors that Pappy had put in when he built the place. Floors that Momma had kept waxed to a shine all these years.

      Except…

      They didn’t have quite the same shine that day. In the kitchen, especially, they seemed dull.

      I pushed it out of my mind.

      As we stepped through the wide archway into the kitchen, I saw nothing had changed in the kitchen. There were still the same honey-colored rustic pine cabinets on the far wall. Made by Pappy, of course. The sturdy family table still sat off to one side, surrounded by the same equally sturdy chairs.

      All made by Pappy.

      Man had been something of an ass when he was alive…but he was also a damned fine carpenter. Everything he made had lasted. The house he built was still keeping his bride safe and warm years and years since his passing.

      Sitting beside the back door was the ancient wood-fired stove and oven Momma had always used. Long time back, I tried to convince her to get an electric stove. She wouldn't have none of it. Told me she and the stove knew each other well. Used to each other’s quirks, was how she put it.

      Stubborn was more like it.

      Which was probably where Buck got his stubborn streak.

      And sure enough, there was a big cast iron dutch oven sitting on top the stove, bubbling away. The stomach rumbling scent of the stew was about to send me into a frenzy. It’d been so long since I’d had any of Momma’s home cooking…

      But then I saw Momma.

      All the breath went out of me.

      She was standing beside the stove, a pair of oven mitts on her hands.

      Her blue, gingham dress billowed around her.

      Momma had always been on the plump side. Never fat. But pleasantly rounded.

      But now…

      Now she was barely more than a skeleton.

      Oh, Momma!

      She turned her head our way. Her eyes were sunken down into her skull…her cheeks so hollow they cast deep shadows on her face. She’d always had thick, lustrous hair–even when it turned gray, it had been impressive. But now it was limp and thin, hugging her skull.

      The sight of her broke my heart.

      I started to rush forward.

      Buck’s arm shot out and stopped me.

      “No fusses,” he whispered from the corner of his mouth.

      Seriously?

      But then I realized what he was doing. And, dang it, he was right.

      So I put a smile on.

      “Hey Momma,” I said, “That stew sure smells good. How’d you know I was hungry enough to eat the whole cow?”

      She put her oven mitt covered hands on her hips and let out a small laugh. Just a small one. And it looked like it hurt her.

      “You’re always hungry, Roy,” she said. Her voice was thin, weak. She waved a hand at Buck. “Unlike that beanpole standing beside you.”

      Buck shifted from foot to foot, slowly lowering his arm.

      "I could use a bowl of home-cooked stew," he said, "And maybe two of them rolls.”

      Momma rolled her eyes.

      “I’ll believe it when it gets in your mouth and stays there,” she said.

      She turned away, then bent to pull open the oven door. It looked like it took her a lot of effort to do it. She reached inside for the pan of rolls in there.

      I started forward to help, but Buck grabbed my shoulder.

      “Don’t you rob her of any dignity,” he said in a quiet growl.

      I clenched my jaw as heat flashed up my neck and into my face.

      I didn’t rush over. But it about killed me to watch her. She was so weak. Struggling to pull the pan of rolls out and set them on the counter beside the stove. She was breathing heavy by the time she pushed the oven door closed.

      She stood there, hanging onto the counter, swaying slightly.

      That was enough.

      I shook off Buck’s hand and hustled on over to her. I put my arms around her and gave her a hug. Gently. I could feel her bones about poking through the skin.

      It was all I could do to keep from bawling like a baby. But I kept it together. Making a scene wasn’t gonna help no one. So I pulled back and kissed her on the cheek.

      “Looks like you got everything made,” I said, “Why don’t you let your lazy boys get everything on the table for once?”

      She gave me a sharp look. The same look that went to the little boy heart of me. The look that told me she knew I was trying to pull something over on her.

      But behind that look, I got a sense of down to the bone weariness.

      She waved a hand at me. At Buck.

      “Fine,” she said, “You know what to do.”

      I did.

      Back in the day, it was often me helping Momma out in the kitchen. While Pappy and Buck sat out in the front room watching TV.

      I didn’t resent it. Momma always slipped me a little extra dessert for the effort.

      Probably why I’d always had a little bit of a belly on when I was growing up. A belly that didn’t go away until I spent a few months in an alien prison a few years back.

      I gently directed Momma to her spot at the table, pulling the chair out and biting my lip as she eased down. Looking like she was a hundred and ten.

      Buck didn’t help. Probably didn’t even know where Momma kept the bowls. He just stayed standing at the archway as I bustled around, getting bowls and spoons on the table. I got the dish of butter out, slid the dinner rolls into a basket and set them out, along with a pitcher of milk and the glasses.

      I ladled everyone a bowl of fragrant stew–filling mine to the brim, but giving Momma and Buck smaller portions.

      Buck hardly ate, and Momma…I had a feeling her appetite wasn’t up to snuff these days.

      Finally, I pulled out my own chair. I gave Buck a look. For a second, I thought he was gonna turn on his heel and run outa there.

      Which shook me. Buck wasn’t afraid of nothing. He was blessed with either a bottomless well of bravery…or he was too danged dumb to be scared. And I wasn’t betting on the dumb option.

      He found his courage and strode over to his spot at the table. We both put our keisters down, and for the first time in years, we sat at the table like a family.

      I glanced at the empty chair at the head of the table.

      Pappy’s place.

      Momma kept everything like he had just stepped out for a minute. Like he’d be back any time. I woulda bet a pot of gold that his clothes still hung in the closet of their small bedroom just off the kitchen. Just like his boots still sat beside their bed.

      She’d never remarried–or even dated, far as I knew–though she’d been on the low side of fifty when Pappy passed.

      Long time to go without someone by your side.

      Not that I was one to talk. Me and Buck were still bachelors. I had a spot of companionship now and then, but there hadn’t been any gals who were that interested in settling down with me.

      Then again, maybe I was one who wasn’t wanting to settle down. Or turn some poor gal into a widow when one of Buck’s stupid adventures blew up in our faces and made us permanently dead.

      Momma reached out and clasped hands with me. Her hand was cold. Too thin. And fragile. Like a bird I might crush if I squeezed too hard.

      She got hold of Buck’s hand. He already had his head down.

      “Close the circle, boys,” she said in her whispery voice.

      Damnit, that voice used to be so strong. Buck and me could hear her from all the way to the bottom of the bluff, calling us home to supper.

      Momma bowed her head. If she was praying, she was doing it silent. As she always did. She was fond of saying if we wanted to talk to God, we should do it in our heads. Praying out loud is just for show.

      “Amen,” she said.

      When she lifted her head, her eyes, though sunken, were bright.

      “Good to have you home, boys,” she said, “Now get to eating before it gets cold.”

      Some things never changed.
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      We finished our meal in silence.

      Stupid me was near to bawling as I shoved Momma’s wonderful beef stew into my pie-hole. I kept from sniffling, but with every bite, I was thinking how this might be the last home-cooked meal I ever got from Momma.

      Then I wanted to slap myself upside the head for being such a selfish jerk.

      She was the one on death’s door, and she’d spent the day cooking up a storm for Buck and me. She might have been sick, but she wasn’t gonna let it stop her from feeding her boys one last time. Everything she’d made was perfect, too. The beef stew was rich and flavorful–a stick to your ribs kind of meal, as she liked to say. The dinner rolls were fat and golden and lighter than an angel’s breath inside. They looked like heaven, and with a pat of fresh butter, they tasted even better than heaven.

      I didn’t deserve a Momma as wonderful as her.

      Buck especially didn’t deserve her.

      It really stuck in my craw that he was her favorite.

      Sure, she loved us both. But there wasn’t any question she loved Buck just a bit better. Maybe a lot better.

      You take care of your brother, you hear?

      Sigh. Yes Momma.

      It was double annoying because he was the older of the two of us. Since when did baby brothers look after the big brothers?

      Since Buck was Buck, that’s when.

      Finally, we all set our spoons down and leaned back in our chairs. Buck and Momma had finished off their small portions. I’d had seconds…okay, fine, I’d had thirds. It was so good. My belly was so full, it felt like it might explode if I tried to stuff anything else down my throat.

      “That was amazing, Momma,” I said.

      "Thank you, Roy," Momma said. She peered over her glasses at Buck's bowl. "Thought you were gonna have two rolls, Buck?”

      Buck hid his mouth behind his napkin. Probably hiding one of his (very) rare smiles.

      “Might save it for later,” he said.

      She gave him one of her sharp looks. His cheeks reddened a bit. Usually I was the one getting the sharp looks, not him.

      “Might as well enjoy things now,” she said, “Might not be a later.”

      There it was. My overfull stomach twisted and my blood ran cold.

      This was gonna be the worst conversation ever.

      Momma drew a breath. She looked at both of us in turn.

      I steeled myself for whatever was gonna come next.

      But just as she was about to start talking, Buck leaned over and brushed his fingers against her neck.

      Her eyelids fluttered. Then she started to collapse.

      Quick as a wink, Buck was there, scooping her limp body up in his arms. He straightened up. Holding our momma like she was no heavier than a box of tissue.

      I was on my feet in a flash.

      “What the hell, Buck!” I shouted.

      Course, he ignored me.

      He turned and strode out of the kitchen, carrying Momma. Through the archway and out the front door while I still stood there, gaping like a fish out of water.

      The screen door slamming shut snapped me out of it.

      I ran up front, bursting outside–just in time to see Buck walking round to the back of his little hot-rod ship.

      I sprinted after him–shouting all kinds of cuss words at him.

      I rounded the ship and skidded to a stop. He had Momma’s limp body draped over one arm, while he fiddled with a panel on the side of the ship.

      “Damnit, Buck, what are you doing with Momma!” I shouted at him.

      He ignored me some more, punching buttons on the panel.

      Something clunked on the side of the ship. A hatch hissed, then lifted away. Revealing a small cargo area. I hadn't thought the ship was big enough for a trunk, but apparently, it was.

      Actually, the ship had a small space behind the cockpit with a couple bunks and a rudimentary kitchen. But I hadn't known about the cargo area.

      Seeing it only made me madder.

      “You son-of-a-bitch,” I said, “You better not be thinking of sticking our Momma in there.”

      He turned a baleful look on me. Which was only slightly better than being ignored.

      Slightly.

      A ramp extended from the bottom of the cargo hold. Soon as it touched dirt, Buck stepped up it and into the ship.

      I wasted precious seconds standing there being dumbfounded by my brother’s audacity.

      For whatever the hell he was planning on doing.

      Finally, I shook it off and ran up that ramp after him.

      Where I got the next biggest shock of the day.

      The inside of the cargo hold was lit up with harsh, cold light. It was a space of hard angles and metal, not much bigger than the front porch of Momma’s house. But there was nothing homey about it. Definitely not any place Momma should be.

      Except Buck was definitely planning on putting her there.

      I could tell because he was standing next to a sleek, sliver suspension capsule. It sat on a raised platform in the middle of the small space. Looking like nothing else but a space coffin.

      Which, it kinda sorta was.

      “Buck, what in the hell are you doing?” I said.

      He touched a panel on the side of the capsule. The capsule hissed. Puffs of mist escaped from the line running along the top and bottom halves of the thing. Amber lights blinked on the panel, then the top half slowly pivoted open.

      The thing was empty, of course.

      But not for long.

      Buck lifted Momma up, moving to lay her thin form inside.

      I grabbed his shoulder.

      “Just a damned minute, Buck,” I said, “You tell me right now what’s going one, or so help me, I’m gonna deck you.”

      He stopped. Turned his head my way. Raised an eyebrow at me.

      A look that said he wasn’t all that concerned with my threat.

      Now, I could hold my own in any bar fight from Bozeman to Dallas, but Buck…he was on a whole other level when it came to fighting.

      But I wasn't gonna back down.

      I gripped his shoulder hard.

      “That’s my Momma, too, Buck,” I said, “You start explaining, or we’re gonna get into it. You might be the favorite, but Momma is still gonna be mad if you beat the crap out of me over this.”

      Buck grimaced.

      “Fine,” he said.

      He lay Momma in the suspension capsule and turned to face me. Below his bushy brows, his eyes locked on mine. He seemed weary. And tense.

      It was hard to tell, since Buck had all the expression of a river rock, but years of being his brother had given me an edge on reading him.

      “This is just to keep her from getting worse until I can get help,” he said.

      “Help? What kind of help? What does she even have?” I said, “You knocked her out before she could say a word. And how the heck did you knock her out anyway?”

      Buck cocked an eyebrow at me again. “Which question was you wanting answered?” he said.

      I just about punched him right there.

      For Momma’s sake, I held my fists at my side.

      “How about all of them?” I said, “How about you start at the beginning and tell me the whole story for once in your damn life.”

      More than once, I’d fallen down a rabbit hole into a pile of trouble because Buck had neglected to fully fill in the details. He made a habit of it, to be honest.

      He looked away. Down to Momma, laying there in the padded suspension capsule. If it weren’t for the shallow rise and fall of her chest, I’d swear she was dead. Gave me the chills seeing her laying there in that coffin-like thing.

      “Momma’s got cancer,” Buck said, “She tried to keep it quiet. Didn’t want us to worry. Been doing treatments for the past year. But it’s got a hold of her and won’t let go. Doctor found a contact for me. Called and filled me in. Told me to bring whatever family she had and talk to her about preparing for the end.”

      His words struck me down to my core. Filled me with burning shame.

      We’d been away too much.

      I’d been away too much.

      I shoulda been here, keeping an eye on things. But I was galavanting around the galaxy, putting out fires with Buck.

      Now I was out of the loop again. Because Buck obviously had some kind of harebrained plan.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at my brother.

      “What are you thinking of doing, Buck?” I said. I nodded down at the suspension capsule. “You know Momma wouldn’t approve of this.”

      He gave a nod of his own.

      “Figured asking wasn’t gonna get us anywhere,” he said, “So, I decided to be proactive.”

      Oh, Lordy. How many times had I heard that line before? Buck was a big believer in not asking for permission. Or forgiveness.

      He didn’t give a rancid rat fart about anyone’s forgiveness.

      I sighed and rubbed my fingers over my forehead. Probably was getting a permanent dent there from all the exasperated rubbing I did there.

      “Buck, tell me straight out why you’re putting Momma in this rinky-dink suspension capsule and where you’re going from here with it.”

      “Ain’t rinky-dink,” he said, “It’s high quality. Bolt made.”

      That struck me as more than a little bit odd.

      "Yevhae? Since when are they making human-shaped suspension capsules?" I said.

      I leaned over the capsule's exposed interior. Sure enough, I caught the slightly spicy chili pepper scent of the Yevhae. The odd, wolf-faced, four-armed aliens most humans called Bolts.

      Buck shifted from foot to foot and looked away.

      “I think there’s a way to cure Momma,” he said–completely ignoring my question, “Maybe do better than cure her.”

      All of a sudden, I was getting an inkling of what he was driving at.

      “Buck…” I said, “Are you really…”

      He nodded.

      “Chris.”

      Oh my. I ran my hands over my face
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