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      Why aren't simple jobs as easy as they're supposed to be?

      

      All Captain Spencer had to do was drop off a new recruit to their OIL contact on Earth and gather a new supply of walnuts for the council on Mithuana to help celebrate the yearly Coming of Age celebration. Simple, right? One slight problem. Spencer and his crew look less than human, something that has caused problems in the past when they've visited the backwater Sol planet.

      

      When two of his crew get caught unware by a human hunter hell-bent on proving the Sasquatch's existence, they are suddenly on the run for their lives—wounded crew and all.

      

      All Raijin wanted was a weekend away from all the crazy around town and his work at the library. With the anniversary of his dad's death looming before him, Raijin needs some alone time hiking through the forest he and his dad used to spend time in. What could possibly interrupt him in the middle of nowhere? But Raijin should know better than anyone life does not go according to plan.

      

      A talking, demon squirrel was the last thing he expected to fall in his lap.
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      The Nut Job was previously published as part of the anthology, Foolish Encounters: A Rainbow Gold Anthology, as a short story. It has undergone extensive rewrites and edits with over 23,000 words (double the original) of new content added.
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      Trail mix. Check.

      Food.

      First aid kit. Check.

      Was there enough antiseptic?

      Bedroll. Check.

      A couple changes of clothes.

      Water bottle. Check.

      Walking sticks.

      Yeah. Yeah. That should be everything. Raijin shook out his dreads a couple times, turning in circles. Everything had been double and triple checked already. He was stalling. Not that he had any reason to. Maybe all the recent political crap had gotten further under his skin than he cared to admit.

      The looks from the other librarians spoke volumes.

      A loud sigh escaped him. People needed to stop being jerks.

      Raijin glanced around the living room to see if there was anything he missed packing up. Nope. His baggies of goodies were in the front pouch for easy access. Those would have to wait until he got to the preserve. Oh, wait. He took the picture of him and his dad off the mantel.

      "Miss you, dad." Raijin hugged the picture close. "Why don't you come this time too? It's your weekend."

      This time of year always came at him hard—his worries worked overtime. Losing dad had been the hardest thing to ever happen in Raijin's short life. Being in the house he inherited only made the burn intensify. Maybe someday it wouldn't. Not this year. Taking a long weekend to hike and camp like they used to made the anniversary easier to deal with. People were way too overwhelming most times, with their looks and snide comments. Raijin could deal with it most times. Dad had raised him to know how to deal with fools.

      This weekend was the exception.

      Raijin needed to be away from everyone.

      A hike through the woods wasn't going to change his life, but it would certainly soothe the ache of not having his dad with him.

      Raijin shouldered the pack, did a pat down to make sure he had everything, and headed for his car.

      Clear skies. Sun. Solitude in a huge forest.

      What could go wrong?
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          A Tactical Retreat

        

      

    

    
      Thank the stars.

      Finally, they could leave the outpost and not have to worry about delivering Rcrred anymore. Their OIL contact, Sissal, signed for and received the pest. Spencer normally felt a pang of guilt when the cobra Yervath got stuck with a shit job, but not this time. As captain of the Nutcracker, all Spencer felt was relief that the dik-dik Yervath couldn't step foot on his bridge again.

      "It's peaceful." Spencer exhaled, slumping in his chair. "No frantic yelling or nervous pacing."

      "Now that Rcrred is gone, yes," Bikkas agreed. "Do you know he made me clean the kitchen three times after each meal? Three! Who in their right mind does that?"

      Bope snorted. "The little dik-dik definitely had issues."

      "Issues with a degree in haranguing," Spencer added. What a nightmare of a trip.

      They all nodded in agreement.

      "I can't believe the Home Office made us bring him." Bikkas shoved away from his post, chair swinging in Spencer's direction.

      "We were on the way here. We couldn't exactly say no," he replied.

      "I wanted to wring his neck when he organized the fitness station," Bikkas grumbled.

      "Same here." Bope patted Bikkas's arm. "Like when he reorganized my navigation files."

      Spencer's tail flicked. "He alphabetized the kitchen pantry, too."

      "Gods, how could one little dik-dik cause so much havoc?" Bikkas sighed.

      "Spencer got even…Stunned the little Yervath plenty of times." Bope grinned, long ears swiveling. "I think Rcrred was building up a tolerance."

      "He shouldn't have gone near my chair." Spencer sniffed and crossed his arms.

      Bikkas wagged his finger. "Rcrred had a twitch by the time we left him at Sissal's. He's going to report you."

      "He won't," Spencer said with more certainty than he felt. I hope. "Rcrred's too embarrassed about the first time I stunned him."

      They all nodded together again.

      "That was pretty rough." Bope shuddered. "You really shouldn't have had the stun gun set that high."

      "I do not feel sorry for him." Spencer tapped his claws against the armrests. "He was unbolting my chair."

      Bope and Bikkas chuckled, then went back to their duties. Flying and working on Earth so as not to be detected by human technology posed certain difficulties, nothing drastic, it was more annoying than anything else, but they had rules. Everything was regulated down to the type of communication they could use, to interaction zones and flying lanes, to the detailed and inflexible schedules, to human-sighting protocols.

      The jobs on Earth weren't usually worth the trouble. No one came here because of them. Usually. But the nut job held importance to Spencer and his fellow Mithuanaens, so he dealt with all the red tape.

      The ship lurched, moving into another one of its preprogramed lanes.

      Spencer grunted. Gods, everything was so sluggish here.

      "Problem, Captain?" Bope asked.

      "No, just wish we didn't have to move so, so passively."

      "Hmmm… There's a hum to the engines, Captain, doesn't sound right," Bikkas said, not quite succeeding in hiding his smile. His shaggy brown hair did hide his eyes, but Spencer knew merriment danced in them.

      Maybe he should drop Bikkas in the American Northwest and see how long it took before the Sasquatch hunters surrounded him. Then who'd be the sqoltal laughing?

      Bikkas pointed. "Are you sure you have a qualified mechanic? I don't think his credentials meet regulations."

      Spencer glared at Bikkas before he slumped in his chair, doing his best to ignore his first officer. He was tired and they still had a few hundred clicks before the harvesting site. Unfortunately, his intelligence scout and helmsman decided to rib him, too.

      "The vid screen has a pixel not working properly. I think you need it replaced," Bope chimed in. He didn't even try to hide his gleeful grin, the sqoltal rabbit.

      "The captain's chair isn't centered." Bikkas started laughing outright. "We need Krapor to take it out and run an analysis on the floor."

      Spencer groaned. If he didn't actually like his crew, he'd leave them with Sissal alongside Rcrred. Too bad he did, and even if he didn't, Spencer still would question leaving his nest mates behind. He didn't wish the dik-dik junior diplomat on his worst enemy. Guilt still coursed through him about the cobra Yervath.

      Bope's ears flopped around as he shook his head. "I can't believe we made it to this backwater planet with that dik-dik alive. I thought for sure you'd confine him to his quarters."

      "Or the Brig," Bikkas added. "I had my credits on the brig."

      "It would've caused an incident," Spencer replied absently. "Rcrred would've written me up in some report and sent it to his Home Office. They'd ask when we were back in system." He chirped. "Not worth it. Brother's a big shot or something."

      Bope sniffed, his nose twitching. "I'm not so sure his brother would care if Rcrred had gotten shot out the airlock."

      "That sqoltal defines creepy and underhanded," he said.

      Maybe Spencer should send an encrypted heads-up about the odd Yervath. Sissal was a friend, of sorts. Still, that meant he opened up the chance for Sissal trying to send the young dik-dik back with them. The old man had to be discovering his new assistant's…personality by now.

      "The soup is two degrees over proper eating temperature," Bope sang, mimicking Rcrred to near perfection. His black eyes gleamed with mirth and his long ears swiveled. "We need to make a new batch. It won't taste right since it's been spoiled."

      "Captain!" boomed a low, thundering voice over the comm.

      Spencer jumped out of his chair, immediately heading off deck. What now? "What's wrong?"

      "The ship's vibrating! Something must be wrong with the aft engine!"

      Awyath. Spencer stopped with one paw on the bridge doors. "Excuse me?"

      Laughter exploded out of the ship-wide comm system, followed by more hysterics from Bikkas and Bope. How long had Krapor been listening?

      "Long enough," his mechanic interjected over the comm.

      Scary how well his nest mates knew him.

      "Hail the heavens, anyone else glad Rcrred is gone?" Krapor exhaled loudly. "I don't think I could handle him poking under my skirts any longer."

      Spencer shook his head and returned to his black metal captain's chair. He used the step up and settled in, ignoring his chattering crew. They needed to get away from the drop-off zone and out to the harvest zone quickly.

      Fear about being called back for the dik-dik drove him hard. Sissal was no dummy. He'd want Rcrred gone the moment his brain kicked into gear. Good thing they had dropped Rcrred off during normal sleep hours. Sissal would have refused him on the spot if he'd been more alert, which was why they needed to leave before he called them back. Nor would he blame Sissal for doing so, but if they were too far out of range, their hands were tied. Landings only ever happened with timed precision and weeks of planning.

      The humans always made a ruckus when ships were careless.

      Spencer chewed his thumb claw, reading the information on his personal vid screen. Good. The PVS read fifty more meters and they'd be clear. Once on the harvest route, they would not be allowed any deviations.

      The Interplanetary Comm buzzed, the Earth's frequency humming in his ears. Spencer's eyes went to the vid screen. Sissal's number displayed prominently, pinging them.

      "Captain, I think—"

      "Twenty meters!" The comm buzzed again.

      Everyone stayed silent, not a whisper or breath from a soul. Only the hum from the engines filled Spencer's ears.

      The Interplanetary Comm beeped an emergency signal.

      Spencer sent up an apology to the heavens and ignored Sissal's pleas for help. The ship jerked, redirecting itself under human radar. As soon as the ship locked on to their new coordinates, the urgent tone stopped ringing in his ears.

      Once again, guilt washed over Spencer, but not enough to turn back.

      Maybe he'd send a nice fruit basket via Earth carrier to apologize. Or a rat? Snakes liked rats. Did snake Yervath? That hit too close to home for Spencer. He patted down the fur on his chest. Or maybe he could stop by and visit with the lonesome OIL agent… Later. Much, much later.

      When Sissal wouldn't kreja shift and try to eat him on sight.
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      They touched down in the landing zone with no issues. The ship landed with a small, but imperceptible to human instrumentation thunk in the grass and flowers. Smooth as ever. No unwanted humans were detected trekking the Canadian wilderness in their vicinity, so they'd be able to harvest in peace over the next couple of days.

      Now all they had to do was wait. The hard part. But everyone needed a bit of sleep so they managed to get some shut-eye while they could.

      Once the sun peaked over the horizon, they got busy. Spencer watching as his crew unloaded their supplies—tarps, long poles, and baskets to begin their collecting the walnuts. From there they broke up into teams with Bikkas and Bope venturing out farther in the walnut grove while Krapor and Spencer stayed closer to the ship.

      There was a brief pang of guilt about leaving Rcrred with Sissal, but rules were rules when it came to changing a plotted ship course. For once, Spencer wouldn't complain about them. Not when he had lived with pure evil for the long trip to Earth.

      By the gods, we'll have peace. The thought nearly brought tears to Spencer's eyes.

      No chattering, no spouting about Home Office regulations by their Yervath guest. No more measurements or scrubbing—by all that was above him, they had cleaned the damned ship more times on this trip than the last seven combined. Spencer shivered, remembering when Rcrred had broken out his digital level and ruler, then tried to take away the captain's chair because he felt "It did not fit regulations." That's when Spencer had put his paw down. If it hadn't been for the Interplanetary Multispecies Pact, Rcrred had almost ended up outside an airlock.

      Too bad. Might have saved the universe from a nervous breakdown. Spencer had almost had one. He loved his chair, made special just for him. Not many ships were made to his specific needs, even on Mithuana. He needed that damn step, by gods. Most other Mithuanaens needed a few, so one should not be a big deal. Besides, all chairs in the universe were a foot too high. They really were!

      Why did the Yervath set the damn standard for height? They had pipsqueaks too. Like Rcrred.

      But no, no one was allowed to touch his captain's chair. Not his littles, no matter how curious the pups were. Not even that little pest Rcrred, especially when he declared it needed refabrication. Just the thought of his black metal sculptured Sycamore tree chair being melted down caused Spencer massive heart palpitations. Spencer rubbed his chest and checked over his shoulder.

      "It's still there, Spence."

      He bit down on his lip, giving Krapor side-eyes.

      The tall, lanky Tu'Varian glowered back. "Rcrred is gone and can't take your damn chair."

      "Fine, but if it's gone, I'm taking your new sonic screwdriver."

      Krapor paused in their gathering. Their slender green fingers went to their work belt, cupping the screwdriver protectively. "You wouldn't."

      Spencer crossed his arms, straightening up to his whole four and a half feet. It was shiny. He liked shiny.

      "That's just mean, Spence. I'd never find it again."

      He sniffed, looking away.

      "No one can find anything in your hoard. Not even you."

      "I know exactly where everything is."

      Krapor tossed the handful of walnut hulls into the bin. "Oh yes? Where's that ornate metal fork you picked up on Irasol?"

      "Left cubby, on the third row of the sixth rack on my north wall, in the orange plastic cup."

      The birds tweeted, several crickets made themselves known, the breeze rustled the leaves on the trees. Spencer continued checking his square of the forest floor, chucking half the yellowish-green walnuts hulls in the bins while pocketing the rest in his pouch he kept on hand for such occasions.

      Only when Spencer looked up did he acknowledge Krapor, who was staring, slack-jawed.

      Incredulous bastard. "What?"

      "I can't believe you can just spout off bullshit like that. You little sqoltal."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Your quarters are the definition of complete chaos. They have a picture of it in the Hitchhiker's Guide to the Universe. Do not enter—danger zone. Dozens of safety regulations are broken in it, with a pukey rainbow as its permanent guest on your ceiling. There is no way you can know where that fork is."

      Krapor crossed their arms. The disbelieving shake of their head did not help matters.

      Insolence would not be tolerated.

      Spencer sniffed again, eyeing a browned walnut hull. Ooh, nice. "When we get back on board, I'll show you."

      "I'll be with you every step of the way," Krapor answered. "You don't come out of that health hazard in five minutes, you owe me leave in Scotland."

      Heh. Oh yes. Spencer pocketed the ripe walnut. "And if I do?"

      "I won't rat you out to IMP Board or the Yervath Liaison Board for harvesting an independent crop."

      "Like that's a real threat." Spencer sighed, flicking a claw at Krapor. "You like my cinnamon toasties too much to turn me in. You're supposed to give incentive in a bet, not threats. Anyone knows that."

      Krapor agreed. "Fine, then I'll help you file the paperwork to get access to the pecan harvest site here on—Whoa!"

      Spencer jumped Krapor, getting hold of them by the neck. He pulled Krapor by their purple PbPFCs suit, a suit that could stretch as much as Krapor could without hurting themself, toward the Nutcracker. Gods, by gods, all those pecans. He shuddered. He could taste the pecan pie and caramel-pecan popcorn made from freshly harvested nuts, and just the thought of what else he could make with them whetted his appetite. He wanted them. Bad.

      "Hey! Whatta—" Krapor twisted and rolled, one of their arms shooting past the two of them. It wrapped around the trunk of a walnut tree. "Spence!"

      He tugged, pushed, and prodded, but Krapor held firm.

      "Spence! Let me go!"

      "Do you know how long I've been working on getting permission for that pecan site?"

      "I don't care! You cannot drag me along like some welp Mithuanaen—"

      "I want those pecans! Come on! Who doesn't want some good nuts?"

      Spencer pulled on Krapor, but his Tu'Varian elongated their other limbs, wrapping each around a tree. Kind of like self-imposed rack torture. Well, two could play at that game. He let go, but as expected, his mechanic just tightened their hold on the trees, eyeing him with apprehension.

      With a smile plastered on his face, Spencer nodded, clutching his paws behind his back.

      "Fine. Since you think you'll lose the bet, you can just pick up my harvest quota while I relax."

      "I can't lose that bet. No way. No how. Besides, you've already filled your quota. You just don't want to pass up collecting your own hoard."

      "Maybe." He'd just found a better harvesting spot he did not feel inclined to share with IMP or the Mithuanaen Concatenation. "Then why don't you come with me and find out?"

      "I would if you'd let me walk on my own!" Krapor yelled, chest heaving.

      "Sure."

      The two eyed each other. Krapor's grip loosened on the trees. Spencer turned to the side, pretending to examine a fallen walnut. No mold. Hull drying nicely. Yummy, yummy nut.

      "Right," Krapor spat, a certain amount of distrust on their tongue.

      It was warranted. Truly. Shenanigans had been had many times.

      Spencer opened his arms. "I promise."

      "Uh-huh."

      "Really."

      Spencer took a step back. Lull them into a false sense of security and then strike. Best war tactics ever.

      "Really. Krapor, ole boy. Would I ever lead you astray?"

      The finicky sqoltal snorted, but again, those elastic-like limbs loosened their hold.

      "I'll let you walk…" Spencer gestured up the loading ramp. His tail twitched. Krapor eyed him. Damn Tu'Varian, all of them were so distrustful. Really, they had better things to be doing. Like those bajd confounded forms for the pecans! And the walnuts, they really couldn't forget gathering the walnuts. They didn't have enough yet. Still, Krapor didn't let go of the trees. Spencer nudged them with a hind paw, frowning.

      "The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get back to work," Spencer said. "We're on a schedule and we still have lots of nuts to gather."

      "If you didn't hoard so many walnuts for yourself"—Krapor's grip eased—"these trips wouldn't take so long."

      "You benefit from my nuts."

      Krapor snorted, finally let go of the tree, and sat up. They smiled at Spencer, hardly welcoming. "Your nuts are too low for me to get anything out of it, pipsqueak."

      "What did you just call me?" Spencer bared his teeth.

      "Bajd."
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