
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Lorne Kimbrel has a dream of being someone special, but having that dream doesn’t mean giving up his life.

	 

	 

	Lorne Kimbrel, a student and part-time short-order cook, needs money, and he needs it fast. His parents have died due to illness, and the tax department waits for no one.

	In steps a man named Dass who promises Lorne a job. Lorne accepts, but when Dass opens a portal and they land on a space station, Lorne realizes that he’s just become part of something greater.

	His job? A cook for the scouts of the Peace Federation whose primary mission is to go to various worlds and assess them as potential resettlement places for refugees.

	Lorne adapts slowly, but he has two things going for him—he can cook fast, and he can hurl knives with unerring accuracy. That earns him the affection of Mikidra (Miki) Menorkana, a super scout with the Federation.

	Miki trains Lorne, and he learns what it means to be a scout and uphold the tenets of the Federation, those being integrity and justice.

	However, a race known as the Outliers, horrid, ghoulish creatures, are after a weapon that the Federation possesses and will stop at nothing to get it. Lorne and Miki have to stop them from fulfilling their mission—even at the cost of their lives!
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Chapter One: A New Life—Sort Of

	 

	 

	Tacoma, Washington, St. Agnes Cemetery. Nine AM. December fourteenth. Three PM.

	 

	Cancer was truly the slime of the disease world. Other diseases could be treated or even cured, but cancer remained the one scumbag of a cellular disruption that defied even the best and most inventive treatments. It had just claimed my mother.

	My father had died of a heart attack six months earlier, and then my mother got the Big-C verdict and wasted away to nothing. They were the same age, forty-two, the magical number of the internet, but to me, that number simply meant the year they’d reached before some insidious disease did them in.

	A cold wind whipped around the silent land of the dead, and the minister, a man well over seventy, withered by time and life and perhaps the loss of his own family members, finished the eulogy and asked me if I wanted to say something. I shook my head and softly said, “No.”

	He nodded and concluded the service. I’d never been religious, but my parents had been Protestant, and my mother had asked to be buried here, next to my father.

	As I walked from the graveyard back to my house, I felt bitterness creep its way from the pit of my stomach to my throat. Then I spat it out. No one from my school had bothered to say they were sorry. No one else from school had come to the funeral out of sympathy. Fine, when it happened to them, guess who wouldn’t show up?

	Then I caught myself. Sure, they were being selfish and uncaring, but that’s how things were. In their minds, getting involved meant being weak or thinking too much about someone else. They had their lives, I had mine... and that was it. Cry world.

	No, cry me, and while changing clothes in my room, I caught sight of myself in the full-length mirror. “You look so much like your father,” my mother had said the previous year when I’d turned seventeen.

	Perhaps it was true. He’d been tall—six-one—with a slender build, a hatchet face, blue eyes, and dirty-blond hair. I resembled him in his build and face, although my physique—if it could be called that—bordered on the skeletal and anemic. I weighed around one-sixty... maybe. Working out wasn’t my thing.

	As for the rest of me, green eyes and dark hair completed the picture. The hair and eye color came from my mother, who stood barely five feet tall with a slender form and a roundish, plain-pretty face.

	My father had been a quiet sort, but he’d tried his best to teach me right from wrong and instill some decency in me. He’d been supportive, we’d had good talks and played catch and so on when I was younger, and that was all I could have asked for.

	After he died, my mother drowned her sorrows in alcohol, probably to hide the pain from her diagnosis. She hadn’t told me about it until three months ago, and by then, there was nothing to do but wait.

	Now, I was truly alone. Half of me hoped that someone from school would come around my house to offer their condolences, but due to the winter flu and other variations on Covid-19, Christmas vacation had started early at my school two days ago, so strike anyone coming over. It was the holiday season, joy to the world, and goodwill to all men...

	Not me. I’d seen Diane Gabaldon, a girl from my homeroom class, about a week earlier while I was on my way to the hospital. I’d told her about my situation, and she said that she was sorry, but that was it.

	I blamed myself for the no-friends thing. I’d never been the social sort. It was difficult to explain, but I’d always felt that I’d been born on the wrong world. Not that I thought I was better than everyone or worse, just different.

	Commonality with my fellow students was something we didn’t share. They liked sports or the latest in music or movies, and I simply wasn’t interested. I figured there had to be a better life somewhere else. Where it was, I didn’t know, but it was out there, somewhere...

	Ping-pong.

	Front doorbell. I opened the door to face a middle-aged man wearing a cheap suit and horn-rimmed glasses. “My name is Glenn Masterson,” he said. “Are you Lorne Kimbel?”

	“It’s Kimbrel. Lorne Kimbrel.” The least he could do was get my name right, and wasn’t it wonderful I had a visitor just before the holidays? Not that I cared, and what was he here for anyway?

	Masterson apologized. “I’m sorry for coming around at this time of year.”

	Sure, he was, but he’d come anyway. “Who are you with?”

	“The tax department.”

	Long story short, after I’d told him my tale of woe, he said that my parents owed taxes, which was news to me. I gave him my age—eighteen—and told him that I was an only child. He looked at my bank book, made a few grunting sounds, consulted a notebook he pulled from his pocket, and finally said, “Oh, this isn’t good.”

	This isn’t good? I just buried my mother, and he’s saying this isn’t good? Still, I had to be tactful. “Uh, what isn’t?”

	“As the sole heir, you’ll have to pay the taxes you owe on this estate,” he replied after giving a sigh, probably for my benefit, or maybe his, for making his job more difficult. “Did your parents leave a will?”

	“No.”

	Wonderful. He got up, said he’d be in touch and left. Call me genuinely screwed. In addition to studying at school, I had a part-time job in the evening as a short-order cook in a nearby fast-food restaurant, flipping burgers, making fries, pizzas, and other kinds of food that the customers liked. It wasn’t a big place—no more than eighty customers max—but a job was a job, and I liked cooking.

	My boss was a decent guy and threw extra work my way, but still, my meager salary wouldn’t even put a dent in what I figured I owed. I’d just entered my final year at my institute of higher learning, and after that...

	Oh, screw it. There would be no after part. I needed money, and I needed it today. Since I had no rich friends or relatives, I did what anyone in my position would do—I placed an ad in The Tacoma Telegraph, a daily paper that featured a free ad section.

	It was a naïve thought to imagine someone would answer me right away and offer me a job plus an advance. Nothing was going to happen right away, and sure enough, five days after I’d placed the ad, there’d been no bites. Not even a nibble.

	Despair set in, especially after Mr. Masterson called me to relay the bad news. I owed fifty-two thousand dollars. I hung up and sat on the couch, wishing that I had a gun to blow my brains out.

	The sound of the doorbell ringing interrupted my thoughts of ending it all. I got up to see who it was, hoping it was Mr. Masterson again so I could plead poverty. Doubtful that the government would listen.

	Still, I was prepared to beg for a stay of execution, but when I opened the door, a roly-poly dude in his thirties who stood five-four, if that, faced me, holding a rolled-up newspaper. He wore a dark gray bodysuit, an odd fashion choice for this time of year. Bald as an egg, his moon face held a pair of the tiniest, brightest black eyes I’d ever seen. He reminded me of an old-time comedian, only he probably wasn’t as funny.

	This had to be a joke, only I wasn’t laughing. Still, to shut the door in his face would have been rude. “Can I help you?”

	“Mr. Lorne... Kimbrel?” He spoke in a monotonal voice, with no accent whatsoever.

	“Yes?”

	“My name is Dass. May I come in?”

	Confusion hit. “About... what?”

	In answer, he unrolled the newspaper. It was a copy of the Telegraph, and he waved it at me. “You placed this advertisement, did you not?”

	Oh. “Yes, sir, I did,” I said, putting on my best hire-me expression, which consisted of a hopeful smile and an upright stance with my chest puffed out that was supposed to convey confidence. A breath of cold air hit me, and I shivered. December’s temperature in Tacoma averaged forty-seven degrees Fahrenheit daily, and I’d never liked the cold. “Come in. Call me Lorne, please.”

	Mr. Dass refused an offer of coffee and got right to the point as he sat hunched over on one of the two couches in the living room. “We—that is, my organization—we were, er, passing by this region of your city, and I happened to see the advertisement. You have a lot of experience in cooking.”

	Astonished, I asked, “How do you know that?”

	“We saw the advertisement, found the address where you worked, and then we talked with your employer... Mr. Carlyle?”

	“Yes, that’s right.”

	“He gave you a most glowing report, something about foiling a robbery?”

	An old memory. “Oh... that. Yeah, well, I didn’t do so much.”

	I didn’t like talking about it, mainly because no one ever believed me, but I relayed what went down. It had happened four months ago, early in September, just before my mother’s illness turned serious. I was working late, and my boss had given me the key. “Clean the place, then lock up, and I’ll see you at ten tomorrow morning,” he’d said.

	As Mr. Carlyle took the money from the cash register, just over two thousand dollars, a guy came in holding a knife. No ski mask, just a tall punk in his early twenties with a pockmarked face, a scraggly beard, and a bad attitude. “Hey, old man, money... now.”

	Carlyle was over fifty, fat, and he wasn’t in any shape to take on someone half his age who was armed. The punk then waved the knife in his face. “Now!”

	Adrenalin surged throughout my body. We’d never been robbed before, but there was a first time for everything. Mr. Robber brought the knife up, and then his head snapped back as a frying pan hit him right between the eyes. He let out a soft, “Urk,” his eyes rolled up in the back of his head, and he collapsed.

	Fight... over.

	Mr. Carlyle turned to stare at me. “You threw that frying pan?”

	“Uh, yeah,” I said, breathing hard and astounded that my stunt had actually worked. “I’ve been practicing.”

	“With frying pans?”

	“Knives, mostly.”

	The police came and took Mr. Robber away after taking our statements. Mr. Carlyle gave me a hundred dollars as a bonus and told me to take the next day off.

	Dass listened patiently to my story, and he seemed most interested when I reached the chucking-knives part. “Is that a common thing here?”

	The way he said it... it was like he was a foreigner, but foreigners usually had accents. He didn’t. Moreover, he spoke most formally, as evidenced by the total lack of contractions when he spoke. “Uh, well, I saw a show on television about a champion knife thrower. I thought it was cool, so I started practicing a few years ago in my backyard.”

	His eyes bright, he nodded. “I am impressed. You are that good?”

	“Yeah, I hurl things with unerring accuracy and precision.”

	Dass laughed at that. “I should like to see a demonstration.”

	I went into the kitchen and came back with six knives of various lengths. Then I pulled out a wooden board from under the couch and walked out the back door with Dass following my every step.

	Once I placed the board with all its nicks and gouges about twenty feet away, I pivoted around and hurled my first knife. It hit dead center. I took a few steps back, increasing the distance to thirty feet. Knives two through six also hit dead center, and I gestured at the board. “I practiced—a lot.”

	I then set up targets such as books, mops, and buckets, and despite the cold, I concentrated on chucking my pots and pans. Not one miss. At the end of the demo, my possible future employer seemed most impressed, as he clapped his hands in appreciation. “What you do think, Mr. Dass?”

	“It is just Dass, and I am astounded. You can cook anything, I take it, if given instructions?”

	It sounded like an odd request, but maybe he had an upper-class diner or restaurant. “Well, yeah, I guess.” I’d learned how to cook fast and well, and as hard as the work was, I enjoyed the challenge of preparing a decent meal from scratch.

	“Can you cook for up to fifty people at a time?”

	I’d cooked for up to eighty people on many occasions. If it got me the job, I’d say that I could cook for a hundred. Whatever it took. “Yes, sir.”

	“Good. Oh, and are your guardians, er, your parents, agreeable to you working for us?”

	“They’re both deceased.”

	He nodded. “I should tell you that your term of employment would be for one year. The amount of money you will receive upon completion of your contract is two hundred thousand dollars.”

	My heart skipped a few beats. Two hundred thousand? For only one year? That meant missing the rest of my senior year, but the money would make up for a lot. I thought about it for a grand total of two seconds and then said, “Okay.” With that kind of cash, I could always make up the year.

	A smile flitted across his face. “Good. Everything is working in your favor.”

	Working in my favor? I was dealing with a real nutcase, but then he pulled something from his bodysuit, a small black device the size and shape of a lighter. Clicking it, a pop in the air sounded, it shimmered, seemed to split, and a portal opened, one that was perfectly round, about six feet in circumference and bluish-white, floating a couple of inches off the ground.

	Holy geez... what in the living hell? “What...” I gibbered out, looking around to see if there was a camera crew and someone was punking me. I saw no one, only felt the cold air, and suddenly, reality had shifted in only the weirdest way. “What is that?”

	“A gateway, if you will,” he said, taking my arm and guiding me in the direction of the portal. “Our devices operate on brainwaves, and they are coded only to the user. At any rate, you wanted a job, did you not?”

	Uncertainty hit. “Well, yeah, but—”

	“And your advertisement said that you were willing to work long hours, yes?”

	My uncertainty increased, along with a sense of impending terror. “Well, yeah, but—”

	“Here is your chance.”

	For a short, fat guy, he had a hell of a grip, and not only could I not squirm out of his grasp, but I also knew right then and there I’d stepped into a situation that was more than otherworldly. A moment later, he pushed me through the portal and into another universe.

	We landed on a metal deck. The air was somewhat stale. Probably recycled... all the sci-fi movies said so. On the other hand, it was warm here. “This is Outpost Twenty-Seven,” he announced proudly. “You are to be the new cook and replacement for our old cook and station manager. It will be an exciting time for you, I am sure.”

	“Well, yeah, but—”

	He released me. “I have already told you about the money.”

	“Well, yeah, but—”

	Dass waved off my objections. Odd, as I hadn’t really had the chance to object. I was still trying to process where I’d been and where I was now.

	“We know about your financial situation. To start your life off here in a positive manner, we will have someone pay half your debts on Earth. If you complete your contract, which runs for a year, we will pay the other half.”

	A half-now-half-later kind of deal. It was better than nothing. “You’re really going to pay me that much?”

	“Yes. We think it is a fair amount. He then added, “Your health benefits, living accommodations, and food, they are all free.”

	Dass pointed to our left. “This way to the elevator. I shall show you to your room and explain things in a more in-depth manner.”

	Oh, my head was reeling, but I managed to get out, “Fine.”

	And with that, he guided me toward the elevator, saying that I would have a new life with perks and excitement and friendship and more. It sounded totally glorious, but at the same time, he forgot to mention that a lot of danger and heartache might come with it.

	Perhaps that wasn’t in the salesperson’s manual.

	 


Chapter Two: Meeting the Crew

	 

	 

	For a moment, I couldn’t move. Aliens existed, and I’d gone from my backyard to... this place. I looked around, bewildered. “Where are we, exactly?”

	We entered the elevator, and Dass pressed a small blue button on a console on the right. Only three buttons were there, plus a red triangle. “We are in an elevator,” he said, entirely without sarcasm. “Blue for up, green for down, and yellow for eject. To get to each floor, press the button you wish once or twice, but, as I said, not the yellow one.”

	Wait, go back. “You said it ejects?”

	“The entire elevator, and it is to be used only in an emergency. All the personnel who work for us know of that rule.”

	Unless the elevator was a self-sealing one with its own air supply, that function seemed sort of useless, but whatever. “Uh, what’s the red triangle for?”

	“Press it and see.”

	Figuring I’d get a shock or music would start playing, I hesitated before pressing it and then decided not to wuss out. I pressed it, and the walls turned transparent. Space was there, practically at my fingertips, and while it was beautiful, it scared the hell out of me. I recoiled against the wall. “Holy crap! Is this elevator, uh, on the outside of this... this outpost?”

	Dass observed my reaction with a wry smile. “Of course. It offers a magnificent view, does it not?”

	I was too terrified to disagree. “Yeah, it does, but is it, you know, er—”

	“Safe?”

	“Yeah... that.”

	“It is.”

	We shot up, and in a few seconds, we ended up on the second floor. The door opened, and he led the way with me tottering behind him. The hallway was gently curved in a circle, and we passed by rooms with various symbols on them. Some had trees, while others had symbols of triangles, bushes, and fire.

	Our journey continued, but we finally stopped at a room with a golden square on the door, and Dass pointed to it. “This is your room. Please, put your hand on the symbol.”

	Now what? I did as he said, and a shock went through me. Instinctively, I jerked my hand back. “Ouch.”

	“That shock you felt was the door attuning itself to your biomatrix,” he replied as the door slid open. “The door will open only to your touch. It will open for no one else.”

	My new abode was a small affair, perhaps twenty square feet with a high ceiling. It had just enough room for a bed, a night table with an illuminated matchbox-sized panel that showed the time, and a small closet. No other furniture was there.

	It was also warm, and my new boss said that the temperature on the outpost was a constant seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit. Most of the workers and scouts who came to this outpost were air breathers like me and preferred the temperature that way.

	Bonus.

	A door lay at the back of the room. Dass said that the door at the back led to a toilet-shower combo. “It is geared to human proportions. The previous occupant was humanoid, much like you, but somewhat shorter in stature. Your uniform is identical to mine, and it is in the closet. It is insulated to prevent arctic temperatures from entering, and it also breathes in the summer. Additionally, it is self-cleaning and odor-free.”

	Double bonus.

	Dass gave me the lowdown. As he spoke, my initial weirded-out mental state gradually segued into acceptance, but it wasn’t easy. I was in space, on a satellite of some sort, and... “I’m supposed to cook. Is that it?”

	He replied with, “Correct, for the most part. One of your jobs will be to cook for whoever enters our space port. The other job is to clean the decks. That is what we engaged your services for.”

	He took another small box from his pocket—this one was green—and he pressed a white button. A schematic of the port leaped up with all the numbers. Talk about large—this place had three levels, and it stood eight hundred feet in height and three hundred feet in circumference. Each level was two hundred feet high, with the top and bottom machinery taking up the rest of the space.

	To me, it looked like a cylinder with three donuts in the top, middle, and bottom positions. At the top was the operations room with a viewing screen area, database repository, and a meeting room for the scouts.

	That last part threw me, so I asked, “Scouts?”

	“I will tell you about them shortly.”

	Right. The middle level, where we were, consisted of a cafeteria, a lounge room, Sick Bay, and rooms that were self-cleaning. Dass explained things in a straightforward, simple manner. “Those rooms are for when our scouts stay over after a mission or if they cannot go home for some reason. Not all the scouts are humanoid, so we have to make allowances for physical differences,” he said.

	Fine, deal with the different. The bottom level held a training area with a gym, combat areas, storage rooms, and self-servicing machinery. Since I didn’t have to fix any of the machinery, that lightened my load—a little. “I still have a lot of work to do,” I mumbled.

	“With proper time management, it can be done.” From the noncommittal tone in his voice, it was apparent that he’d never had to do what I was supposed to. He didn’t have to get up at five—I did. However, since I was the new guy here, and since this group was paying my way, then it was only right to put in the work.

	“Okay, got it.”

	A look of understanding shone on his face. “I can sympathize with your position. It is a lot to take in at first. However, we have found that if the manager rises before five AM, they can begin the cleaning procedure. There will be an automatic alarm that will wake you every morning.”

	How thoughtful. Dass added that small cleaning robots were onboard, saying that they were small but worked fast. He showed me where the room was on the hologram. Buckets and mops were there, and all I needed to do was to fill the buckets, press a button on each droid, and off they’d go.

	“Well, that seems easy enough,” I said, trying to be positive.

	A tiny smile shone on his face. “It will be. Now, as to your cooking duties...”

	The cafeteria was large, but the cooking area resembled a standard greasy spoon diner’s kitchen, like the one I’d been working at. There were freezers, cages for plants that were alive and kicking—which surprised and grossed me out no end—and shelves holding boxes and cans that were labeled with names that I couldn’t make head or tail of. It was all Greek to me—and not.

	The grill wasn’t like a conventional flat metal sheet with knobs and dials for turning the gas on and off. Instead, it was a series of large, circular openings that resembled carved-out pumpkins. A series of buttons sat over the top of each opening, and while I had a basic idea of what they did, I didn’t dare touch anything.

	A drawer at waist level revealed a series of serrated knives, spoons, ladles, and oddly enough, chopsticks. Another cupboard revealed metal trays for food, pots, and pans, the latter two being triangular.

	Triangular? Well, this was a different galaxy, so I’d just have to get used to it. Out of curiosity, I picked up one of the knives, hefted it, noting its weight and balance, and then put it back. It resembled a carving knife, but the metal it was made of was much lighter, almost like tin, yet it was extremely strong and resisted bending.

	Tables and benches dotted the area, and there were more than twenty portholes to look out at the stars. I wandered over to one of them. “I’m really in space,” I murmured, stoked at the thought of living among the stars, and frightened at the same time. This was intense to the max.

	“You are,” Dass confirmed. “You are. I can see from the expression on your face that you are unnerved by being here.”

	I looked at my reflection in one of the portholes. It read stoned all the way. “Well, I was on Earth ten minutes ago. And ten minutes ago, aliens were rumors... on my world, I mean. Now... they’re not.”

	He nodded. “I understand. I do not know much about Earth or its people, but there is a common notion among your people, if I am not mistaken, that your planet is the only one that has sentient life.”

	When a person was right, they were right. “I, uh, a lot of humans think that way. I guess... I guess I did, until now, I mean.”

	Dass nodded again. “Some inhabitants of other worlds have the same opinion. Let me assure you that there are an uncountable number of life forms in the universe. Your world is but one of many that holds sentient life.

	“As for being here, it can be a wonderous yet unsettling experience the first time. Our scouts and workers, no matter where they are from, have the same reaction. You will adjust.”

	Uh, yeah. “So, where are we again?”

	“This is the Kallinian galaxy, approximately seven million light years from your planet. As you know, the universe is limitless, and the range of our portal devices is virtually limitless. They are coded to only one person and cannot be used by anyone else. I am what you would call a recruiter. I come from the planet Noderra Nine, and I was recruited by the Federation about four years ago. My job is to visit each galaxy and find those worthy to join our cause.”

	“Federation?” From the way he said it—with great reverence—it sounded like he was capitalizing the f in the word.

	He nodded. “The Peace Federation, and yes, if you are wondering, that is a proper name.”

	Good, problem solved.

	“It was formed a decade ago by a group called the Occludians,” he continued. “They oversee its many branches of power, such as keeping the peace, trading in multiple galaxies, setting up a banking system that all who belong to the Federation use, and more. While they have immense power, they wield it wisely.”

	Something about absolute power corrupting absolutely came to mind, but I reminded myself to wait and see. “The Peace Federation sounds cool,” I said, trying to come up with something interesting to say.

	“Perhaps it is not the best name,” he replied. “But it is what we use. Our Federation stands for decency, integrity, and justice.”

	It sounded like an intro for a league of superheroes. Whatever. “Anything else?”

	He bobbed his head again. “Yes. Our mission is to visit various worlds and help with resettlement.”

	“Resettlement?”

	A history lesson followed. About five years ago, there’d been a supernova in another galaxy. There had been ten planets in that system with abundant life forms. The Federation had evacuated the residents and placed them temporarily on other worlds.

	Most of the new arrivals got along with the natives, but some didn’t, and it was only natural that the refugees wanted their own planet to live on, either one that was uninhabited or one that had natives willing to host them.

	“That is where the scouts enter the picture. I think that is the expression you use,” he said.

	“Uh, yeah, it is.” This was getting freaky—and fascinating.

	He warmed to the topic by striding back and forth, and his voice took on the pitch and timber of a university professor lecturing a group of rapt first-year students. “Our group is constantly scouring the universe for places for those refugees to live. Once they find a possible world for the refugees to inhabit, a scout is dispatched to see if it is suitable. If their report is positive, then we take the leader of the refugee group there, and they decide.”

	“Uh-huh. It sounds sort of... uh, time-consuming.”

	Dass nodded. “It is. Naturally, we try our best, and we cannot satisfy everyone, but our record of resettlement is, in my opinion, doing well. Please understand that the combined population of those planets was well over a hundred billion. That is a lot of people, and asking other worlds to accept refugees is most taxing and vexing at times.”

	It sounded pretty altruistic. Fine, I’d check that later. “How is it that I can understand you? I mean, we’re speaking English, aren’t we?”

	“We are.” Dass pointed to a tiny bulge on his right temple, just at the hairline—if he’d had one, to begin with. “That is our universal translator. It automatically translates any sounds or words from another language into something comprehensible for the listener. I will need to implant one in you.”

	Whoa, hang on, but before I could react, he smacked the right side of my forehead. I felt a sting, and then the pain began to fade. “There, it is in.”

	Damn, he was faster than I thought. While I rubbed the sore spot and contemplated the ins and outs of translation, he pulled yet another device from his pocket and handed it over. It was a wafer-thin gizmo shaped like a flash stick. When I touched it, a shock ran through me, the same as when I’d touched the door to my room. The stick had tiny numbers on its face. What were they for?

	“This device has now attuned itself to your mind and yours only. It is our database of every scout we have on duty. All you do is wave it at the scout’s face, and their personal statistics will download themselves into your mind. It will also give you information on what they might like to eat. Try it on me.”

	I did as he suggested, and the facts fed themselves into my mind at lightning speed. Dass... age thirty-four... Noderran... favors kruudu. Current assignment, free.

	Wow, that was fast. While it didn’t hurt, it was like I had no control over what came into my mind. At first, I wondered what kruudu was, and then it came to me—it was a meat dish, and the ingredients were in the cafeteria. “That was... quick,” I decided to say. “It gave me the readout.”

	My guide nodded. “Good, then the device is working perfectly. I realize that it must be somewhat intrusive for you, but this device does not map or read your mind. It cannot extract any secrets. It is simply a faster way for you to assimilate information. You will adjust. We have all had to do the same thing.”

	If that was all it did, then fine, but all the same, I wanted some measure of control over what I stuck in my mind. Oh, well, I could probably just ask the other people for information.

	Dass got up. Apparently, the lesson was over, as he clicked his portal device, and a gateway opened. “I must leave you for a time, Lorne Kimbrel. I am one of twenty recruiters, and I have many other outposts to check on. If you need me, simply type three numbers into your alien database. Your numbers are eight, five, and seven. Repeat them.”

	I did so, and he bobbed his head at me. “Look inside your night table. There is a manual there. It has all the essentials that one who works on an outpost needs to know. Familiarize yourself with it. Your shift will begin tomorrow at five. Cleaning first, then cooking until noon. After that, your time is your own. Your database will alert you when it is time to stop for the day. Work hard, please the scouts with your cooking, and things will work in your favor.”

	He opened a portal and disappeared inside it. I sat at one of tables, still stunned over what had happened. Well, I’d asked for a job, and this is what I got. It could have been worse.

	Since I was here, I familiarized myself with the grill and its functions, testing it out. It could be adjusted to a person’s height and level of comfort, which was much easier than reaching up to cook. It also tended to cook things at a higher heat, and yet it shut off faster and got cooler much faster than the grills on Earth did.

	A storage room lay behind the grill, one large enough to hold about a week’s worth of supplies, assuming they came in boxes and sacks like the foodstuffs on Earth did. While checking the cupboards, I found a chef’s hat. It wasn’t like the traditional high hat the professional chefs used. This one was shaped like a beret.

	As for the apron, it was a long sheet with a hole in the center, and I slipped it over my head, checking it out. It covered me from neck to toe. Fine. I took it off and stored it along with my beret.

	As for the food, I went over every type by following the database, checked out the recipes and menus, and the variety of how to not only prepare food but also the sheer variety of the kinds of alien food available was staggering.

	Then there were the names of the scouts and their home worlds, in addition to where the food was imported from. I read until my eyes began to cross. While I could have relied on the download, I wanted to do this on my own.

	However, I’d gotten tired of reading about scouts and

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
.; . —
I8 ¥






images/image.jpeg





