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The Emerald Enigma


Space Drifters
Book One

Paul Regnier


For Jolene,


the greatest girl in the galaxy


Chapter 1


Waking up to a fleet of Zormian star pirates surrounding my ship was yet another reminder that my life was not going as planned.

“This ship is loaded with thermal plasma canisters. You nail us with a photon canon and it’s lights out for all of us.” I glared up at the viewing screen and leaned forward in the captain’s chair trying to appear threatening.

“Lies. We ran a thorough scan of your freighter. There wasn’t a trace of thermal plasma.”

The Zormian slug captain’s generous, puke green torso folded over tight black stretchy pants in a hideous disregard for fashion. Though, to be fair, his velvet collar had style.

“They’re coated in Vanthis cocoon slime. They can’t be scanned.”

“Impossible. Space trash like you can’t afford Vanthis slime.”

“…it was a gift,” I said.

Okay, I admit it was a weak story. I’d just woken up five freems ago and I was still groggy. I’d barely had time to step into my boots, grab my holster and throw on my lucky silver shirt and black kandrelian hide jacket. It wasn’t until I made it to the bridge that I realized I hadn’t changed my red-checkered pajama pants.

Not exactly the intimidating presence the captain of a starship hopes for.

Whispering gurgles and mutters trailed over the sub-space intercom. I took personal satisfaction that one of my lamest bluffs ever had prompted enough doubt for a hushed conference.

Though admittedly, Zormians aren’t very bright.

The bridge doors slid open with a chirp and Blix came strolling in, sinking his twin rows of sharp teeth into a golden spice pear. The overhead lights gleamed off his shiny copper scales. A brown bandoleer filled with small daggers criss-crossed his brawny torso and charcoal pants fit snuggly over his muscular reptilian legs.

“Where have you been?” I hissed through gritted teeth.

“I was hungry.” Blix joined me at the captain’s chair and looked at the viewing screen. “Zormians, huh? Savage creatures.”

I shot him an angry look and put a finger to my lips.

“We’d like to see the thermal canisters if you don’t mind.” The Zormian captain’s voice crackled over the antiquated intercom.

My shoulders sank, and my black jacket creaked against the chair. Bested by a Zormian. This was a dark day in the life of Glint Starcrost. I scratched at the three day old scruff on my cheek, wondering if this was the end of things.

“Thermal canisters?” Blix arched a scaley brow and grinned. His yellow eyes swirled with an orange smoke as his slivered pupils narrowed. He was taking delight in my misery. My life had taken some bad turns lately—the services of a star pilot, skilled as I was, were just not in demand these days. As such, I had taken to whatever odd jobs would keep me from going broke. This, of course, took me through some rather seedy star systems, teeming with the worst interstellar riffraff the universe had to offer. Run-ins with space trash like the Zormians was now my lot in life. My mind raced for a way out of this mess.

And then, inspiration hit.

“Did you say we?”

“Um, yes. I mean, what?” The Zormian was flustered.

“Well, I just thought it was strange you said, ‘We want to see the canisters.’ I thought you said you were the captain.”

“No, not we. Me. You must show them to me,” the slug demanded.

“Okay, it’s just that you said ‘we’ like someone else was in charge over there. Are you sure you’re the one I should be talking to?” Messing with Zormian egos was a dangerous game but what choice did I have?

“I simply meant… that is… I took council that is all. I am in charge.”

Green ooze was dripping from his antenna and flowing into his seven bloodshot eyes. He was clearly upset. His gelatinous body rippled as he looked around in a rage. Behind him, a stout, pot-bellied Zormian was trying to fade into the shadows. No doubt he was the clever counselor working on a plan to steal leadership away from the current slug captain. It was a typical Zormian power grab, so far be it from me not to call attention to him.

“Is that him?” I pointed toward the retreating counselor. “Is that the real Zormian leader calling the shots here?”

The slug captain spun, all eight laser cannons drawn in a flash. The counselor drew his own cannons and they faced each other for a tense moment.

Zormians aren’t big on peace negotiations but just in case, I thought I should speak up.

“Fire!”

They both unloaded their cannons and a myriad of red beams danced across the screen.

Chaos.

Smoke.

Gurgled screams.

Finally, the visual went black.

I exhaled and shook my arms to release the tension. Blix shook his head. “I can’t believe that actually worked.”

“Computer, switch to space view,” I said.

The screen remained black. After a moment, a female voice came over the ship communicator.

She sounded upset.

“A good morning might be nice.”

“Yes, right. Good morning, computer. Switch to space view.”

“You know I prefer ‘Iris’. It’s so much more personal.”

About a century ago a group of meddlesome programmers thought it would be a great idea to add personalities to artificial life. The machines, realizing they were outfitted with emotion but lacked basic human senses, became disillusioned. Some turned unresponsive, others shut off completely. The remaining machines developed unhealthy personality traits. Iris is passive-aggressive. Sometimes technological advances take you back a few steps.

“Of course, Iris. Now how ’bout that space view, pretty please?” I tried to mask the frustration. Any outburst could send her weeping into the circuitry.

“Yes, of course, Captain. Or should I call you Glint?” Iris said.

“We’ve already had this discussion, Iris.”

Iris sighed. “Oh, very well… Captain.”

A warbled blip sounded. The screen flashed to life and the grand blackness of space filled the screens, a vast choir of stars blinking behind three Zormian pirate vessels clustered in tight formation. Small red explosions dimpled the largest ship in the middle. It started drifting toward the nearest vessel.

“And you say you’re unlucky?” Blix said.

“I woke up to a hostile fleet of Zormians. You call that good luck?”

Blix shrugged. “You know, when I dreamt this there were ten of them.”

I slammed my fist on the armrest. It hurt. Sometimes I wonder why I do that. “Why can’t you dream about wild fortunes or a relaxing vacation on the orange sands of Xerifities 12?”

“Preposterous. It’s obviously beyond my control what thoughts emerge.” Blix leaned against the half circle railing beside my chair. He took another bite of his pear and smirked. “But I must admit, it is wildly entertaining to watch you scramble. And look at the glorious results.” Blix motioned to the screen.

The main Zormian ship exploded in a huge ball of fire, starting a chain reaction that set the whole fleet ablaze. And they say words can never hurt you.

“Well done, Captain Starcrost.” Blix placed his arm over his chest and gave a theatrical bow.

I grumbled my disapproval. “Yeah, no thanks to you. How ’bout some advice from my second in command during a crisis.”

Blix narrowed his eyes. His reptilian features turned menacing. If I didn’t know his aversion to battle, I would have been intimidated.

“I don’t like hostile confrontations.” Blix lifted his chin in the air as if something smelled rotten.

“Well then what good are you?”

“Tch, tch, such hostility. You haven’t had your morning velrys have you?”

“No, as a matter of fact I haven’t.”

“Well that would explain the pants.”

“Never mind all that. You got the charts for Beringfell galaxy yet?”

Blix paused for a moment. His cheek twitched, the telltale sign of his guilt. “Ahem, yes, not to worry. I have them well in hand.”

“Blix, I need those today. I’m running out of chances here.” I stood, running a hand through my coarse dark hair. Too many close calls lately left me feeling desperate.

“Such dramatics. You don’t even know if it’s there.”

“It’s my best shot. And once I have it, no more star pirates, bounty hunters or space trash of any kind will ever hassle me again.”

Blix rubbed his chin, then cast a patronizing glance my way. “You’re pinning quite a bit on a legend, you know.”

“The Emerald Enigma is real. I know it.”

Blix sighed. “Yes, of course.”

He retrieved a palm-sized black communicator holstered on his hip. He pressed a button and the device sprang to life, expanding into a luminescent blue rectangle with a translucent touch screen. He tapped an animated icon of a scenic view and aimed the rectangle toward the burning ships on the viewing screen.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“I’m getting a visual of this for my Spacebook profile grid. It’s magnificent—in a tragic sort of way.”

“All the uniweb can see that! You’ll compromise the security of my ship!”

“I do have a life outside this ship.” Blix tapped the screen and the device collapsed. He returned it to his hip, his face all pouty. “It’s not like we’re on some big, secret mission.”

“I’ve got a bounty on my head!”

Blix huffed out a mocking laugh. “One hundred vibes. No one is going to waste their time for that paltry amount.”

“Get off the uniweb. Got it?”

“Captain. Vythians are very social creatures. You don’t know what you’re asking.”

I folded my arms and shot him my best disapproving captain’s stare.

“And what of my blossoming romance with Vythgirl755? It’s so hard to find quality Vythian women these days.”

“Delete the profile. That’s an order!”

Blix leaned toward me, a concerned look on his face. “You seem more on edge than usual. Are you getting enough sleep?”

“His sleeping patterns are very irregular.” Iris chimed in before I had time to respond. “I’ve been monitoring a troubling upswing in stress-related behavior.”

I tried to suppress my building rage so as not to prove their point. “I didn’t authorize monitoring my sleep patterns.”

“It’s standard protocol,” Iris said. “Unhealthy patterns of crew members must be documented and reported.”

Blix nodded and motioned to me as if I was supposed to agree.

“Well, stop it,” I said. “I’m fine.”

Blix shook his head. “Denial. So typical. Listen, I think I know what this is about.”

Blix moved closer and patted me on the shoulder like he was my father. “You’ve been forced to grow up too fast. Fending for yourself at an early age, developing that cold exterior of yours to protect the wounded child inside. It’s textbook human behavior.”

I glared and pointed a threatening finger at him. “I told you never to psychoanalyze me.”

“I completely understand.” Blix put his hands on his chest in a gesture of sincerity. “I too lost my parents at an early age.”

I frowned. “You were one hundred and seven gloons old. I was twelve. You don’t understand a thing.”

“In Vythian terms I was a mere youth.”

I waved my arms in frustration as if swatting his words away like insects. “Okay, new ship rule. No analyzing me, watching me or even looking at me. Got it?”

Blix spread wide his muscular arms. “Sounds like somebody needs a hug.”

I took a few steps back. “Stay away from me.”

“It’s okay, Glint,” Iris said. “You’re among friends. This is… a safe place.”

A sharp crack sounded followed by a thin vertical beam of light that materialized in the center of the bridge. The beam of light widened and a human figure stepped through. Sparks exploded from the thin beam in a chorus of electric crackles before it disappeared. Wisps of smoke ascended around a skinny, teenage boy in a silver jump suit. Mousy blonde hair draped over his face like an animal emerging from a pool. The boy stood there shivering for a moment, hugging at his chest for warmth and looking wide-eyed at the ship. His nervous eyes darted about and then froze on me. I drew my trusty Demolecularizing Termination Energy Ray (DEMOTER for short) and leveled it at his head.


Chapter 2


“Don’t shoot! I mean no harm!” The young boy threw up his arms.

“Who are you?” I made sure my voice was extra gravelly. I had to make up for the pants.

“N-Nelvan Flink. I’m an apprentice time traveler.”

I lowered the DEMOTER and my shoulders slouched. I might as well have found a lost puppy.

I looked over at Blix, who seemed amused.

“Still convinced I don’t have bad luck?” I said.

“You may indeed have a point.”

“This isn’t Stonehenge. Where am I?” Involuntary twitching seemed to emanate from all areas of his thin frame. It wasn’t pleasant to watch. I hoped for his sake it was the after effects of time travel and not a normal condition.

“You’re on my ship and I ain’t happy about it,” I said.

His eyes settled on Blix and he let out a small gasp. “Whoa. Is that… A lizard-man?”

“I am a Vythian.” Blix assumed a regal stance as if offended. “Reptilian traits certainly, but far different from either lizard or human.”

Nelvan gave an uncertain nod. “Oh… Okay.”

Suddenly a loud siren filled the air, and a thin band of red light pulsated from a shallow cavity that ran along the circular walls of the bridge.

“It’s a little late, computer,” I said. “Our time traveling stowaway got here about thirty freems ago. How ’bout a little advance warning next time?”

Most of the console lights in the bridge turned red. “First off, I’m not equipped to detect space-time rift displacements. Though, I might be able to if you’d buy me some nice technology enhancements once in awhile—”

“Okay, never mind, I—”

“—I’ve been graciously flying you around with the same outdated electronics, while my contemporaries are always bragging about their flashy upgrades—”

“Computer, I got it, listen—”

“—And talking about how their captains take them to nice spaceports and—”

“Iris!” I barked. I had a good bark. It generally made people stop and listen.

The computer sniffed. “That tone is uncalled for.”

“Turn off that blasted alarm.”

“Fine, but I should inform you that the alarm is sounding for a second intruder that transported aboard the maintenance deck eight point three freems ago.”

“What? Details, now!”

“The intruder scans human but there is some signal interference.”

I leveled the DEMOTER at Nelvan. “Did you bring someone with you?”

“No sir,” Nelvan said, trembling.

I narrowed my eyes.

“I promise.”

“Computer, launch the scan bots. I want a visual.” I kept the weapon pointed at Nelvan’s head—it gave me a sense of balance amidst the confusion.

“Yes, Captain.” The computer emitted a few blips and the bridge screen flickered and resolved on a moving image of the ship’s hallway. The visual closed in on the back of a retreating intruder who wore a black body suit outfitted with armor plates. I’d seen similar gear on the deadly leopard people from Reznake 7. But this was no leopard man. This intruder was human.

The visual dipped and weaved as the scan bots hovered closer. The intruder was racing down the hallway.

“Heading for the power grid, no doubt.” Blix tapped his chin as if this were some academic exercise. “Bad fortune for us indeed.”

I glared at the screen and switched the DEMOTER to full power. Two gleaming orange rings lit up around the barrel. Nelvan’s eyes went wide, and his lip was trembling. “I came alone. I swear on my life.”

I gave Nelvan a suspicious glare just for fun, then turned back to the screen. The scan bots were close. It became suddenly clear this intruder was a woman. My eyebrows rose involuntarily. Her movements were lithe. Exquisite. A grand vision of beauty and feminine grace that was enough to bring tears to the eyes of a lonely space drifter.

Too bad she invaded my ship, because now she was my sworn enemy.

“Computer.” I said. “Lock down the engine room, enable all turrets, send out the guard bots and activate stasis grids.”

“I’m afraid they’ve all been disabled, Captain.”

“They’ve what been who now?” My mind stuck for a moment.

“Apparently our intruder has some advanced technology disruptors. The only operational security devices are the scan bots.”

The intruder continued down the hallway. Her long, electric blue-and-silver-streaked hair was drawn back with an ebony band that criss-crossed down past her shoulders like a loosely bound whip. She stopped at the end of the hallway and spun, her hair wrapping around her neck. Her face was covered in shadows but I caught a glimpse of dangerous beauty. The kind that makes you hesitate before shooting. I swore a silent resolve to avoid all bedazzlement and fire repeatedly if I got the chance.

She reached into a small case on her utility belt and flung a handful of black specs at the approaching scan bots.

“Computer, analyze those… things.”

“Kelluvian buzz mites. Approximate count, fourteen.”

“Blast!” I gritted my teeth and glared at Nelvan.

He dropped to his knees. “I’ll tell you all the secrets of time travel.”

I sighed and stuffed the DEMOTER back in the holster. “It’s old news, boy. Outlawed for ages. Time barrier grids in place. Only the occasional jumper from the past gets through. Like you.”

The buzz mites swarmed over the scan bots. The screen was covered for a moment with the pulsating blue current in their wings before it went black.

“Scan bots have been disabled, captain,” the computer said.

“She’s good,” Blix said.

I shot him a dark look and headed for the pulse lift. “C’mon, before she takes down the whole ship.”

Blix nodded and fell in line behind me.

“Wait,” Nelvan said. “What were those things?”

“Dangerous insects, boy. Swarm you and leave nothin’ but a skeleton in your place. They’re drawn to movement.”

The pulse lift doors chirped open and Blix followed me into the cylindrical chamber. I turned to face Nelvan. “I’d stay put if I were you.”

The doors shut and the lift started to descend.

“That was a fair bit of rubbish,” Blix said. “You know Kelluvian mites are harmless unless you’re a robot.”

“I need that boy to stay out of trouble and I can’t spare you for babysitting duty. We’re in a bad spot here.”

“As always my services are at your disposal but you know very well I will not—”

“Just bark, no bite. Give her a good scare and keep her headed toward the containment grids. I’ll handle the rest.”

“Oh, that sounds like good sport.” The scales on Blix’s mouth drew back, revealing his dangerous rows of sharp teeth. I could tell he was having trouble containing his aggressive instincts.

“That’s good. Keep that. And let loose that Vythian howl a few times, that’ll shake her up.”

“I’d rather not.” Blix tried to look regal. “It strains my throat.”

The lift stopped and the door opened to a dim hallway. The overhead lights were out. Only the emergency yellow floor runners cast a dim glow.

“She’s already taken out the lights.” I grabbed him by the shoulders and tried to give a commanding stare even though he stood head and shoulders above me. “Give her the howl.”

Blix sniffed and cast a disdainful look at the ceiling.

“Maybe.”

“Fine. Circle around the starboard side. I’ll come around port. Got it?”

Blix nodded. I drew the DEMOTER and powered it to full. Blix leaned toward my gun and squinted. His eyes flicked back to me. “Your energy reserves are low.”

“Someone forgot to pick up energy packs at the last spaceport.” I glared at him.

“It wasn’t on the list. Unless it’s on the list, you can’t expect me to remember.”

The ship bucked and the engines rose and fell with an energy fluctuation.

“I suggest we get on with this, Captain,” Blix said.

I nodded and we headed out of the lift at a brisk jog. Another hallway emerged on our right and Blix branched off.

Now I was alone. As I jogged down the hallway, I stuffed down the rising panic as best I could. This intruder was good, a true professional, maybe a bounty hunter. The bounty on my head would make for a decent payday but I wasn’t expecting someone at her level. A few two-bit thugs in modified star cruisers or the occasional space bar run-in should’ve been the worst.

The ominous tones of a Vythian howl echoed down the hallway. Good ol’ Blix. I sprinted forward, the darkened doorway of the containment grid control room dead ahead.


Chapter 3


I leapt into the containment grid control room, angling the DEMOTER at every shadow where I imagined she might be hiding. The emergency yellow floor runners gave dim lighting to the edges of the room. My eyes adjusted and I could tell the room was empty. The multicolored lights and control icons that usually blinked across the half circle control panel screens were dark. The grids were offline.

I rushed over to the control panel that stood at waist level and tapped my fingers across the screen in a frenzied attempt to restore power. The blackened screens and dials gave no response. Vertical, tube shaped containment cylinders stood powerless and silent on the other side of the room, like empty tombs. They were my temporary prisons for all who dared cross my path. Seeing them drained of energy somehow made me feel weaker.

Blix ran into the control room, out of breath. “Did you see her?”

“No. She got past you?”

Blix furrowed his brow. “Not likely.”

“Well, she didn’t get by me.”

The distant but unmistakable chirp of the pulse lift doors sounded.

“She’s going for the bridge!” I sprinted out of the room, heading full speed for the pulse lift. I heard the heavy footfalls of Blix right behind me. It took only moments to reach the doors. I could tell by the ascending hum that it was already on its way up.

I hit the closed lift doors with my fist. “No containment grids and she’s first to the bridge. If she knows anything about navigation system bypass codes, this is gonna be her ship in about ten freems.” I turned to Blix, hoping for something brilliant.

“Fascinating.” He placed his hands on his hips looking up toward the bridge. “I must say I’m in awe of this woman.”

“Enemy. This is our enemy, about to take us down. Can you focus here? We need a plan.”

Blix snapped his fingers, which startled me. His scales made a much louder snap than human skin. “The maintenance chute.”

“Yes, good.”

We set off down the port side and stopped a quarter of the way down the hall. Without a word we got to work unfastening the utility panel and hefted it onto the floor. I poked my head into the dark chute and looked up. A narrow passage rose up, with a bright square outline at the end revealing the exit panel to the bridge above.

I reached into the dark chute and felt around blindly until the cold metal rung of the ladder hit my palm. “You ready?”

Blix peered in and wrinkled his nose. “I just showered.”

“Follow me, that’s an order.” I started up the ladder, keeping my eye on the thin square outline of light above. The air was as musty as it comes. I coughed into the arm of my jacket. I vaguely remembered a passage in the starship manual about flushing maintenance vents at every refueling.

The soft metal tones of Blix climbing the ladder rungs echoed from below. I thought about how smart it would have been to come up with a plan of attack before we had entered the chute. Now it was too late. We had to be quiet as mice to maintain the element of surprise. I had a grand vision of leaping through the maintenance panel of the bridge, DEMOTER drawn, and blasting the intruder into oblivion. It was going to be glorious.

I reached the panel and tried to peek through the cracks. Unfortunately it only granted a view of the floor from the base of the navigation chair. I could just make out a pair of black shoes in the center of the room, but it was hard to be sure.

I looked down to send a signal to Blix that I was headed in but it was all murky grey light beneath me. I decided that after I blasted the panel off the wall he’d get the message.

Grasping the top ladder rung with one hand, I drew the DEMOTER with the other. I held it toward the panel and took a deep breath.

This was going to be fun.

I squeezed the trigger and the sharp explosion of an energy ray resonated through the chute with a horribly amplified echo. A spray of hot sparks ricocheted back at me as the panel flew into the bridge in a trail of smoke.

A dull ringing filled my ears. I rubbed my face against the shoulder of my jacket, trying to remove the painful sparks, as a burning smell filled my nostrils. It was entirely possible my hair was on fire. This was not at all going as I imagined.

Not wanting to completely fail at my grand entrance, I launched myself through the vent, trying for a graceful slide around the navigation chair. My shoulder caught painfully on the metal base and sent me in an awkward spin. I sat up quickly and gripped the DEMOTER in both hands, swiveling it toward the dark figure in the center of the room.

A blue sphere of light encircled me and I was lifted off the ground like a soap bubble.

“I wouldn’t squeeze that trigger if I were you,” the woman in black said. “It’ll bounce around in there with you until there’s nothing left but those pretty little pants.”

I had never looked upon something so beautiful–that I wanted so completely destroyed–in my life. The woman in black was holding a small, thin circle of luminous blue aimed in my direction, the activator to my new prison. She tossed it to the floor with a chuckle.

“Any other surprises?” A playful smirk animated her delicate features. Her bright green eyes and full lips made my teeth hurt.

There were hidden technology panels sewn into her suit in subtle, slide away coverings. If it wasn’t for her flashy hair and the silver handled laser pistols holstered at her side, I would’ve taken her for some dark assassin. She was obviously well-financed, but a little too showy for their kind of secretive operation.

Nelvan was hovering in a similar blue captivity sphere on the other side of the room. His eyes were wide and he sat on the bottom of the sphere with his arms wrapped around his legs.

I saluted the poor boy with the barrel of my weapon. “Welcome to the future, Nelvan.”

He drew his legs closer and rested his chin against his knees.

A soft whooshing noise came from the maintenance chute. In a blur of copper scales, Blix was perched on the railing of the engineering station like a gargoyle, small daggers poised in each hand.

The woman in black took an involuntary step back. An orange glow shone forth from Blix’s eyes and his muscles were taut. I hit my fist against the sphere and cheered him on. His instincts had taken hold. This chick was history.

The woman fumbled through her utility belt, finally drawing out two silver discs. Blix flicked his two daggers and with marksman accuracy the discs were knocked free from her hands.

I leaned forward, my hands pressed flat against the sphere.

Blix launched himself from the railing toward the woman, teeth bared. The woman ducked and rolled across the ground, then rose to a knee with another silver disc in her hand. Blix landed right where she’d stood only a moment before and turned toward her, his muscular arms raised high. She pressed the disc and a silver sphere shot out and surrounded him, lifting him off the ground.

She exhaled and placed a hand on the floor, leaning on it in relief. I slumped down in the captivity sphere, my dreams of witnessing her defeat crushed.

Blix seemed puzzled by the sphere. His eyes followed the silvery current that flowed around it in serpentine fashion. His aggressive stance relaxed and he seemed to take on a more professorial manner. He began poking at the sphere, an inquisitive look on his face.

“My, my, Nebrellian webbing with plasma threaded reinforcement,” Blix said. “Wherever did you find it?”

“It wasn’t easy.” The woman leaned back on both arms. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply.

“Iris, I order you as the captain, don’t let her have the ship,” I said. “She’ll kill us all and sell you for scrap metal.”

“I’m sorry, Glint, I’m afraid Jasette is the residing captain of this ship. All my memory modules confirm it.” Iris accentuated the statement with a series of staccato bleeps.

“Jasette? Captain? Since when?”

“Memory module twelve-c, sub listing four thousand, two hundred and forty seven indicates that five gloons ago, at precisely nine point seven Zorwellian Gate time on the planet Quanthar, Captain Jasette purchased this star freighter for inter-spatial ambassador public relations with surrounding galaxies…”

“Yeah and I’m a moon goblin,” I said. “It’s a fake entry. You’ve been hacked, Iris, check your subroutines.”

“…After which Captain Jasette stopped at the planet Xerifities 12 and purchased a slave boy named Glint Starcrost as her pet. It’s all logged and confirmed,” the computer said.

“Slave boy?” I glared at Jasette.

She smirked and rose to her feet, taking an authoritative stroll around the bridge.

“That’ll be all for now, Iris,” Jasette said. “Please, no further communication with any of the ship’s occupants.”

“As you wish, Captain,” the computer said.

“Oh and Iris, please call me Jasette.” Jasette strolled toward the captain’s chair. “Captain is so formal.”

A few cheery blips sounded. “Yes of course, Jasette. I am at your disposal.”

“I’m warning you, I hold grudges,” I said. “Vengeance won’t be pretty.”

Jasette reclined in the captain’s chair and swiveled back and forth. “That’s so frightening coming from a fugitive stuck in a bubble.”

“No one sits in that chair but me, you filthy pirate.” I could feel the blood rush to my head. No doubt the vein was throbbing in my neck.

“Pirate? Ha! Not on your life,” Jasette said. “Bounty hunter. Best in the universe.”

“Oh please. What about Colonel Kane?” I said. “Ten thousand bounties collected by the age of fifteen gloons.”

“I heard the real count was two thousand and most were cyborg refugees with bad motivators,” she said.

“Of course there’s always Sorgil X., bounty hunter to the stars.” Blix stooped down, examining the base of his sphere. “They say he nabbed the entire Fenn Galaxy mafia.”

“Media-driven nonsense.” Jasette tapped at the touch panel on the armrest. “How do I order a meal with this outdated equipment?”

“Don’t touch that, you’ll screw up all my presets!” I wailed.

“Oh, now this is interesting.” Blix crouched low and placed a finger at the bottom of his sphere. An electric shimmer seemed to pass through it. He looked up at Jasette. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Jasette stiffened. Her casual look vanished.

Blix held forth a finger and extended a sharp claw. He dug it into the base of the sphere as if digging out a splinter. The sphere wavered a moment, then flashed sporadically. Jasette leapt to her feet and scrambled through her utility belt. The silver sphere around Blix disappeared and he landed gracefully on his feet.

“Cheap knockoff, I’m afraid.” Blix strode toward her in a casual manner, hands clasped loosely behind his back. “A low cost Nebrellian webbing blend. Probably only ten percent authentic.”

Jasette drew her silver blasters and fired several rounds of red plasma. The red energy glanced off Blix’s copper scales and diffused in charred splashes around the bridge.

“Please, stop. I’m very ticklish.” Blix grinned as he closed the distance. She froze as he took a final step and loomed over her. “Now, I assure you this has nothing to do with revenge or malicious intent. No doubt you’re a wonderful person in your own unique way, but I’m afraid my outstanding obligations compel me to stop you.”

Jasette looked up at him like a confused child. Blix clamped his meaty hand at the base of her neck and gave a slight pinch. Her eyes rolled back and she dropped to the floor.

Blix craned his head back. “To the containment grids, Captain?”

“To the containment grids.” I smiled.


Chapter 4


“Okay, one more time Iris. Who am I?” I said, working the touch panel in the armrest of my captain’s chair, trying to restore Iris’s memory.

“Glint Starcrost, captain of this loyal and self-sacrificing starfreighter.”

“Excellent, thank you.”

“Your favorite color is yellow, but you say it’s black—”

“That’ll be all, computer.”

“—you enjoy long, luxurious bubble baths, but don’t tell anyone—”

“That’s classified, Iris.” I tapped out information locking codes in rapid succession.

“Bubble baths?” Nelvan peered down from the captivity sphere nearby. He was still hovering several feet above the ground in the middle of the bridge.

I pointed a threatening finger at Nelvan. “You never heard that.”

Nelvan rolled his eyes.

“Iris, you’re sure all your memory modules are back to normal?” I said.

“Yes, Captain,” she said. “All internal scans indicate complete system integrity.”

“Okay, I just don’t want any more surprises,” I said. “I’m not gonna be happy if I lose control from some glitch hiding in your nano files.”

“This is getting a little personal, isn’t it?”

I sighed and leaned back in my captain’s chair. “Forget it, just make sure you triple check everything.”

“Of course.”

The lights of the bridge had dimmed and the hum of the engines rose and fell with fluctuating energy as I tried to restore full power. Apparently Jasette’s attempted takeover of the ship put a strain on the systems. She’d pay for it, of course. I’d have to scan the uniweb records to see if she had any enemies offering rewards. But first, I had to deal with my uninvited time traveler.

I turned to Nelvan. “Now listen up boy, there’s a few things…” I stalled as my brain felt a familiar digital hiccup. A series of communication icons that spun in three-dimensional shapes and glowed with vibrant color leapt into my thoughts.

“What’s wrong?” Nelvan said.

I let out an annoyed sigh. “Hold on.” Blix was sending me a thought message. I fixed my thoughts on the icons, which showed two hands shackled, followed by a villainous looking caricature with x’s for eyes, then a simple avatar of Blix posing heroically, and finally, a happy face.

I hit the intercom. “Blix, would you stop thoughting me. Just use the intercom if you want to say something.”

The intercom crackled to life. “Well Captain, it only seemed fitting with visitors aboard. You always say secrecy is a value beyond riches.”

“Oh, gimme a break. You’re just looking for an excuse to send me one of your annoying thought messages.”

“Annoying? My messages are well-crafted, satirical poetry. For example—”

“Enough. Just don’t thought me unless it’s an emergency.”

An angry icon of Blix’s face spun through my head with a pulsating red glow.

“Blix!”

“What?” Blix tried his best to sound innocent.

“Prisoner update. And make it snappy.”

“The intruder is secured in the holding cylinder. I’m bringing all systems back online.”

“Good, good. I’ll be down shortly.” I turned off the intercom and looked over at Nelvan. He was casting a strange look in my direction.

“What?” I said.

“Oh nothing, nothing.”

“Look, I’m not gonna shoot you,” I said. “Wait, strike that, I can’t really promise anything.”

“Well, It’s just that for such a futuristic world…” Nelvan cast a disheartened look around the bridge. “…I dunno, your communication system is full of static, this lighting is shabby, some of these instrument panels actually look broken…”

A few erratic blips came from the ship. “Well, of all the rude things a visitor could say,” Iris said, sounding all huffy.

“What? No, I’m sorry, computer,” Nelvan said. “I didn’t mean to—”

“And you seemed like such a nice boy.” The computer started to get that weepy sound in her voice that always preceded a long withdrawal with limited ship power.

We were in a compromised spot as it was and I couldn’t risk it. I knew I had to make things right again.

“Don’t worry Iris, he didn’t mean it.” I shot Nelvan a warning look as I made my way to a nearby instrument panel that was, in fact, broken. “Once I get a few more vibes we’ll get that renewal treatment I’ve been promising.” I pushed against the protruding metal frame of the panel to lock it back into place. It wouldn’t budge.

“The platinum package with the Andrellian cleansing system?” The computer sniffed.

“Yes, well, that one’s a bit steep. We’ll see.” The metal frame squeaked in protest as I put my shoulder to it and heaved. I could tell this was a losing battle.

“And it’ll be at an accredited space craft cleansing and wellness center?”

I gave Nelvan a dark look. This was a conversation I had successfully avoided for a long time. “Please, computer, can we talk about this later?”

“Just as long as I have your word.”

“Yeah, um. You know, probably.” I gave the instrument panel a few good fist pounds, which was the extent of my engineering skills.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

I trudged back to my captain’s chair, defeated by an instrument panel.

“What year did you say it was?” Nelvan said.

“I didn’t,” I said.

“Oh. Well, can you tell me what year it is?”

The poor boy needed schooling just to get acclimated to things and I didn’t have the time. I had to find somewhere marginally safe to drop him off.

I swiveled my chair to face him. “First of all, ‘year’ is an outdated Earth term,” I said. “Second, that all depends on what calendar you follow.”

Nelvan frowned. His frustration seemed to build with every answer I gave him. It was a lot of fun.

“So, what calendar do you use?” Nelvan said.

“We follow Zorwellian Gate time. It borrows from most of the top calendars out there. All the big celebrities swear by it. About the closest you can get to a universe standard.”

“I see. And how does it track the passage of time?”

“Oh, you know, eras, centuries, gloons, montuls, days, trids, jemmins, freems. Pretty standard stuff.”

“I don’t know what you just said.”

“Don’t worry about it, boy. Just stick with what you know.”

“All I know is Earth time.”

“Computer, give him the sad news.”

“The current Earth date is 2175,” the computer said.

Nelvan let out a whistle and appeared thoughtful for a moment. He twitched and shuffled his feet in the sphere as if he couldn’t get comfortable.

“Look, don’t sweat it,” I said. “I’ll drop you off at the next space port and you can start a whole new life in a world beyond anything you’ve seen before.”

Nelvan looked surprised. “You’re going to leave me at a space port?”

“Well, I can’t just keep you on my ship.”

“I’m only fourteen,” Nelvan said. “You can’t just drop me off somewhere.”

I felt for the kid but what could I do? “Look, I don’t know anything about you. Iris already scanned you on the uniweb for facial and DNA recognition. Everything came up empty. No recorded history. For all I know, you could be dangerous.”

“Well, if the scans came up empty, doesn’t that verify my story?” Nelvan said.

I rose from my chair and marched over to his captivity sphere. “Don’t get smart with me boy.” I narrowed my eyes and gave my best ‘I don’t trust you’ look. “You could be a well-financed assassin whose records were erased.”

Nelvan frowned. “I don’t understand, are you royalty or something?”

“Hardly.”

“Then why would a high priced assassin be after you?”

All too often my theories were promptly debunked. Normally I would’ve throttled a young upstart like Nelvan for questioning me but with all I’d been through today I was just too tired.

I stuffed my hands in the pockets of my black jacket and let my shoulders slouch. The day had just begun and I was already exhausted. “Fine, you’re a harmless nobody from the past. Either way, I’ve got enough problems without another mouth to feed.”

Nelvan looked down at me from the suspended sphere, a dejected expression on his face, and then looked away as if he was about to cry.

“Hey, hey now. It’s nothing personal,” I said. “Trust me, I’m doing you a favor. This ship is dangerous. I almost died twice today and I haven’t even had a cup of velrys yet. Which reminds me, computer, a cup of hot velrys on the double.”

“Yes, Captain,” the computer said. “Please try to ask in a nicer tone next time,”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll work on it. And have a service droid bring me a decent pair of pants.”

“The droids are still offline Captain. They should be functional again soon.”

“Terrific.” I looked down at my pajama pants in dismay.

A high-pitched beep sounded and a panel slid open from the wall, revealing a silver mug. I went to the panel and retrieved the mug. I took a deep whiff of the warm, aromatic liquid and for a brief instant of time, everything was bright and shiny.

“What is that?” Nelvan said.

“Velrys.” I took a sip and let out a pleasant sigh.

“What’s velrys?”

“A warm taste of heaven. Centuries old tribes of Sellousian farmers gather only the choicest of velrys beans and slow roast them until they can deliver the soothing, most delicious beverage known to man.” I took another slow sip. “Ahhhh.”

“Sounds like coffee,” Nelvan said.

“Like what?”

“You know, it’s like, I dunno, a lot like what you just said.”

“Look, I don’t know what you drank back in the stone-age but it was nothing like this.” I walked back to the captivity sphere and retrieved the oval unlocking mechanism from my pocket. I clicked the small, luminous blue oval and the captivity sphere evaporated. Nelvan dropped to the floor in a crumpled heap.

I shook my head. “Come on, we need to check on that filthy skrid.” I headed for the pulse lift.

Nelvan scrambled to his feet and rushed to match my stride. Clearly he didn’t want to be left alone in the bridge again. “What’s a skrid?”

“Oh, y’know, the diseased, slimy worms that swarm trash freighters.”

Nelvan frowned and shook his head.

“Never mind.” We entered the lift and the doors chirped closed. The pulse lift descended with a low hum.

“Does everyone speak English in the future?” Nelvan said.

“Don’t be silly,” I said.

“Just everyone on your ship?”

“Course not. Though I suppose Blix could if he wanted to. He’s fluent in three hundred dialects.”

“Okay, it’s just that I’m hearing everyone in perfect English. And it’s my era of English. I mean, you’d think the language would’ve changed over the years. Like how old English differed so much from what I would consider modern English, which I suppose to you would seem like an old kind of English too, y’know?”

“Translators. They’re built into every computer.” I tapped the walls of the lift with my knuckles creating a soft, metallic echo. “Every ship, spaceport, outpost and even most of the remote colonies have some sort of translation bio net. Occasionally you find a cold spot, but then you just pick up your comlink.” I grabbed the small communicator on my belt and held it up for Nelvan. “It takes care of the rest.”

Nelvan shook his head. “Amazing.”

“Just remember, no translator is perfect.” I said. “Some words don’t have a direct translation and dialects can get pretty sketchy out there in deep space. Saying the wrong thing to the wrong alien could get your face blown off.”

Nelvan nodded, a look of concern on his face.

The pulse lift doors chirped open and we made our way to the containment grid.


Chapter 5


The unconscious Jasette hovered upright in suspended animation. The containment field made her blue and silver hair whip slowly about her face as if she were under water. An opaque blue cylinder of glowing energy surrounded her, giving off a slight hum and the faintest hint of cinnamon. I like cinnamon. Whenever I can manage it, I opt for the cinnamon upgrade.

With her eyes closed she reminded me of the beautiful fembots that line the cavernous castle hallways of Mar Mar the Unthinkable. Hundreds of gorgeous robots that stand motionless like statues until someone dares to upset the delicate temperament of Mar Mar. It isn’t difficult. He might have one bad grape and fly off in a rage, summoning a wave of vicious fembots into the royal kitchens to obliterate the cooking staff.

“Is she okay?” Nelvan stood next to me, his sad, puppy eyes looking up at Jasette.

“Who cares?” I glared down at him. “She almost terminated us and you’re wondering if she’s okay?”

Nelvan lowered his head, a look of shame on his face. I was starting to like having him around. It gave me a quick, cheap sense of power.

“Her hair is rather magnificent, wouldn’t you say?” Blix looked on from the containment grid control panel nearby. His fingers were delicately working the touch screen controls as if creating symphonies on a synthboard.

“Sure, whatever. How’s the power level?” I took a sip of velrys and braced myself for the news.

“Sixty four percent.” Blix said. “Perhaps the energy cells were drained from her little escapade.”

“Yeah, well, she’ll pay.” I scowled up at her. “Computer, what’ya got from the uniweb on our prisoner?”

“Conflicting results, Captain,” the computer said. “The initial scans showed her as a peace ambassador from the Klebborse sector.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Peace ambassador?”

“Subsequent scans uncovered additional profiles including: Star Ranger, Interstellar pastry chef, Lounge singer, advanced weapons specialist, freelance feral cat juggler, remote colony grief counselor—” The computer said.

“Hold it. How many professions did you find?” I said.

“Two thousand, three hundred and forty seven.”

I looked over at Blix with raised eyebrows.

“Interesting.” Blix tapped on his scaled lips with a finger. “A bit of unraveling will be required for this puzzle.”

I took a step closer to the containment field and studied her a moment. Her black power suit, sleek and custom fitted as it was, obviously held some powerful little computerized secrets. Plus, her beauty was disarming, which made for a lethal combination. I had to get rid of her before she tried any more of her tricks.

“Look, I don’t care what she is,” I said. “Best case scenario, someone is after her and we can turn her in and collect some vibes.”

“Vibes?” Nelvan said.

“Yeah, you know.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a handful of green stones. “Money.”

Nelvan drew closer, his face filled with curiosity as he looked down on the pulsating green glow of the oval shaped currency.

“They look alive,” Nelvan said.

“Well, they are organic,” Blix said. “I suppose you might compare them to a plant. Valuable because of the positive feelings they give off to other life forms.”

“Really?” Nelvan looked up at me in wonder. “Can I try?”

I nodded and poured the handful of vibes into his hands. He slowly wrapped his fingers over the green stones and closed his eyes. He was silent for a moment, then opened one eye.

“How come nothing’s happening?” Nelvan said.

“What did you expect?” I said.

Nelvan motioned to Blix. “He said they give off good feelings.”

“When you’ve got a lot of ’em.” I grabbed the vibes out of his hand and returned them to my pocket. “That’s why everyone’s after more and more.”

“Ah, but are they ever really satisfied?” Blix raised a finger as if posing a question to students in a classroom.

I sighed. “Not this again.”

Blix wrinkled his slim bump of a nose at me and turned to Nelvan. “Sure, some good feelings come when a pile is collected but after a while, it’s not enough. More vibes must be gathered to achieve an ever-elusive sense of well being. On and on it goes, true satisfaction never reached because, as you know—”

“Contentment can never come from vibes. Blah, blah, blah,” I said.

“Actually,” Nelvan said. “I found that very insightful.”

Blix folded his arms and raised his scaley brow. “You see. The boy is bright.”

I waved a dismissive hand and turned back to Jasette. Her eyes fluttered for a moment and then snapped open. Her body tensed as she tried to move against the containment field, but she was cut short as if tied head to foot.

I gave her my best menacing smile. “How do you like the containment grid, intruder?”

“I’ve seen better holding cells on trash freighters,” she said.

“Oh yeah? Well, maybe… that’s where you’ll end up.” I immediately thought of how lame that comeback was. The real pity of it was, I was in the perfect position to give a great comeback. I had totally turned the tables in her moment of triumph and now she was my helpless prisoner. It was the ideal moment to hit someone with a devastating comeback line. I completely blew it.

Her look was a mixture of confusion and annoyance. “Wait… what?”

“You heard me.” I flicked my chin forward in a flourish of macho superiority and added a sneer for good measure.

“You’re a sad little man, aren’t you?”

“You’re sad. And stupid.” The first string synapses just weren’t firing today, so I reverted to my childhood power phrases. I might as well go down in flames.

She cast a desperate look at Blix. “Tell me you’re the real captain of this ship.”

“Afraid not, Lady Jasette,” Blix said. “I am merely the first mate.”

“Ugh. What power in the universe is keeping you here?” She raised an eyebrow in agitation. “You’re a Vythian, aren’t you?”

“It’s quite a fascinating little tale actually.” Blix stared off dreamily. “I was marooned on the seventh moon of the planet Screnthin—”

“Story time is over,” I broke in. “We’ve got work to do.”

Blix frowned. “That’s rude.”

“Rule number one, no fraternizing with the enemy. She’s obviously mining for information that will help her regain control of the ship.” I cast a threatening glance at Jasette. “Your mind games won’t work here, intruder.”

She rolled her eyes in disgust. “I’m not looking for information, I just don’t understand why such a magnificent creature like him is flying around with a dunderhead like you.”

The scales around Blix’s face glowed a bright copper. “Well, I don’t know about magnificent—” Blix adjusted his dagger straps to make sure they were on straight. “—though I do try to—”

“That’s enough!” I glared at Blix. He glared back. Vanity was a sore spot with him.

Finally he looked down at the control panel. He frowned, a few incoherent grumbles escaped his lips. His fingers tapped out a quick flurry of commands that elicited a series of descending tones. “Beringfell galaxy course locked in. I’ll have the final coordinates by mid-break.”

“Beringfell?” Jasette gave a sour expression. “That’s a wasteland of nothingness. Out of all the shimmering spots in the universe why would you—”

“Computer, raise the mute shield,” I said.

“As you wish, Captain.” The computer issued a single blip and a glowing circle of yellow appeared at the floor of Jasette’s containment cylinder.

“How dare you?” Jasette glared at me.

I gave her a sarcastic salute and watched a yellow cylinder of energy surround her. Her mouth moved in what looked liked an angry rant but with the mute shield up, all was blissful silence. I let out a relaxed sigh and took another sip of velrys.

“Alright, now that we’re free of distractions, let’s get back on track,” I said.

Nelvan stared at Jasette as if watching a caged animal. “She looks really angry.”

“Don’t worry. She’s harmless.”


Chapter 6


I marched out of the containment room with Nelvan on my heels and Blix following after as we made our way down the steel corridor. The overhead lights were flickering from the power loss, turning the brushed steel finish of the walls into a dismal grey.

It was just one more reason to be angry with the prisoner. Even though she was annoyingly beautiful. Not to mention the fact that I didn’t meet that many women in space. Most of the space bar hags weren’t worth a second look. And of course, I am the captain of a starship. No doubt she was developing a secret thing for me. The more I thought about it, it was simply a matter of time before—

“Captain?” Blix said.

“What?” I answered with a scowl. I was on a good thought roll and he’d totally ruined it.

“You seem preoccupied. You were walking in that dreamy state, like when you’re thinking about the Emerald Enigma.”

“The what?” Nelvan said.

“Let’s keep a lid on the top secret things, alrighty?”

Blix held up his hands in resignation.

“I need to stop by my quarters for some decent pants,” I said.

“The sooner the better,” Blix said.

I shot a dark look back at Blix. He just nodded as if to reinforce the necessity of my fashion situation.

“You just bought yourself double time on those Beringfell coordinates, lizard boy,” I said.

“Captain, you’re well aware of my disdain for your nicknames.” The tone in Blix’s voice took on an ominous layer of primitive growl. “And regarding the coordinates, these are not calculations to be rushed. It is a delicate science that…” Blix trailed off for a moment. “…hmm, what have we here?”

I turned and noticed Blix staring at Nelvan’s back. “What?”

“There’s something in the boy’s suit. A hidden pocket perhaps,” Blix said.

I drew the DEMOTER and aimed it at Nelvan’s head. “What’re you hiding, boy?”

Every underdeveloped, stringy muscle in the boy’s body seemed to tense up. “Nothing, nothing. It’s just harmless supplies.” Nelvan reached back and started to unzip a small pouch in his silver jumpsuit.

“Freeze it, mouse face,” I pressed the barrel into his temple.

Nelvan held up his arms. “Okay, okay. I was just trying to show you.”

“Blix, check him.”

Blix moved in close and unzipped the pouch. He reached in and pulled out a small, metallic object. It looked like a smashed spacecraft.

“What is it?” I said.

Blix shrugged. “If it was a weapon, it appears to have melted solid.”

Nelvan craned his head back. “It’s just a model of an airplane.”

“A what?” I said.

“You don’t know what an airplane is?”

“You calling me stupid?”

“No, no, sir. It’s just… never mind. It’s sort of an early spacecraft, I guess.”

Blix handed it to me. I holstered the DEMOTER and took it. I turned the metal object in my hand. It looked so primitive that I wanted to laugh. “Okay, so what is this, some kind of toy?”

“No. My mother gave it to me so that I—”

“Hold it. There’s some sappy sentimental story attached to this?”

“Well, kind of.”

“Here.” I tossed the object to Nelvan. “Not interested.”

Nelvan fumbled it a few times before catching it. I nodded to Blix to continue his search.

“What moron puts a pouch in the back of a uniform anyways?” I said.

“It’s supposed to enable the time traveler to—”

“Forget it. I don’t care. Blix, what’ya got?”

Blix drew out a clear bag full of silver packets. He held it forward so Nelvan could see it.

“Food rations,” Nelvan said.

Blix opened the clear bag and grabbed one of the silver pouches inside. With a quick motion from his meaty, scaled hands he ripped it open like it was made of Sellisan spider silk. He held it to his angular nostrils and took a small whiff, then grimaced and looked away.

“Abhorrent. Some blend of pressed vermin I assume?” Blix said.

“It’s just a gelatin with protein, vitamins, and amino acids,” Nelvan said.

I grabbed the bag and tossed it to Nelvan. “It’s all yours, eat up.”

Blix pulled out a thin, blue rectangle with a grey screen. “Hmm, ancient electronics I’d wager.”

I set my silver cup on the floor and grabbed the rectangle from Blix.

Nelvan took a step forward. “Wait, that’s my—”

Blix placed a hand on Nelvan’s shoulder. Nelvan’s body dipped and he bent in an awkward kneel. A pained expression filled his face.

“Oh, terribly sorry, Nelvan.” Blix relaxed his hand. “It was merely a warning grip. No harm meant.”

The boy stood slowly, rubbing his shoulder and nodding.

I pressed a black button at the base of the rectangle and the grey screen flickered to life. A page of notes came into view.

March 12, 2075

One more misstep will assuredly get me kicked out of the science academy. Common sense compels me to do everything I can to be a model student but I can’t help myself. I am driven beyond reason to try the time jump once more. My calculations were faulty on the last failed attempt that left my thigh hair singed…

I broke from the screen to cast a repulsed glance at Nelvan.

“What?” Nelvan said.

I shook my head and continued to read.

… but this time is destined to work. I know it in the depths of my soul. I simply can’t contain my passion to test the boundaries of science…

I turned the screen off with a sigh. “You put all your sissy thoughts down on record?”

“It’s called journaling and yes, I find it calming,” Nelvan said.

“Survival rule number one boy, leave your thoughts and fears in your head. Once you let them out, your enemies can use them against you.”

Nelvan paused a moment, his face all twisted in thought. “But, if you do that, aren’t you just some kind of lonely island? No one could get close and you’d never really know love.”

Blix nodded his agreement and gave Nelvan a pat on the shoulder.

“Oh, boo-hoo, you’re making me cry.” I tossed the blue rectangle at his head. Unfortunately, he caught it. “Is that all?”

Blix dug his hand in and paused. He moved closer and peered in the pouch.

“What? What is it?” I said.

Blix looked up at me. “Nothing. What’s that behind you, Captain?”

I turned to see an empty corridor behind me. When I looked back Blix was hiding something behind his back. With his free hand he was zipping up Nelvan’s pouch.

“Well, I suppose that’s everything.” He patted Nelvan on the back, eliciting a few coughs. “Looks like all is well, eh Captain?”

I crossed my arms and gave Blix a disapproving stare. “Are you sure that’s everything?”

“Well, I suppose he still may have something hidden in his boots. Perhaps I should take him to the containment grid while you return to the bridge.” Blix grabbed Nelvan by the shoulder and started to lead him back to the Containment room.

“Oh Blix?” I took a step forward to close the gap between us.

“Yes, Captain?” Blix looked at me, the dark slivered pupils in his orange eyes filled with feigned innocence. “Was
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