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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the fifth anthology in the Hidden Villains series. Some of these authors have names you will recognize, and others are publishing their first short story. I have enjoyed reading, editing, and compiling them for you.

      

      For better or for worse, hidden villain couples are inextricably entwined. The duos you read about in these stories may be romantic partners, one might be a sidekick of another, or they could be dynamic duos. The twosomes may coexist, be dependent upon each other, or may even betray their former counterpart. Whatever their partnership entails, at least one of them is a villain. Will you be discerning enough to judge correctly?

      

      Robyn Huss, Editor

      

      Robyn Huss is a freelance editor who specializes in heavy developmental and copy editing; she is a thorough grammarian and has a good eye for inconsistencies. She is able to focus on character development, dialogue, paragraphing, sequencing of events and details, theme, and symbolism, in addition to providing a thorough review of grammar, usage, style, and word choice.

      Robyn has spent a lifetime analyzing fiction and writing. Her bachelor’s degree is in English with teaching certification; she taught literature and writing for more than thirty years to writers in grades six through college, and she has been editing professionally since 2013.

      To learn more about Robyn and see samples of her work, visit www.HussEditing.com
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          NICOLE GIVENS KURTZ

        

      

    

    
      Bryce Howerton disliked black licorice. It tasted like leftover ash mixed with high fructose corn syrup—something burnt and overly sweetened. After spitting it out, he couldn’t get the aftertaste to fade. There just wasn’t enough bubblegum to mask the lingering coat on his tongue. He scratched his itchy cornrow braids and spat again. It seemed to be glazed all over his mouth, and he continued to rake his tongue over his teeth in an attempt to clear it. Walking along the cracked and broken sidewalk that threaded through weathered brick apartments, Bryce and Marquis liked killing time on a lazy, fall afternoon.

      “I just bought that,” complained Marquis between wet, loud licks of his cherry lollipop. His eyes followed the hunk of black licorice-colored spittle. “I coulda used that dollar for a pop.”

      Bryce shrugged. He dug around his threadbare jean pockets, and his heart brightened when his fingers brushed another crinkled dollar. Hmph. That was for his pop. With his other hand, he held up the remaining, offensive licorice. “Nasty.”

      But nasty didn’t cover it. Bryce frowned at the twisted waxy piece of candy leftover in his fist. Marquis didn’t get it. Anything coming out of Momma Shug’s place couldn’t be trusted. Why he hadn’t told Bryce where he bought it until after he’d put it in his mouth, bothered him. A brother deserved fair warning.

      “You should’ve told me where you got it.”

      “Why that matter?” Marquis asked idly. Most of his concentration centered on the collection of change in his open palm. His lips moved as he counted how much money he had left.

      Bryce opened his mouth to answer, but shut it firm. Waste of time explaining it to Marquis, or damn near anyone. Most people didn’t notice the strangeness around Momma Shug’s place. Bryce had been watching her since he could remember. At thirteen, he couldn’t think of a time when neighborhood peeps didn’t buy sugar delights from her or a time when the police didn’t find random bodies all around the projects, scattered and hidden in the brush and garbage piles like morbid Easter eggs. Hood life was so sour, so full of lemons, your lips, heck your soul, puckered. Anything sweet would do to give some pleasure. Hell, babies came out, full dark lips in a round o, seeking refuge from the bitter taste of hopelessness solidified in 39 weeks of stress in an angst-filled womb.

      Was it any wonder kids flocked to Momma Shug’s?

      Bryce glanced at Marquis. Still, a brother needed to be warned.

      Because of the bodies. These weren’t like the kills of gangbangers. No, no. The corpses they found had withered opened eyes, mouths frozen in terrified scream and fear. All the bodies looked like they’d been sucked dry of all living goodness.

      They don’t do nuthin’ for the black and the missing. Bryce’s neighbor always said. No one care about a bunch of poor black young’un gone missing.

      One time, she’d asked him. “How come you always findin’ ‘em bodies?”

      Bryce looked her dead in the eyes. “’Cause no body care about the black and the missin’.”

      She smiled then—a sad one.

      He couldn’t tell her either about Momma Shug.

      Bryce adjusted his jeans, and tried to spit far away from his Carolina hoodie. Nothing as freakin’ gross as this licorice should touch his Carolina blue. Marquis wore a Carolina jersey, too, but underneath, he wore a white tee-shirt. They’d both gotten their hair braided and new clothes in anticipation of the local block party. A cold breeze rushed by and moved his earring, a tiny gold hoop. Most boys had what looked like diamond studs, but he hated the cubic zirconium. It didn’t seem real. The last thing he wanted was an infected ear the size of a doughnut. Besides, he could think of other things to spend his money on.

      Marquis started busting rhymes to fill in the awkward silence between them. Every once in a while, Bryce would toss in a “yeah” to keep the flow going, but his heart wasn’t in it.

      Nor his mind. They passed the rec center’s playground. Dirt-smeared yellow caution tape flapped in the wind. Last week, they’d found a body. Another body. Bryce had seen it, tossed along the cluster of rusty dumpsters, wedged between the stained, filthy mattresses someone had thrown out. Someone had tossed out a human being, along with so much trash. It reeked of rotting flesh and old garbage. Bryce knew it, her, Cynthia. He’d seen her getting her goodies at Momma Shug’s just a few hours before finding her behind the dumpster. It had been him who went searching for her, and called in the “anonymous” tip. He’d hung up before the 911 lady could ask his name. Bryce didn’t have a death wish. Snitches got stitches.

      But Cyndi deserved to be found, and soon, before her baby cousin came down to play ball at the rec. Cyndi had been his friend throughout all of elementary-not his good friend. The girl ate too many sweets and stole from his trick or treat bag, but she didn’t deserve that kinda death.

      Candy wraps had been tossed across her chest like she’d had been some sort of treat.

      Goose bumps spread over Bryce’s arms at the memory. He hunched back into his hoodie seeking warmth. He shot a quick glance at Marquis. With his memory of the discovery still in pieces, he felt his warm blood trickle down his chin.

      “Dang bruh! You bleedin’!” Marquis pointed out with his pinky, the fingernail long and yellowing.

      Using the back of his hand, Bryce wiped it away. It didn’t matter how much he swiped, he couldn’t rid the taste out of his mouth. The candy sank like a stone into a lake, falling deeper and deeper into his core. His stomach churned at the impact. The scent of burned something clung to his nose, pushed its odor into his brain, and with each intake of breath came the scent.

      He coughed hard to dislodge the odor. Red brick dust crunched like grit in his mouth.

      “You bite your tongue or something?” Marquis pointed at him with the lollipop.

      “No, I, I think this stupid licorice poked my cheek. It ain’t no big deal.” Bryce tried to sound brave, tried to make Marquis think he didn’t care about the blood the licorice caused. Now he had ash, sugar, and copper flavors in his mouth.

      “Dang! It tastes like crap.”

      “How come you know what crap tastes like?” Marquis countered, smirking broadly. He licked his candy again, slurping the scarlet treat between his full lips. When he caught Bryce’s frown, he laughed.

      “Shut up.” Bryce pretended to kick a rock.

      They walked up the hill from the rec center, having shot a few rounds of ball before deciding to eat their treats from Momma Shug’s. Now with the rec and the hill at their backs, they approached the government-produced apartments. Each one bled into its neighbor becoming a smear of identical front doors and concrete porches. The housing projects didn’t do much in way of décor or distinction—cheap housing for the poor didn’t warrant any type of luxury.

      Bryce had been born and raised in Holmes Housing Projects, but he knew that off of Rose Street, the third apartment from the curb, always looked dark. Bright sunny summer days still found the porch somber and gloomy. Shadows huddled there en masse, defying the sun’s bright cheeriness. It didn’t matter how much light was out, didn’t matter about the streetlights neither, the doorway of that apartment—Momma Shug’s—held darkness—like she collected it or something. All huddled up against the concrete porch and cheap siding.

      “You wanna go git ya money back?” Marquis asked. “She’ll let you git somethin’ else.”

      The hairs on the back of Bryce’s neck stood up. Momma Shug’s hollowed cheeks and wrinkling skin appeared in his mind like a specter. Her waxy skin shined like melted chocolate on the hot asphalt in the summer. Round, red-rimmed eyes peered out from beneath the fall of thick silver braids, matted with beads and ribbons and life. She smelled of death and sweetness—not all that different from his licorice. No, he didn’t want his money back that bad.

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      He wasn’t, but he wouldn’t let Marquis know. A man had to keep his pride. No way would he let Marquis know how freaking scared he was of that woman. Bryce took two more steps. When he realized Marquis wasn’t in step with him, he turned back around with dread piling into his already uneasy belly.

      Marquis put the entire sucker in his mouth once more. Even from this distance, Bryce could see a single sliver of drool rolled down the corner of his mouth. Marquis didn’t move, didn’t blink, and didn’t breathe.

      “Come on, man, snap out of it.” Bryce gently shook him. The cold wash of fear slipped across his shoulders. “Wipe that off your chin.”

      “Huh?”

      The rattling of metal against the broken sidewalk’s asphalt coupled with the bubbling of rubber wheels and the clanging of metal set Bryce’s teeth on edge. He glanced up just in time to see Momma Shug, hunched over and bent, pushing a stolen shopping cart. Like most, the right wheel wobbled over the cracked sidewalk. Cardboard boxes brimmed with colorful wrapped candy sat in the spot where a child would go. Her candy cart sliced through the chilly afternoon. Each step she took carried the promise of her sugary treats.

      And death. Bryce swallowed the hard knot of acid mixed fear and ash. What the hell did she put in that licorice?

      At the sound of her cart, Marquis came to life. “There she is! You can swap it out now!”

      “Uh, nah. I’m good.”

      Marquis gave him a hard look, and then frowned.

      “You ain’t scared?”

      “No,” Bryce said with more bravery than he felt. He didn’t want to be on Momma Shug’s radar. He couldn’t prove it, but his instincts told him she had something to do with Cyndi’s death. Like when he knew a drive-by was about to happen, or when he knew to stay in his room when his momma’s boyfriend came over to visit. No one told him; he just knew.

      “Yeah you are!” Marquis laughed, but it sliced short. It melded into a gaggle, a choking cough.

      “Man, what’s your…”

      Bryce dropped his candy to the ground and watched in horror as Marquis’s face grayed. Choking! Adrenaline burst through Bryce and he got behind Marquis. He couldn’t remember how that thing he was supposed to do, but he did know to take both his hands, clasp them together, and put them under the ribs. He pumped. A wheezing rattle came from Marquis’s mouth, but not the chuck of ruby candy lodged in his airways.

      “Come on!” Bryce used all of his strength, prayed and cried as he tried to help clear his friend’s airways. “Man, don’t do this!”

      Marquis’s chestrattled when his mouth opened. The air whistled around the sphere in his throat. The sickening sound fueled Bryce’s determination. He squinted over Marquis’s shoulder to Momma Shug. An open-mouth grin took up most of her face. Those coal black eyes seemed to gleam in joy. Bryce couldn’t look away from those dark pits. Darkness poured out in glistening tar-sticky thick and inescapable. He heard nothing but the rasp of Marquis’s labored attempts to breathe.

      The trembling and rising panic made Marquis contort and flail his body. All made it that much harder to hold him still.

      “Stop moving! Dude! I’m trying to help.”

      Marquis gave some primal gurgle mixed with sorrow. It was the most terrifying sound Bryce had ever heard. A tear raced down his cheek.

      “Help!” The suddenly vacant street struck Bryce as strange. On most days the yards, street corners, and flat porches crawled with people most days, just hanging out, throwing dice or doing hair, just shooting the breeze.

      He realized then the bustle of project life, the rise and fall of bass booming music thumping from passing cars, the guffaws from foolishness and corner-store beer and the sharp shouting of disagreements were all there before, like a living, breathing chorus, was gone. He scanned the neighborhood. Nothing moved. No sound. It didn’t feel right, not normal. For one, this was Saturday. Clear skies. First of the month. They’d disappeared the moment Momma Shug appeared.

      “Stop doing it.” He yelled across the still air.

      “Stop what?” She sounded like a thousand voices mashed, and then flattened. He’d never get that voice out of his head.

      “This! We need help!” Tears huddled at the corners of his eyes. He gripped Marquis closer to him and heaved, his hands acting now on instinct.

      “Would you like a sweet? You need a sweet!” She stretched out her withered hand toward him. Three eyeballs, whole with the optic nerve still attached pooled in the middle of her palm.

      Bryce scrambled backward, taking Marquis with him. “Stop it!”

      She merely smiled at him—her empty mouth like a cave.

      Not today. Nobody else gonna die.

      He resumed the maneuver, shoving his panic deep while his anger rose. She wasn’t taking any of his friends. Cyndi would be the last. The day inched on, and Bryce lost track of time. Only two minutes went by, but it could’ve been two years.

      Momma Shug stopped a few feet away.

      Instead of lending a hand, she rubbed hers together, like she was ready for a feast.

      She looks hungry.

      “Come on, dude.” Bryce partially prayed and whispered aloud.

      He heaved again, before a hacking splat hit the sidewalk. Bright, scarlet and still whole, the salvia drenched hunk of candy cracked on the sidewalk in a watery pink pool. Marquis’s screamed, stumbled out of Bryce’s arms, and collapsed in heap to the sidewalk. Rubbing his throat, he tried to stand.

      “You alright?” Bryce held his elbow as he stood up.

      “Yeah.” Marquis croaked out. His face furrowed into pain. Suddenly he hunched over in pain. “Momma…”

      She—it-cackled. A sound from behind him caught his attention, but when he turned back to Momma Shug, she was gone. Only the shopping cart remained. Its busted wheel creaking in the cold breeze.

      Marquis slacked back into Bryce’s arms. The rise and fall of his skinny chest heaved once more.

      Only once.
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        * * *

      

      Four days later

      

      “It isn’t your fault, baby. You did whatcha could.” Marquis’s momma hugged Bryce, before releasing him.

      He shuffled through the procession of mourners outside the Fourth Street Baptist Church. Words were said. Songs, somber and serious, were sung. Numbness hung over him, so none of it penetrated. Well, that wasn’t all true. The persistent hot burn of fury kept him up and refused to wink out. Two days ago he realized that he couldn’t cry. This level of pissed off torched all his grief—only white-hot heat of revenge remained.

      He walked back home, and he found his older, foster brother, Tre sitting on the front porch they shared with the neighbors.

      “Aye, you heard. Shit around here is cray-cray.”

      Bryce sat. Just after one on Sunday, peeps slept in because they just got in. Others were at church. So, he and Tre held down the front yard. Rain poured into already flooded corners of the lawns and backed up sewers. Bryce touched his cheek and winced. The injury from the licorice still hurt. He spat out pink spittle onto the sidewalk-again.

      “Yeah.”

      Tre smoked a black and mild cigarette. “They ain’t seen Tasha since yesterday.”

      “Damn.”

      “Yeah. Her momma called the cops. They said she a runaway.”

      Bryce hunched back into his hoodie. Nowadays he was cold, always cold. “That’s what they always say ‘bout us.”

      “True dat.” Tre blew a stream of sweet-smelling smoke.

      “We runaway or dealin’. Our deaths don’t matter.”

      “’Cept to us.”

      Bryce shoved his fists into his hoodie’s pockets. Tre didn’t have it wrong. Cops didn’t give a shit about this neighborhood, not that it mattered. They couldn’t stop Momma Shug anyway.

      “Yeah. ‘Cept to us.” Bryce muttered, a grin inching across his face.

      “We handle our own ish.”

      Bryce stood up. “Yeah. We do.”
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        * * *

      

      The nine millimeter handgun felt strange in Bryce’s hand. He’d climbed the concrete stairs to his room and shut the door. No curtains, so the day’s full gloominess poured in. He had found Tre on his bed watching the day travel on, a paper bag in his lap.

      “You sure you know what you doin’?” Tre now stood by Bryce’s bedroom window. “Thought you didn’t want in the gang.”

      “I don’t.” Bryce shoved the gun into his backpack. Along the floor, his now expelled textbooks sat next to his sneakers.

      “So whatcha need that piece for?” Tre didn’t turn to look at him.

      “’Cause the world is cray-cray.” Bryce heard the harshness in his tone.

      Tre flinched, then smirked. “Well damn.”

      “Sorry.”

      Tre faced him. “I know you got a lot goin’ on since ‘Quis died. I don’t need to know whatcha doin’. You one of the smartest peeps I know, so you probably know whatcha doin’. That’s good enough for me.”

      With that, Tre left.

      Bryce took up the spot at his window and waited for nightfall. “I hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening

      A fat moon, full of light, rested on thick clouds overhead. Bryce walked quickly through the equally dark streets to his destination. Porch lights acted as guides, illuminating his course. Sweaty palms, quivering stomach, and the cold handgun’s metal biting into the small of his back made him uneasy. His hoodie covered it from others’ views, but he knew it was there. Each step served to remind him.

      Too soon he reached his destination and knocked on the door. The inside of his cheek burned and filled his mouth with the taste of ash and blood.

      Before he could spit, the door creaked open. “Yes?”

      “I wanna buy some candy.” He coughed over the lie.

      Momma Shug wore a threadbare sweater, broom skirt and slippers grinned. Her black hair-wrap made it look like she only had eyes, nose and a mouth. Through thick glasses she peered at him.

      “I know you.”

      Bryce shuddered.

      “I have just what you want.” She receded into the apartment’s dark.

      Bryce reached behind him, put his hand on his gun, and followed her inside.

      The place smelled just as it had before—sweetness and dirt. Like it had been closed up and not aired out for decades. Bryce tried to hold his breath. She led him through the dim living room and to the back room—the kitchen. There an orange light cast shadows on the wall. On a table, several boxes with candy clearly labeled with prices sat. She turned to him.

      “Here.”

      Bryce peered at her. Small. Frail. Hunched over, bent by time and age, Momma Shug didn’t seem threatening. He released the gun and put both hands into his hoodie’s pockets. His cheek throbbed and his mouth felt full of warm blood.

      “This isn’t what you want, is it?” Momma Shug asked, removing her glasses. “Be honest. You aren’t here for these kind of sweets…”

      “No, no ma’am, I’m not. I thought…” He stopped. What did he think?

      She stood up to her full height, the hunch vanishing before his eyes. Bryce stumbled backward, his hands failing to grab the gun. “What the hell are you?”

      Momma Shug grinned, this time her mouth held nice, neat rows of teeth. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      “Know what?” Bryce’s hand shook as his hand found the gun at last. He pulled it from its hiding spot and felt the calm of power steady him. “Huh? Know what? That you killed all them kids? Sucking out souls like some demon.”

      Momma Shug laughed, a thousand voices flattened into one. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Liar!” Bryce squeezed the trigger.

      Firing this close to Momma Shug should’ve dropped her like a sack of potatoes. Instead she flickered like a faulty light switch and became solid once more. She peered at him with eyes now clear and free of cataracts.

      “Between feedings you tend to forget. You love the sugar high, but the crash makes you blank out.”

      Bryce shut his eyes. “What? No, no…”

      “Yes, son…”

      Son. Son? The gun shook in his fist, but fell to the floor. Memory flashes sliced with sharp, stinging precision. The kiss he and Cyndi shared out behind the rec center. Her screams. Her blood siphoned like a Slurpee. All consumed until only the husk remained. Bryce’s hand scattering crinkled wrappers across the body. The visions blurred. Then rail Marquis in his arms. Bryce’s feeding tubular stabbed Marquis’s ear. Gut-wrenching gurgling as Bryce took huge sips of his life. The delight he took in consuming their sugar-drenched blood wrecked through him.

      Bryce fell to his knees. “No. It-it’s a trick. A mind trick!”

      At that moment, the burning in his cheek flared. Something else moved in his mouth, and it wasn’t his tongue. Screaming, Bryce opened his mouth and out shot a flesh-tone tubular. It searched the air, seeking sweetness, hungry. Momma Shug wasn’t hungry. He was! Holding his hand over his cheek, Bryce shuddered as the cold realization filtered over him.

      Him.

      It had been him all along. Tears fell to the floor.

      “You lying!” He roared through the tubular. “LIAR!”

      Momma Shug opened the pantry’s door and inside a bound and gagged Tasha Hix wiggled and thrashed. Not traditional food in this pantry, but a living and breathing girl.

      “You brought her over right after the funeral…” Momma Shug fingered one of the girl’s curls.

      “No!” Bryce shut his eyes tight to banish the nightmare. Tasha’s muffled whimpering broke through and wrenched him mentally back into the room. Had it all been true? His head hurt and he staggered to his feet. The long, appendage hanging out of his mouth spoke to the truth. It was real. Gooey and seeking substance. That hadn’t been a trick.

      Tasha’s eyes widened when she saw him, but not in relief—in fear.

      At this, his memory block broke and out poured truth. Momma Shug squeezing his hand. Scores of countless faces filled his vision. Scoops of flesh. Hunks of humans. Greedily consumed, happily munched—by him. He’d witnessed decades dawn and set. No teenager, but infinite. Bryce looked up at Momma Shug. She fed the stock candy to sweeten their blood so when they fed, it was delicious—marinating the meat. All those faces and countless surprised expressions frozen in time. Those sweet treats they scarfed down made them tasty—er. Little flesh cakes filled with delicious, dark red filling. He reeled in his tubular, now on reflex as his true nature returned.

      “You remember.” It wasn’t a question. She stepped back from Tasha. “You must’ve come home seeking something sweet.”

      Bryce nodded. “Thanks, Momma.”

      Momma Shug came to stand beside him. With her hot breath on his cheek, she patted his shoulder. “You always had one hell of a sweet tooth.”
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      “Do you expect them to just… start making out?” Yena asked, giggling over her tornado-tini. “Planting sloppy-wet kisses while you and I sit there, staring?”

      Sentol could tell his girlfriend was growing lazier in the eye and hazier of mind as the date went on, and he wondered if he was starting to catch up. Everything around them wasn’t exactly swimming, but the recessed lights in the bar were developing soft-focused halos.

      “I mean, who knows?” he said. “Maybe those two will get on like a shithouse on fire.”

      That made her giggle again, a melodic sound Sentol adored. It was difficult enough to find a romantic partner on a space station this remote, let alone one with an engaging personality. Yena was all that and so much more. Sentol watched her take another drink from her self-swirling glass.

      “All jokes aside, though,” she said, a frown crossing her features, “I do hope that your friend, Dr. What’s-His-Face, falls head-over-heels for my girl Eloise. And treats her right!”

      Sentol nearly choked on his drink. The ice clinked in the glass, bopping him on the nose. He chortled all the more. Wow, he must’ve been drunker than he realized.

      “Dr. What’s-His-Face?” he gasped. “You mean the venerated Dr. Fryll Cloven, the only physician on the Artemis?”

      “Only physician,” she slurred. “I better not choke on my drinky-drink, ’cause if Dr. Cloven’s not here to give me the Heimlich, I’m done for!”

      They howled at her joke, liquid mirth running laps in their veins.

      It was so easy, being with Yena. She’d brightened his days and nights—not that those were daily recurrences on the station, but the poet in him refused to say that she’d brightened his solar cycles. It didn’t have the same ring to it.

      As a Telemaintenance Technician aboard the Artemis, Sentol was one of a dozen replaceable cogs in an exceedingly common machine. He’d signed up for this assignment based on a romantic notion of seeing the stars up close, adventuring through the universe like the characters in the ancient video streams he’d grown up watching. But reality couldn’t have been more mundane: the Artemis was no vessel of groundbreaking endeavor. It was more like a bloated hotel floating in the outer rim of space, a one-stop-shop for tourists and businessmen passing through on their way to other, truly exciting places, where things actually happened.

      Sadly, Sentol had been relegated to watching others zip through the halls of the station, re-up their supply pods with nutri for them and fuel for their craft, then jet off into the abyss, leaving behind the dreamer of a Telemaintenance Tech who’d once thought he could join their ranks. It turned out that he sucked at networking, and the transient nature of the guests’ visits meant that he could never make a lasting friend with anyone outside the staff and crew.

      That’s when Yena came in. One must scour the universe to find a woman like her. It was easier to win the Mega Quadrillion lottery. Funny, approachable, and sophisticated—all despite being a famous author—she’d blown his outer-rim-bumpkin mind when she returned his feeble attempt at flirting. And now, here they were: six months later, a legitimate romantic pairing, not unlike those in the holographic novels she was known for composing. He’d viewed a couple of them, and while not to his particular taste, Sentol recognized the talent lurking beneath the sensuous smut she was peddling. If you peered deep, deep into her work, past the star-crossed-lovers tropes and the swooning mermaids from Venus III, you might detect savvy design and strategy behind the convoluted plots and a veiled depth to her characters. Sentol appreciated that deep-down quality, even if the spicy space-pirate fic was not his cup of tea.

      Yena clasped his wrist, interrupting his thoughts. “Where’s my Sexy Sentol? I thought I was dating a mechanic, not a space cadet!”

      He smiled while she hollered laughter, prompting a bar patron down the counter to throw them a reproving look. Sentol scowled at the guy, and the stranger looked away immediately. He wasn’t someone whose face Sentol knew; on a station with two hundred staff and three hundred guests, the odds of meeting a familiar face were unlikely, but Sentol despised the look the man darted at them. It intimated that he and Yena couldn’t enjoy a nice date night out.

      “I might have a word with that gentleman,” Sentol murmured, slipping off his barstool.

      Yena clasped his hand, interweaving their fingers. Her touch was gentle enough to instantly subdue his anger. “Or,” she cooed, her eyes boring into him, “you could tell me more about your doctor friend, and I can spill the tea about my vet girlfriend. And we can devise a plan to get them to fall in love, right in front of us! It’s all so… romantic,” she purred.

      A corner of his mouth lifting, Sentol turned from the stranger and faced Yena. “How about we take this conversation to my cabin?”

      “Never!” she said, but her eyes were glistening. “Mine’s a bit roomier. And I have a hot tub.”

      “That’s right! Celebrity author privilege.”

      She rolled her eyes, and he helped her off the stool. The gravity sim in the bar could be a little wonky, and the floor didn’t always attract one’s footwear as it ought. Sentol made a mental note to look into that on his next work shift. But that wasn’t for another seven hours, so…

      “After you, milady.”

      She led him down the length of the purple-hued bar, and when they walked past the stranger, Sentol never paid him a second’s notice. He was too enamored with his girlfriend’s alluring eyes, two gold-flecked jewels that swirled in the night like the tornado-tini in her glass.
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        * * *

      

      Their relationship was an accident. Yena was there on an art grant from the University of Io, Southern Hemisphere, to write a book based on her adventures in the outer rim. But the book had stalled in the most awkward place. Her embarrassed admission of this six months ago had led them to connect more intimately.

      “What’s a best-selling writer doing all the way out here?” he’d asked, sipping his espresso. They were at Pierre’s Bistro, the closest approximation to an Old Earth café the Artemis had. The novelty of being seen with a world-renowned celebrity still felt surreal to Sentol.

      “Honestly? Mostly being bored out of her mind,” she sighed.

      “My apologies,” he said. “We’re not exactly the entertainment capital of the galaxy. It’s nerd central: academics doing research, corporate nomads holding mid-sized conferences, and a little artist enclave hosting creative retreats.”

      “So, which one are you?” she asked.

      “Me?” He stared into his espresso. “I’m just crew. I fix the station’s tele-tech, should something go awry.”

      She gave him a devious smile. “So if I report my hot tub having shit pressure and delivering insufficient bubble-bath experience, will you come to my rescue?”

      Yena’s eyes held both amusement and a note of mystery he didn’t know how to discern. Color filled Sentol’s cheeks as he blurted, “Telemaintenance Technician is my job title. Radios, VR units, anything broadcasting a signal. I recommend you call a plumber for your bathtub issue.”

      She looked at him awhile, as if trying to decide if he was joking or not. Then her lips spread in a smile. “What if I asked you real nice?”

      He shrugged. “I suppose I’d say that I’m off the clock. And seeing as how a plumber on the Artemis is a union job, I’d hate to get in trouble and have the rule book thrown at me. Their collective bargaining agreement is one thick-ass contract.”

      Yena laughed, surprised by the tech’s words. “Are you kidding me? Can’t you tell when a woman’s trying to flirt with you?”

      Reddening further, as if that were possible, he said, “Is that what you’ve been doing? I thought you’re trying to get a free consult on a repair service.”

      She watched him, stupefied, until a mischievous grin played on Sentol’s face.

      “Now look who’s messing with who!” he said, and they shared a laugh, for once on the same page. It seemed that for the next six months, as the two got to know each other better, they never departed from that page, the common ground that bonded them.

      It turned out that the book Yena was commissioned to write was no ordinary holographic novel. “I wish it was another Spatial Relationships Romantific,” she sighed one night as they were promenading through the botanical garden bay. They passed a flurry of Dahlias pinkening the makeshift meadow.

      “You mean it’s not? Even I’ve heard of your Conquest of Aries books before. They’re too sappy for me, but I hear they sell like hotcakes.”

      “Gee, thanks!” she said, but not unkindly. She seemed to enjoy his plainly spoken ways, and how unaffected he’d become in regard to her fame. “In truth, if I really wanted to, I could easily churn out another sexy pirate romp. I can see the tagline now: ‘In space, no one can hear you cream!’”

      Sentol guffawed, his voice echoing across the garden. “That’s awful, Yena! So then, what’s the problem? Just crap out another one and watch that cash conveyor go.”

      “It’s not that simple,” she said. “Not this time. I had to go and grow some integrity.” She said it as if it was a dirty word, and Sentol took it as such.

      “Disgusting. Integrity’s a slippery slope, you know. What’s next, artistic sincerity? Abandoning your market base and writing something authentic?”

      She chuckled, but her smile grew thinner by the second. That’s when Sentol realized he’d hit on a real vulnerability. “I’m sorry if I overstepped, Yena.”

      “You’re fine. It’s all me, honestly. I fancied myself a true author. One who could spend a year on a remote station in the outer rim and soak up the real human experience, then write a riveting nonfiction account of lives crisscrossing in the middle of nowhere.”

      She sighed while Sentol regarded her with his probing brown eyes. “So that’s it, huh? You’ve been commissioned to write about us? Tell me something, and please be honest. Am I in this book? Is—our relationship?”

      It was her turn to glare. “How can you even ask me such a thing?”

      He looked away, rubbing his neck self-consciously. “Sorry. I had to.”

      Shaking her head, Yena hastened her pace. He sped up and joined her near a bed of orange-tinged Snapdragons that smelled oddly like jellybeans.

      “Forgive me?” he asked, taking her hand.

      At first her fingers were stiff, then she relented and squeezed back. “I can never stay mad at you. Although it’s not like you’d understand the soul of an artist.”

      “Oh God, here we go!”

      Nudging and hip-checking each other, the couple walked hand in hand, discussing her project. For once, Sentol felt like he could offer her something more than just company. If she was trying to break into the lives of Artemis denizens, he was her man on the inside.

      “Did you know that all the food here is inspected by just one guy? His name’s Ralph, and he does nutri quality control. Claims he only takes one bite of everything, but you’d never know it from the looks of him.”

      She cracked up, her yellow eyes twinkling. “You’re so bad! What else? I need more gossip!”

      “There’s a commune of artists on board who try to embody Old Earth’s hippie aesthetic. Free love, orgiastic parties, rock ’n’ roll—all that.”

      Yena’s eyes lit up. “Can we go sometime? To observe, I mean. Not to partake.”

      He laughed, amused by her eagerness. “Not so fast. The orgies are mostly bitch sessions among the warring polycules. It’s less bacchanalia and more a knitting circle, only they haven’t knitted their clothes just yet.”

      She was shaking her head, her expression akin to wonder. “Sentol Brown, I can’t believe you’ve been holding out on me! What else?”

      He told her more as they strolled arm in arm past the hydrangeas and the small pond with hydroponically grown white lilies. He shared which marketing conventions seemed to bring the largest amounts of opioids onto the station. He told her about the recently widowed copilot who, upon learning of his spouse’s demise, excused himself from his post and was found in the airlock attempting to eject himself into the frozen vacuum of space. A Security Spec caught the live CCTV footage and promptly disabled the hatch, resulting in an anticlimactic attempt. There were other, lesser concerns: the gym equipment was outdated and kept disconnecting from the Wi-Fi, sparking user complaints. And there was a mystery illness going around the station: several guests and crew had suffered from stomachaches and bouts of diarrhea. It seemed to strike at random, and nobody could detect the cause of the phenomenon.

      “What about Ralph?” she asked. “Has your quality tester gotten sick?”

      Sentol shook his head. “Healthy as an ox. He’s eating this very minute, I bet. That fine specimen never spilled a drop of diarrhea in his life.”

      They rounded the pond, and Yena nodded at the exit sign. “Should we get out of here? All this talk of people’s secrets is making me melancholic.”

      “My bad. Too much, too soon?” he asked.

      “You’re fine. In fact, maybe you could help cheer me up.”

      He blew a theatrical sigh. “For the hundredth time, ma’am, I cannot fix your hot tub; you need a union plumber!”

      “Come here, funny guy.”

      She wrapped him in her arms and covered his face with kisses, despite his uncontrollable giggling throughout, or maybe because of it. The doors slid closed behind them, leaving the botanical garden’s beauty to lie still and unobserved.
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        * * *

      

      “Should we establish a code?” Yena asked. They sat in the restaurant’s faux leather booth, her excitedly bouncing on the cushions.

      “What kind of code? Like, a code of honor?”

      “No, silly. What if shit goes south? Between the two lovebirds we’re trying to mate.”

      “Ew, Yena.”

      “Okay, bad word choice. I just mean, if someone steps on a landmine, how can we redirect and salvage the evening? Or should we just let them flail and die?”

      Sentol considered this. “I suppose you could bump my knee, or pinch my side under the table.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, perv?”

      He chuckled. “Alright, what if you just texted me? I’ll unmute my CogniText app, so you can message my brain directly.”

      She raised her glass of water, toasting him. “Now you’re talking, Mr. Brown.”

      “That’s water.”

      “For now,” she whispered, then took a dramatic sip.

      He rolled his eyes. A haptic buzz itched his right temple, and a pop-up obscured his vision.

      Fryll Cloven: Sorry man, running behind. Pls tell my hot date not to form a throuple with you and the missus. At least not yet! *winking poop emoji*

      “Oh,” Sentol said. “I just got a CogniText from Fryll.”

      “Who?”

      “Dr. Fryll Cloven? You know, you friend Eloise’s blind date?”

      “Right! Is he almost here?”

      “He says he’s running a few minutes late and sends his apologies. And a poop emoji.”

      Yena sighed. “Classic man shit. At least we can prep Eloise, which—speak of the devil!”

      A woman in her late twenties entered the restaurant, glancing around to find her party.

      “Eloise!” Yena shouted, and waved a hyper-expressive arm. “Over here!”

      The woman’s face grew shades brighter when she spotted Yena, and she waved back with mirrored enthusiasm. Sentol almost made a face at the sight. It was going to take a lot of patience to get through an evening with two Yenas, but he was game to help make the blind date a success. It seemed to be the only thing that engaged Yena’s excitement of late, and he hoped it might even inspire a wholesome chapter in her future book. Two strangers finding love in the outer rim… He liked the sound of that. It felt familiar.

      Still smiling at the thought, he extended his arm toward the newcomer. “Hi, Eloise! Pleasure to meet you. I’m Sentol.”

      “Oh gosh, it’s nice to meet you, too!” She grasped his hand for a little longer than he found comfortable, then released it and plopped into the opposite side of the booth. “He’s a real looker, Yena! Where’d you dig him up, the museum of hot dudes? Yowza!”

      They stared at her open-mouthed. Meanwhile, Eloise was laying the napkin on her lap, unaware of anything amiss. Then her hands froze in place. Looking up slowly, she met Yena’s unyielding eyes.

      “Oh gosh,” she squeaked. “I didn’t send that over CogniText, did I?”

      “You sure didn’t, girl,” Yena confirmed. “But it’s not your only problem.”

      His face filled with paint, Sentol stepped in. “It’s alright, Yena. You don’t have to—”

      “No, it seems I do. This man is Sentol Brown. My boyfriend.”

      “Oh gosh!”

      “Oh gosh is right,” Yena said. “Get your claws off my man, Eloise. If you’re that thirsty, order a pitcher.”

      “Uh, ladies? Can we please not do this?” Sentol pleaded, and noticed something invisible passing between the two women. Were they CogniTexting? He couldn’t see their messages, of course, but—

      All at once, the women erupted in laughter, and he sat there, an outside observer of a culture he had no knowledge of. When their tittering died down, Yena explained.

      “We’re messing with you, babe.”

      He looked from one to the other, then attempted a relaxed smile. It almost worked. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh gosh, Mr. Brown, you should’ve seen your face! And yes, we’re sure.” Eloise seemed to enjoy speaking, as her word-flow was longwinded and unceasing. “You see, Yena here has told me everything about you. Everything. Down to the kind of clothes you wear at work—I do love a man in uniform, though not a repairman, usually, although what the hell, you only live once, right?—to the brown-eyed smolder you get when you’ve had one gin and tonic too many. So, when she said you had a friend, a close buddy on board, I agreed right away, because if there’s anything my girl Yena knows, it’s how to pick a man.”

      Having found a slight opening, Sentol jumped in with a word. “Thanks! That’s very generous. I think.”

      “Oh gosh, you’re so welcome! You know, in the Alpha Centauri system where I went to veterinary school, there was an instructor who had this fascinating overbite, and she reminds me of—”

      Mercifully, the fourth person in their party chose that exact moment to arrive.

      “Looks like the party started without me!” Fryll grinned, his full six-foot-three height towering over the booth.

      Everyone looked up as Sentol sighed a quiet breath of relief. Finally, some ally support! He’d felt oddly imbalanced by
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