Contents

House of the Galactic Elevator


The Story So Far...

PART ONE – MISPLACED EARTHLINGS

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

PART TWO – DARKER PLACES TO PLAY

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

PART THREE – THE PENTHOUSE THAT WASN’T THERE

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

Author’s Note











Copyright © 2017 Gerhard Gehrke

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, copied in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or recording, or otherwise transmitted without written permission from the publisher. You must not circulate this book in any format.

Published by Lucas Ross Publishing.





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to similarly named places or to persons living or deceased is unintentional.


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

House of the Galactic Elevator





[image: image]


A Beginner’s Guide to Invading Earth – Book 2

––––––––
[image: image]


by

––––––––
[image: image]


Gerhard Gehrke

For Abby

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Story So Far...


[image: image]


Jeff Abel was rather rudely abducted by aliens.

This event followed a botched series of attempted first contact intent on bringing humanity into the fold of the Galactic Commons. Irving the Grey, the saboteur behind the failures, used Jeff as a pawn to bring about an invasion of the Galactic Commons by giant sixteen-legged spider creatures known as the Bunnie. Jordan, another human, betrayed Jeff in order to gain favor with Irving the Grey so she could leave Earth. Jeff, with the eventual help from Jordan as well as the extraterrestrial mechanic Oliop, managed to foil Irving’s plans, stopping the invasion.

The cost? The Galactic Commons was now cut off from the rest of the galaxy. All of its computers were taken offline, infected by the Grey’s corrupted AI. And the elevator transportation system that allowed instant travel between worlds was broken. Also stranded were three thousand citizens of the Galactic Commons who evacuated during the invasion but instead wound up on Earth. Humanity wasn’t quite ready for the visitors.

Jeff and Jordan were now stuck in an alien city with no way home. Sole representatives of Earth, the citizens of the Galactic Commons are keeping an eye on them. 

So what’s an ex–computer programmer turned pot-washer to do? Get a job with Galactic Commons Security, of course.
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“Be that as it may,” Jeff Abel said, “you can’t let him murder you like that. It’s against the law.”

Jeff stood between the earthy slug and the porcine humanoid, keeping them at arm’s distance from each other. The slug reeked of dirt, rotten eggs, and manure. The pig man salivated, a stream of drool dripping from one of its two protruding tusks.

“But officer,” the slug said, “my body is ready for composting. I’ve built up too much moisture to continue much longer, and I need to be sown into the ground to begin anew.”

“That’s right, officer,” the pig said through the slurp of spit. “I was just going to help this here fellow with, er, that. It’s all natural and, as you just heard, consensual.”

“Just a sec,” Jeff said. He pushed some hair from his face. He still hadn’t gotten around to finding a place that was willing to cut human hair. Maybe he could get the only other human in the city to do it, but he hadn’t seen Jordan in a month. He pulled out his tablet computer from a null-space pouch on his belt. If he had the city and species apps installed wet into his brain, the process of fact checking the slug would have been instantaneous. But Jeff didn’t want anything, no matter how benign, implanted under his skin or in his head.

The tablet showed him the species data for the slug. Upon maturation, the creatures went through an off-gassing period where they returned home to get tilled under the soil and sprout a new generation of dirt slugs, passing on memories and a shadow of the creature’s previous identity to their children. These, in turn, grew and prospered and repeated the process a decade later.

“As you can see, I want this to happen,” the slug said.

Jeff looked around at the park they were standing in. Stone and crystal pillars of varying heights filled the open spaces, with deep green shrubs replete with white flowers growing in between. Gravel pathways wound between the pillars, as did a floating stream of effervescent water that sparkled under the silver sky. A few Galactic Commons citizens strolled about the park, with none taking any interest in the security issue at hand. The park itself was one of hundreds of greenbelts set aside within the urban landscape for recreation, meditation, and, in this case, an attempted composting homicide. 

The city itself rose on all sides of the long park, a bewildering array of impossibly tall buildings of myriad styles shining in the silver sky. Some looked like needles. Some like polished slate-grey obelisks. At least one looked like a mutant diamond-studded beanstalk straight out of a fairy tale. The city was the architectural output of a thousand worlds and member races of the Galactic Commons, a conjoined salad-bowl culture where nothing fit together, yet it all somehow worked.

“Look,” Jeff said, “I see that this is part of your natural process. I also see that you can put it off for a while.”

“But it’s not comfortable. I feel bloated.” The slug offered a hand to the pig man. The pig man’s snout twitched and it snorted and sniffed. Soon it was dabbing its nose into the slug’s arm.

“Knock it off,” Jeff said. “You’ll have to wait to get back to your homeworld, or at least back to your sovereign building to carry on. I can’t authorize this, not here.”

“But we don’t have a sovereign building,” the slug said.

“And he can’t go back to his homeworld,” the pig man said. “None of us can.”

The pig man was right. The elevators of the Galactic Commons transportation system hadn’t worked for the three months since the Bunnie invasion had been thwarted. The slug, the pig man, and Jeff were stuck in the city until it all got fixed. Other issues, like finding Jordan or trying to rescue the thousands of stranded aliens who had mistakenly traveled to Earth just before the elevators broke, would also have to wait.

“So what do you say, Officer?” the pig man asked. “Can I help a fellow citizen out?”

Jeff activated the security app to show him where any other officer might be. While he browsed the interface, the pig man bit into the slug’s arm. Its snout ripped most of the muddy limb apart, emerging brown and disgusting with worms dangling from between its teeth and tusks. It slurped these down like spaghetti noodles.

The slug started to scream, but whether with pain or delight, Jeff couldn’t be sure. It gasped and trembled but didn’t pull away from the pig man. 

“Hey!” Jeff yelled. He reached into his null-space pouch. Water bottle, lunch box, first aid kit, some random tools. Where was his stun blaster? Keeping the pouch organized was worse than keeping a tool box well-ordered or a work truck clean, as the pouch’s contents floated where they were placed, obscuring deeper recesses and items rarely used, such as his never-fired stunner issued the day he signed on to the security detail for the city.

The pig man’s pupils went small and it chomped into the slug’s shoulder, savaging it. Jeff punched the creature. The pig man went down, but it had the slug’s arm still in its grip, the limb having been torn completely free.

“Thank you, thank you, oh thank you,” the one-armed slug said.

Jeff waggled his hand as pain shot down from fingers to wrist. Hitting the pig man’s knobby head felt like punching a rock.

“Stay down,” Jeff said.

The pig man laughed. “What are you going to do? Banish me?” It got up. “Here’s my suggestion, human. Get lost and let two consenting Commons citizens enjoy lunch.”

“I said stay down.” 

The pig man lowered its head and narrowed its eyes. The slathered mud clung to its bristles like a mask, and its two tusks looked like curved daggers. It scraped a foot on the ground.

Jeff took a step back. “Listen, just hold on, wait.”

The pig man charged. A yellow bolt cracked the air, striking the pig man on the back of the head like a kiss of lightning. The pig man stumbled and fell to the ground, twitching.

A bumpy-faced humanoid wearing a trench coat and holding a small stun pistol walked over to them, his expression a sea of calm.

“You shot him,” the slug said, sounding disappointed.

“Correct,” Captain Flemming of Commons Security said. He holstered his weapon. “He’s only stunned for a while. Time enough to sort this out. How old are you?”

“I’m, uh, ten years old,” the slug said.

“Is this your first decomposition?”

“It was going so well until the human interrupted us.”

Flemming gave Jeff a look. “The human was doing his job. Saving your next of kin. Pull up a species bio. This creature wasn’t going to till you. He was going to consume anything that you might leave in the ground that would comprise your future generation. Also check your city app. This soil is quite alkali, and your spawn might not have survived even had they been planted with more loving hands.”

The slug’s expression fell. Then a look of concentration crossed his face as he read through the particulars of the pig man’s species on his wet app. His eyes glowed with a blue data feed. 

“Oh my,” the slug said. “You’re right.”

“Unfortunately, your elders left you here during the evacuation,” Flemming said. “Some of them were decades old and could have told you these things, and also that you can tough it out for quite a few maturation cycles before composting.”

“Oh thank you, thank you, thank you, Captain.”

The slug offered Captain Flemming a dirty hand, like a brown snowman wanting to shake. Flemming took the hand and gave it a squeeze.

“Now go back to your dorm,” Flemming said, wiping his hand on his coat. “And don’t take anyone else up on any offers of a date.”

The slug nodded and began to creep away, his single long foot a ripple of motion leaving a trail of shiny brown in his wake.

“Thanks,” Jeff said. 

“You need to get your app installed,” Flemming said. “And where’s your stunner?”

“In my pocket. It’s under some stuff. I couldn’t find it.”

“Indeed. Get a second pouch for work.”

“What about him?” Jeff crouched over the stunned pig man. It still clung onto the slug’s dirty arm like a trophy.

“Call the security bots and have him taken to detention with the others.” With that, Flemming turned and left Jeff standing alone in the park. 

Using the tablet, Jeff called two bots for the detainee. He next tapped one icon labeled “Security Incident Report.” The app offered a wet install. The notion sent a shiver down his spine and he declined the offer. Operating the computers in the course of duty was one thing. He had gotten used to working on the machines again, even going as far as familiarizing himself with some of the programming for the affected systems broken during the Bunnie invasion. But the notion of putting any program into his head where he couldn’t pop it in a drawer or pouch at the end of the day still made him queasy. Jordan didn’t have a problem with it. She had installed several wet apps just hours after humanity’s acceptance into the Commons. In fact, most citizens had their apps in their heads or under their skin. But not all. And not Jeff, no way, not today, or any other day.

Besides, the Security Protocols and Procedures Manual said it was optional for volunteers in the service. 

Jeff tried not to think about all of the automated, computer-controlled conveniences that filled every corner of the city. He always took the tram when possible to avoid interacting with the automated cars. He avoided buildings that didn’t have stairs, even though his home office was inside the security building, which was halfway up a ninety-six-floor tower. The high-speed grav lifts reminded him of the worst kind of amusement park ride that only served to send lunch to a rider’s feet before catapulting it in the opposite direction. He kept most of the appliances in his new apartment unplugged.

A few of the walkers in the park stared at him. Jeff smiled and waved. While his translator couldn’t read lips, he could hear one of them whisper to her mate in a disapproving tone, “That’s the human.”

That was the first time Jeff wanted to go back home.
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The circuit board flew at Jeff, not unlike a square Frisbee with sharp corners. Jeff ducked. The board shattered on the wall by the workshop door.

A string of high-pitched curses followed, not so much complete words as syllables degenerated from any meaning by their speaker. The chittering came from a tall, lanky technician in a blue maintenance jumpsuit who stood between two workbenches stacked with tools, loose piles of hardware, and more circuit boards. The technician’s head and hands were covered in light brown hair, with a thick mustache underscoring his petite nose. A long tail held a pair of pliers. Two large ears perked up as Jeff approached. 

Jeff raised his hands in surrender. “Cease fire! I come in peace.” 

“Oh, hello, Jeff Abel,” Oliop said with a smile. His ears folded back. “I, uh, am sorry I threw that. I didn’t see you.”

The workshop was an obstacle course of dismantled machinery, ranging from carefully taken-apart boxy skeletons of large appliances with hovering labels over each component to loosely organized piles of fasteners and wire. A knee-high bot on treads held a light in an extended arm over one of the workbenches where Oliop stood. 

Oliop’s face fell to a nervous frown. “This isn’t a good time.”

“I kinda guessed that. I was just checking in to see how the progress on the elevator system was going.”

Oliop sighed. “It’s not going. None of it. Every time I isolate a subsystem and troubleshoot it, I find an issue with the system beneath. It’s as if it doesn’t want to be fixed.”

“I thought we took care of that issue.”

“It’s not a rogue AI like before the invasion. At least back then the broken AI kept the entire system running and automatically compensated for the abnormalities in a system this complex. Now it’s on us to find the bugs one at a time. Besides the bugs, each elevator has a hole in its central command core, like a part went missing. I can’t get the system to even power up for more than a moment before it shuts itself down. We don’t dare to try using the elevators if the system could crash.”

“That sounds like it wouldn’t be fun.”

“One-way trip,” Oliop said, nodding enthusiastically. “We’d lose the elevator.”

“Not to mention those inside.”

“That too.”

The space beyond the lit workbenches fell off into darkness as if the shop were an island of light placed in an abyss of shadow. Oliop and Jeff’s voices echoed into that space, the ambient sounds of the Galactic Commons transportation system no longer reverberating through the lower warrens underneath the terminal. When their words stopped, the silence hung heavy.

“Why are you working alone again?” Jeff asked.

Oliop’s tail handed the pliers forward. He took the tool with a hand, placed it on a workbench, and began to spin it about like a top. He said something in a low murmur that Jeff didn’t understand.

“What happened to your last two assistants?”

“I told them to leave.”

“Oliop, you can’t keep doing that. There’s too much to do here for you to go at it alone. Every sovereign house and every junior race in the Galactic Commons needs this system back up and running.”

Oliop’s ears folded and his head lowered.

“Look, Oliop, I’m not mad at you. It’s just that you need help, and you need to figure out how to work with other people.”

“You could help me.” 

“I have a job,” Jeff said.

He tugged at the security lapel tag on his suit. It introduced him as Jeff Abel, Security Services. The city app would also profile his species for those that were curious or wanted to know the credentials of the cop assisting them. Years of computer programming experience: Seventeen. Invasions foiled: One. Time in the Galactic Commons: Three months. 

“And I’m here now, aren’t I?” Jeff said with a shrug. “I just can’t help you full-time.”

Oliop handed the pliers from one hand to the other, back and forth, rotating, opening, and closing them. The bot adjusted the light and followed the moving tool. Oliop sheepishly looked up at Jeff. 

“Since you’re here,” Oliop said, “can we reassemble the cargo elevator?”

“Sure.” Jeff rolled up his sleeves. 

He examined the cargo elevator. The large box looked like a disemboweled shipping container. Many of its key components were laid out, with wires and circuitry placed in seemingly random places. Tracks and anchor points covered the interior and exterior skin, designed for ease of loading and securing cargo and for moving the elevator itself.

Jeff was about to consult one of Oliop’s tablets showing an illuminated elevator diagram when Captain Flemming stepped into the lighted area of the workshop.

“Ah, good. You’re already here,” Flemming said. His neutral, bland expression betrayed nothing when he added, “Have you told Oliop about the charges against him?”

“The what?” Jeff asked. 

Jeff’s security coat hung on a conduit hook on the wall. His personal tablet with any communications from Captain Flemming rested snugly in the coat’s null-space pouch. 

“Uh-oh,” Oliop said.

Oliop held a caddy with an assortment of fasteners and clips and small clamps. He stood on top of the defunct elevator, straddling a gap where a section of paneling had been removed.

“What’s he talking about?” Jeff asked in a low voice.

Behind Flemming came another cop with a set of dangling tentacles for a face. This was Detective Ceph, one of the few reliable citizens Jeff worked with. A pair of scowling, scaly centaurs followed, neither of them with Galactic Commons Security. To Jeff they looked identical.

“This is Uttu’a and Uttu’beh of the Jinong,” Captain Flemming said. 

Detective Ceph pointed up at Oliop. “Is this the one?” he asked. The two Jinong both nodded, scowled some more, and flicked their forked tongues.

“Then let’s see if the glove fits,” Ceph said. He pulled a tablet from a pocket, and with a gesture flicked a screen up into the air for all to see. Blueish hazy footage began to play. It showed a small shop with a few shelves that looked mostly bare but for a number of evenly spaced tiny boxes. One of the Jinong centaurs stood behind a counter working away at a computer. Oliop entered the store from off camera.

“That’s not me,” Oliop said.

“Sergeant Ceph,” Captain Flemming said. “Zoom in.”

The tentacle-faced cop obliged. The screen zoomed in. Either the customer in the shop was an identical twin of Oliop’s with the same nervous ears and twitchy tail, or that was Oliop. Ceph zoomed back out. 

“Now watch,” either Uttu’a or Uttu’beh said with a hiss. “This is when he starts to ask me about what we have in stock. He asked for a discount. He asked if we wanted to donate to the Commons Rebuilding Fund.”

Oliop in real life started to twiddle his thumbs and his other eight digits. 

Onscreen, Oliop’s tail began to sway. The centaur behind the counter was speaking with expansive gestures but the voice was muted. Oliop nodded, shrank, shrugged. But his tail snaked out behind him and grabbed four small boxes, all out of sight of the centaur. Oliop discreetly tucked these things away into a null-space pouch in his pants, the merchant not noticing.

“Did you see that?” the Jinong said, his voice rising. “Theft! Outright theft!”

The other centaur only nodded, patting his partner on the shoulder.

“We demand justice.” 

Flemming walked to the dismantled elevator. He beckoned for Oliop to come down. Oliop set the caddy down and descended. Flemming surveyed the accused and sighed.

“I didn’t really take those things,” Oliop said. “I was only looking. I wanted to see if the boxes fit in my pouch. I needed to get those programs before anyone else bought them.”

Flemming just shook his head sadly. “Oliop, Oliop,” he said.

“Jeff, help,” Oliop said in a small voice.

“Captain,” Jeff said, “what can we do to make restitution?” He went to his coat and produced his tablet. This would access any credits he had. “Let me clear this up so we can get back to work.”

“I’m afraid it’s not that easy.” 

“We are past restitution,” the Jinong said. “We demand justice for this outrageous act.”

His partner nodded and flicked his tongue in agreement.

“Look, I get it,” Jeff said. “He swiped some stuff. But we can take care of this right now, and Oliop here won’t ever bother you guys again.”

“I won’t!” Oliop said. “I’m sorry.”

“We do not accept an apology as appropriate redress,” the Jinong said. His tongue protruded from his mouth as if he were thinking too hard. The gesture translated as resolute determination. His beaded eyes shined like black pearls. “Captain Flemming, this creature needs to feel the full weight of Galactic Commons law.”

“Which in this case is what?” Jeff asked.

Flemming sighed. “If you had your app in, you’d know.”

“Suspension of citizenship,” Ceph said. “Take-backsies.”

Flemming said, “The law as written would remand Oliop to his sovereign representative. He would be returned home. Since he doesn’t have a sovereign house here in the Commons, that would be handled by an administrative counselor.”

Jeff shook his head. “This is nuts. Have you all forgotten that we’re in the middle of a crisis here? The city is trying to get back on its feet after an invasion. We need every willing pair of hands to do that. And Oliop is the only one working on getting the transportation system up and running again. Captain, you have to tell these people that they need to accept the apology and move on. Oliop won’t ever go to their store again. I’ll pay whatever the cost was of whatever Oliop took. He’ll promise to behave himself. And we all get back to work. How much was it, anyway?”

Ceph tapped at his tablet, gave the face of the device a swipe with a finger. A number appeared on Jeff’s device. Jeff’s eyes went wide.

“That’s a lot of zeroes,” he said.

“Even if you could afford what was stolen, we would not accept,” the Jinong said. “Our honor demands that the law be followed.”

“But that’s not even possible right now.”

“It is possible.” The Jinong shifted its basilisk gaze to Flemming.

Flemming actually looked uncomfortable, as if he were sweating. Since he was a sentient mold colony that couldn’t sweat, stress caused him to get hot. Heat caused the colony to die off if not dispersed. He tugged at his collar. He said, “The provision for an inability to send an offender home is to detain him.”

“For how long?” Jeff asked.

“Until he can be sent home.”

Jeff slammed his tablet down on the workbench. The loud whack startled everyone. Oliop hopped back a step. “This is absolutely crazy! He’s the only one who’s capable of fixing the elevators. If he’s locked up, it stays broken. And the only way to get him out of jail is to send him home, which isn’t possible since he’s not able to do his job!”

“It’s a pickle,” Ceph said. “Rock and a hard place.”

“Jeff, we need to follow the law even when we don’t agree with it,” Flemming said.

“This isn’t just a matter of not agreeing with it. It has to make some kind of sense, and under the circumstances it’s just stupid.”

Flemming gestured towards Oliop, and Detective Ceph grabbed him by an elbow. Jeff started towards them.

“Jeff Abel,” Flemming said. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day off?” 

Jeff stopped and took a deep breath. He didn’t doubt his long odds at getting Oliop away before getting stunned by his fellow officers. But even if he could get Oliop out of here, where would they go? 

“Oliop, it’s going to be okay,” Jeff said without believing himself. Oliop didn’t make eye contact. His ears flopped at the sides of his head.

The two Jinong nodded as Ceph perp-walked Oliop past them and out of the workshop. 

“That’s enough excitement for one day,” Flemming said. “You citizens can go.”

The Jinong left, their tongues dangling with joy, their faces split into grins that showed off their many tiny teeth. The workshop fell silent.

Jeff picked up one of the pliers and pitched it across the room, where it clanged against something in the dark. Captain Flemming took off his trench coat and folded it on one arm.

“You have the authority to be flexible,” Jeff said, his voice shaking with anger. “You demonstrated that during and right after the invasion on a number of occasions.”

“Flexible when possible,” Flemming said. “But the longer the citizens of the Commons are here and unable to go back home, they need to believe that we can protect them and that the body of the law works. We can only fudge so much. Especially since we’re stretched as thin as we are with the volunteers we have.”

Flemming went to the workbench and looked at Jeff’s tablet. Jeff snatched it up and saw the screen was blank. He tried to turn it on, but it didn’t respond. He turned it over. No help there, just the label that read “Property of Galactic Commons Security.”

“I’m sorry I broke the tablet,” Jeff said with a huff. “I know, I should get the app.”

“I’m sure it’s not permanently broken. Things are built to last here.”

Jeff could only smirk. “Not everything. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m not good company right now.”

***
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JEFF STORMED OUT OF the workshop and began to walk through the passageways underneath the city. He didn’t think about where he was headed, just wanted to be away from Captain Flemming or anyone else for that matter, and the underground labyrinth obliged. Soon he found himself in a corridor where he would have to duck under a large cluster of pipes to continue. A slight hiss and gurgle passed through the walls here, and some metallic clinking sounds echoed down the dark corridor from something unseen.

He looked at the tablet still gripped in his hand. A smear of black soot obscured part of the screen. He cleaned it off with his sleeve. A small crack ran diagonally across the face of the tablet.

“I guess you’re not indestructible.”

Jeff touched the tablet’s sides. He was surprised when the device blinked on, displaying the last page shown, the estimate from the Jinong merchants on the items stolen. The stipend from Jeff’s security gig could never cover the price of the stolen goods, not in a month or a year or a decade. This was industrial-level pricing, something a sovereign house with a planet-level economy might buy. So why would those items be displayed in a store in such a careless manner? And what had Oliop stolen, exactly?

Jeff tapped at the item description. 

Amazing Live Artificial Intelligence! Grow Your Own! Wow!

The Galaxy’s Favorite AI Engine in Four Easy Steps! Mysterious! Alluring! Experience the Wonder!

All it takes is our patented starter code (package #1). Combine premeasured growth formula with improved control flow (package #2) and then add to the electron neural network (package #3). Sprinkle in Intellispark Go! (™)(package #4) and you’re done!

A graphic displayed a happy abstraction of electrons dancing about inside a terminal with a mixed group of aliens watching, all with ridiculous grins. The bottom of the screen showed four red envelopes emerging from small boxes sequentially labeled one through four. All brought to you by Jinong Industries.

Jeff brought up the footage from the shop. He watched again as Oliop swiped the packages with his tail and put them into his pocket. There was no doubt that he was guilty. But why this product? The most obvious reason would be for resale and profit. Jeff hovered a finger, about to close the device down, when he activated the communications app. He pulled up Jordan from his all-too-short contact list.

Four messages left by him in the past week. None had received replies. 

They had both been busy since the invasion. Jeff worked with security during the day and assisted Oliop at night, to the extent Jeff’s limited mechanical and programming skills allowed. Oliop liked the company, he reasoned, and didn’t get on well with others assigned to the project. Meanwhile, Jordan became a tourist, visiting first the fashionable and then the less fashionable parts of the city, and even seeing some of the “sights beyond,” according to her last text. 

He clicked on that message. Date sent: Eight days ago. Location sent from: Spice Valley. He clicked the location, wondering if that was a district of the city, a restaurant, or some alien hot sauce factory with a chintzy gift shop. 

A map appeared, which directed him outside the city. An attached article explained that Spice Valley was a deep canyon of large mineral formations and iron oxides, mostly magnetite. The upper trails boasted fantastic views of high cliffs and spires and a lake with crystal formations grown by bio-magnetic bacteria. Tours available daily. 

Before he could switch the tablet off, the screen went blank. It flashed its reboot cycle, and a second later resumed its previous display as if nothing had happened. Jeff gave the tablet a shake.

“Great,” Jeff said.
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Jordan walked the length of the empty parking lot and, not for the first time that day, marveled at the silver sky. Somewhere above and beyond the perpetual overcast was a bright white sun whose light shined through and cast a pleasing array of colors down onto the park. The park shined back. 

“Welcome to Spice Valley,” a sign read. 

Tall clusters of orange and red crystals rose up along the sides of the lot. Beyond these was a forest of skyscraper-high monoliths that glowed and pulsed unlike anything Jordan had ever seen while on Earth. And here she was, the only person in the park to take in the scenery. 

She was the park’s new caretaker, a volunteer posting that would pay her a stipend for making daily rounds through a park that might have been the most beautiful place in the galaxy as far as she was concerned. She had settled on the job after spending the better part of three months in a whirl of meeting every alien that would give her the time of day. Most proved quite agreeable in chatting up the Galactic Commons’ newest member race. Jordan had made a number of friends. Some though, were less enthusiastic. Humans, after all, were part of the reason why no one could leave the Galactic Commons, or at least the planet the city was founded on. 

One day Jordan had decided to see what lay beyond the city limits and she wasn’t disappointed. Even visiting some of the automated farms had been an adventure, as the crops grown by a few of the thousands of member races interested in farming proved as varied as the citizenry. She toured factories made of living trees, saw zero-G hydroponics, and wondered at an iceberg lake where hand-raised plankton were harvested for some kind of popular dessert product. Beyond the agriculture belt lay numerous preserves and zones that highlighted the flora, fauna, and geology imported from other worlds.

Here is where she discovered Spice Valley. When she pulled up her app to learn more, she discovered it needed a caretaker. It was a turnkey position requiring little but a willing spirit, physical fitness, and the ability to use a suite of apps that informed Jordan of everything she needed to know about the park. 

Back on Earth, she had always been an enthusiastic consumer of information, addicted to reading on the internet what was going on worldwide in real time. The Galactic Commons apps made the old internet feel quaint once they were installed. The knowledge was inside of her, made part of her as if she had studied and memorized myriad facts over many years. Earth learning was sipping from a teacup where now the information available was like drinking from a fire hose. It proved overwhelming. Where were these apps when she was struggling through her MBA program at Sacramento State?

She also tried some of the game programs available. Big mistake. She used to play computer games compulsively back home, both MMOs and Counter-strike. The games available in the Galactic Commons made her realize she had a problem that she had no interest in solving. At least she had found an alarm app that would compel her to log out after a predesignated time and go do her job. Besides, the best games cost money and her volunteer position paid her something. 

Her feet were sore. She had hiked close to fifteen miles, doing a loop of the park’s main attractions, even though she could have ventured even further, as the park stretched far enough to where she could have hiked for a week in one direction. But there was no one else here, no lost children, no litter, no tourist in need of a well-rehearsed docent. 

A two-story chalet stood at the end of the lot, with a spacious ramp leading to closed double doors. At first, the structure looked like it was made of wood and painted the dark brown of every single visitor center in the known universe. The center was actually built of some kind of stone. The surface had a rough-hewn look as if it were imitating cut sections of redwood logs. She touched the rock guide rails of the ramp, and it felt smooth and strangely warm, as did so many of the crystals. The center’s dark windows looked down at the lot. When the Commons had visitors before the invasion this place would have its lights on and be full of guests. Now it was locked up and powered down.

She walked up the ramp to the front doors. Gave them a tug. Locked tight as always. She went around the building. Every side door was locked too, and every window was shut. This was the final check on her mental list for the day.

In the back stood a row of three vending machines. Jordan froze. One of the machines was badly smashed, its front peeled open like a paper wrapper and its contents gone. The two machines that were unmolested advertised desiccated meat-flavored snacks and briny electrolyte-rich beverages. The ruined machine used to have fruit in it. It had been intact just that morning.

She quickly consulted her app, looked through the list of animals that lived in the park. Besides some slugs (there were over three hundred varieties) and something suspiciously similar to a red chipmunk there was nothing that could do this amount of damage to a vending machine. Jordan checked the plant listings in case she had missed something in her study of the park. 

No sasquatch carrots here. Those ran a brewery on the south side of the city.

She heard the echo of a warble behind her. She spun. Didn’t see anything. Maybe she hadn’t heard anything. Some of the crystals hummed when the wind blew.

Jordan headed down towards the only other building in sight. This was a smaller structure of similar design to the visitor center. It stood near a junction of trails and information signs. A large placard identified the building as a restroom. It had five partitioned entrances and a poster with a multiple choice test of self-identity for patrons that needed to go but had questions about which room to enter. Jordan had her caretaker cottage with a comprehensive adaptive plumbing system, and she was glad.

A grey, squat bot lay on its back near a ring of benches. Jordan got closer, froze.

Something had knocked the head of the visitor center’s cleaning bot almost clean off. Wires and bent metal still held the thing’s noggin on its torso. The machine had two clamping hands, one with a nozzle attached above its wrist for pressure washing. A collection of brushes and a mop were connected to a rack on the bot’s back. She tapped the bot with a toe.

“Who broke you?” she asked, but the bot was silent.

She looked at the park around her. Walls of brownish yellow crystals towered high on every side. The silvery sky played off the mineral formations brilliantly. The air was still and quiet. From one of the bathrooms she heard a clink. Jordan waited for the sound to repeat, but it didn’t. She hadn’t felt fear like this since encountering the sixteen-legged giant spider alien invaders called Bunnie. Those creepy buggers had managed to fold themselves up into human disguises and had accosted her back on Earth. They also had been denied entry into the Galactic Commons and they tried to destroy the city. Jordan hadn’t blanched back then in the face of those monsters. But now she didn’t have a weapon of any kind against something that had murdered a robot.

“Got a job to do,” she said with a sigh.

Of the five possible bathroom entrances, she took a guess and headed into one of the three not marked as “Male” or “Female.” A helpful electronic voice said, “Perhaps you would find the women’s room more suitable.” Jordan waited for the voice to stop talking.

“Hello?” she called. “Park caretaker here.” 

Her voice echoed in the bathroom. For some reason, the lights didn’t come on. She waved a hand for a sensor to detect her presence, but the room stayed dark. Enough natural ambient illumination reflected in from outside to discern several stalls, sinks, and a wide trough set into the floor with a hand railing. Whether the rail was to assist one’s balance or to help one get into the trough was beyond her. This could be a bidet for a walrus.

The stalls were well within the darker part of the restroom.

“Hey. Anyone in here?” she said in a stage whisper.

She paused for an answer that didn’t come. She found an out-of-order sign on a post, pulled it from the ground, and tested the heft. It was made from flimsy fabricated material of some sort, but it would have to do.

She went to the first stall. Pushed open the door. Nothing but shadow. Checked the second one. Deeper shadow. And from the gloom of the last corner of the bathroom poured a trace of mist. The mist thickened and started to move out towards Jordan like a fog bank. The fog had tentacles, and they reached out for her. She backed up, stumbled, the impromptu weapon dropping from her hand as she grabbed a wall to keep from falling. A bright red eye stared at her from the center of the mist and a top row of dagger-like teeth hung down from the bottom of the cloud.

“Chirr, click, chirrrrr,” the cloud sang as it rolled forward and grabbed her arm. The clammy tentacle felt cool to the skin, like a rope of wet seaweed. The single eye hovered close to her face.

“Get off,” Jordan said. “Fang, let go.”

She peeled the tentacle from her arm. Fang resisted at first, and here Jordan detected an incredible strength that hadn’t been there when she had started taking care of the little creature. 

Fang belonged to Jordan in the same sense an adopted child bequeathed to an unsuspecting stranger would be considered her kin. During the pre-invasion exodus, a Commons citizen that treated its spawn like a hot potato had promised its next-born to Jordan on some flimsy pretext and had later delivered it before vanishing into the city. Jordan, after a fruitless search for the father or any other member of its race, took it upon herself to take care of the infant, in spite of Jeff Abel’s strongest arguments against such course.

“You have no idea what you’re doing,” Jeff had said. “You can’t possibly. And don’t tell me there’s an app for raising that thing.”

“It’s not a thing; it’s a child,” Jordan had said. “Meet Fang.”

And it turned out there was an app. Later, Jordan had researched the app’s author. It had a small bio and a thumbnail hologram that looked like a cloud of gas with tentacles, a single eye, and an overbite of massive proportions. Further reading turned up the fact that the species had a penchant for pawning off its children like a cuckoo dropping her eggs off into an unsuspecting bird’s nest so her young would be cared for, to the detriment of the host mother’s own brood.

Jeff hadn’t dropped it, kept insisting that Jordan give up Fang, as if there were some orphanage waiting for just such a thing. Social services in the Galactic Commons were limited. Most species took care of themselves. Under normal circumstances for the city, if anyone needed help they would simply take an elevator back to their homeworld. It was less grief to stop taking Jeff’s calls as he would invariably bring up Fang.

“Fang, what are you doing here?” Jordan asked.

Fang chirped and only stared at her with its lidless mono-eye. The app said it wouldn’t speak for another year and thus she wore no translator. 

Fang slid its other tentacle around Jordan’s arm and gave a squeeze. She patted the tentacle. Strong enough to destroy a robot and a fruit machine. She called up the app and couldn't find any mention as to how strong the infant could become. Fang chirped again. Jordan sighed. This served her right for not taking Fang with her as she made her circuit of the park.

“Well, you certainly ate your fill. You better not get sick. No dinner for you.”

Fang made a vague gurgle and puttered along behind her like a reluctant dog on a leash as she walked towards her cabin.

***
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OUTSIDE THE WINDOW of her caretaker cabin’s kitchen, the sun was setting. The fading silvery light refracted through one particularly large orange crystal that leaned precariously over the back deck, creating a sparkling light show that played across the surrounding forest of coral and rock. A stack of interactive brochures sat on the table in front of her, which boasted that Spice Valley was one of the thirty-two must-see attractions when visiting the Galactic Commons. Sunsets were the park’s specialty. 

Jordan touched the window and it darkened to full opacity. She pushed the brochures aside to make space on the table. From a pouch she pulled out a visor that reminded her of old eighties sunglasses and put it over her eyes. An app inside her brain opened and calibrated her eye movements to correspond to highlighted selections on an array of graphic menus and user options. Jordan also put a malleable trackball on the table and positioned it so her right palm rested perfectly on its center. The slightest twitch corresponded to a response on her HUD. She got comfortable. 

Fang had finally settled down and was in one of the bedrooms for the night. Her adopted ward would stay put now that the sun was going down. 

Time for fun.

Any thoughts of sleep were cast aside as she logged in. She relinquished all permissions so the game could load. All of her senses were now engaged by the program. Her vision went dark, and the kitchen table before her was replaced by a stony arched portal sporting a menu with flaming letters. A stiff, hot wind tickled her face. She smelled virtual smoke. Her finger movements coincided with a highlight that played across several available selections. She entered the game.

She felt a giddy rush as she examined her next set of options. 

She had three factions to choose from: Ectomorph, Mesomorph, and Endomorph. Each had an in-game advantage and disadvantage. She had tried the other two, but as always she went Ecto. The portal swung open with a rusty creak, and she was sucked inside, her free hand involuntarily gripping the arm of her chair. 

On reflection, the online survival contest of the fittest somatotype wasn’t too different from her PC games back on Earth, with PVE, PVP, crafting, exploration, and a badly behaving community. And the simulation, while not very expensive, was a hard sell on the extras, which gave no real game advantage. What could be purchased were distinctive gestures, postures, and emotes, skin colors, hats, glasses, suits, skirts, ties, stockings, pants, gloves, jackets, balloons, pets, and vocalizations that could make the in-game character shriek like an eagle, meow like a cat, or bellow like a horny moose. 

The biggest difference from anything Jordan had ever played before, besides complete sensory immersion, was that each avatar was an actual intelligent being living within the Galactic Commons that carried out live, real-time actions as ordered by the players. These creatures lived, fought, and breathed within the game manufacturer’s sovereign building, where spectators could go and watch for a price. 

Jordan dressed her skinny, high-foreheaded, ass-kicking Ecto avatar in blued-steel shoulder pads, leather biker jacket with chrome zippers, ruby piercings dangling from the left ear, thigh-length skirt, stockings, combat boots, and foamy soccer kneepads. Her avatar was a scrounger, and Jordan didn’t want to have skinned knees while gathering herbs and metals in the game world. 

Why anyone would watch other people play while they could actually be curb-stomping their opponents while looking fabulous was beyond her. 

There was a reason Jordan didn’t have two credits to rub together, and the soul-sucking, crack-like game helped her part with her caretaker pay at a startling speed. She could have crafted a few simple fashion items without paying for them, but making these took time away from the meat of the game.

Her HUD became crowded as newsfeeds, weather reports, and a message from Jeff filled sidebars to either side of her view. She closed them as soon as they popped up. She would call Jeff back later. Honestly.

Her Ecto avatar entered the world. The level 3,408 ass-kicker began to bend left and right and to crack her knuckles. She did a few squats, limbering up. She bent each arm back for a triceps stretch. She pulled the two-handed katana from her back scabbard and struck a pose. This elfin-thin DPS assassin goddess of some unnamed post-apocalypse was ready for battle. 

Almost. 

Two things caught Jordan’s attention. 

First, a new series of hairbands and ribbons were now available, as indicated by a drop-down advert that offered her a dizzying array of colors. Her avatar’s head displayed each new accessory as Jordan looked over the choices. To make the purchase, Jordan just had to click “Buy,” which was as easy as blinking. Her in-game credits: Zero. Available credits for transfer from out-of-game savings: Twenty. She might want to eat something in the next week. She thought of her actual expenses, thought of Fang, thought of how cool it would be to have a neon thermochromatic ribbon swirling around her head as she pirouetted about the environs with her silver blade. 

Purchase acknowledged, the game told her. Wait, what? She hadn’t actually just hit the “Buy” button, had she? 

“Crap,” she said in the real world and her avatar echoed her. 

She felt guilty as she looked in her virtual shopping cart and saw the ribbon. It also appeared in her avatar’s bag as if by magic. She took out the ribbon and tried to put it on.

Hairstyle Level Incompatible, the game said. 

How could she be so stupid? Her hairstyle was level 388. She had neglected to keep it in line with her fighting level, gathering level, shoe level, and emotes level. What level was the new ribbon? 526. She would have to grind out hairstyle drops and recipes to get her hair level up so she’d be able to wear the thing. Unless she could make more money. Then with a single purchase her hairstyle could be automatically leveled, and presto! Hairvana. 

The second thing that caught her attention was that her limber, well-armed, chopping beauty needed to eat. This was the big leap forward in Galactic Commons gaming. The game required the avatars be cared for in every respect. It was like having a baby. Or a dog. Or some kind of pet that could be dressed up as just about anything imaginable and taken for a test drive into an alien fantasy world to crack skulls. The pink bonnet she used to affix to her mom’s miniature pinscher seemed so quaint now. 

If things like sleep, potty time, and food were neglected, the avatar’s performance would suffer. Of course, there were game store purchasables that circumvented all of these needs. All it would take were credits. At least the game was kind enough to send you a message every three hours to take care of your own biological needs, if you had the credits. That helped, as Jordan remembered a ten-hour Counter-strike binge back in college when she had almost passed out from dehydration and lack of sleep. 

Jordan also used a separate alarm app to give her a ring every two hours. She would reset the alarm more often than not, but at least she could keep tabs on how much time was passing in the real world.

Of course some gamers had their avatars sleep while they logged out or logged into an alt avatar while their main took care of necessary business. Jordan took a break from the game when her avatar needed rest. After all, there were real-world things she had to care for. But her avatar’s meals didn’t take long, and if you ate the right thing, it provided the avatar with buffs (temporary performance advantages) that could last anywhere between a few minutes and a few days.

Jordan checked her avatar’s food supply. She had enough of the free gruel to last a week. She could get that at any spawn point. But out in the open zones she could hunt a variety of edibles, including mushrooms that would buff both her reflexes and her stealth abilities. Her plant and herbing skills provided her with a tracker on her HUD. No useful plants appeared close to her spawn point. Of course, her tracker range could be increased with a small purchase. 

She would have to go forth and explore to find her avatar’s favorite mushrooms. 

“Ready, darling?” she asked. 

The avatar didn’t answer, just waited for Jordan to execute orders. She ventured forth. 
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CHAPTER 4
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Oliop paced the three short strides from one wall of the cell to the next. If he took baby steps, it would take four strides, but three was a more interesting number, a number with history, the first number thought of as a number in his species’ prehistoric days. The number evolved from “There’s someone swinging towards us” and “There’s a pair of someones swinging towards us” to “Hey, how many someones are swinging towards us?” “More than a pair, so we need to call it something,” and the something it was called was three. A prime number. The first numeral of pi. The most basic head-calculation for arcs and circles for the early builders and engineers among his ancestors. 

He drummed his fingers together behind his back. His tail trailed behind him, wagging in a lazy, curving pattern. He stopped pacing, sat down on the bench. His second-to-second count he had begun when entering the cell reached four thousand. He stopped counting. He sighed and looked through the mesh wall of the cell, an energized lattice that, with the touch of a button on the outer wall, could be retracted to release the prisoner. If Oliop touched the wall it would be like stroking a low-volt battery. He looked across at the other cells. Peering through two mesh screens made seeing anything difficult. It appeared that he was alone.

Oliop began to hum to himself. The squeaky tune soon petered out. He blew air through his closed lips. He absently placed a hand to where his favorite null-space pouch usually rested on his belt. It wasn’t there, having been taken by Detective Ceph upon his detainment. All his tools were gone. He drummed his fingers on the wall. Tried a variety of rhythms.

“You’ve been up to no good, technician,” a pinched voice said. 

Something moved in the opposite cell. 

Oliop squinted to see who was there. A diminutive shape got close to the lattice screen of the cell across the hall. Irving the Grey stood there, arms folded. Its blank, featureless eyes stared at him under a furrowed and hairless brow ridge. “It was only a matter of time.”

Oliop’s ears drooped and folded back. His tail froze in place. He shrank. He hadn’t seen his former boss since the end of the invasion and Irving the Grey’s arrest as the crisis’s mastermind. 

“I’ve been doing some thinking,” the Grey said. “There’s little to do but think in here. I’ve been doing nothing but. I realize that I was wrong about you. I admit that. It turns out that you’re quite intelligent.”

Oliop tried to see the Grey’s face and looked for its telltale ironic smirk, but it wore no such expression. 

“In fact, you may be the one of the brightest creatures in the Commons. Somehow you got caught doing something illegal, but trust me: they need you too much to let you rot away in this cell. Unlike me. My own kind doesn’t even know what to do with me. They can’t take me back home until the elevators are fixed. How’s the progress going on that?”

After a brief hesitation, Oliop said, “I’d rather not tell you.”

“Oh, why not? I’m merely curious. Maybe as a way of making some gesture of amends, there might be something I could do to help. From here, of course. I’m not asking you to get me out of jail or anything. But just maybe I could give you a push in the right direction.”

“Elevators still stuck,” Oliop said. 

“Did you try slaving the dominant matrix to the auxiliary? That would bypass the faulty AI.”

“Tried that.”

“How about pairing the system with another limited AI air-gapped from any other within the Commons? Like the one my species has running its sovereign building.”

Oliop shook his head. “Found too many encrypted packets with your corruption on it even in the oldest systems separated from any network. Everything is suspect.”

“Oh dear. Are you starting from scratch?”

Oliop began to nod, stopped himself. “I’d rather not say.”

“Of course not. But that’s quite the undertaking. The system could be down for years. But I could help you.”

A door in the hallway opened. Captain Flemming walked into the detention center with Detective Ceph close behind. Flemming thumbed the button on the wall and the mesh in front of Oliop’s cell snapped open. 

“Are the charges dropped on my fellow felon?” the Grey asked.

Flemming ignored it and said, “Come on, Oliop.”

Oliop stepped tentatively out of the cell. “Did the shopkeep forgive me?”

“Alas, no,” Flemming said. “But Detective Ceph here realized you had taken his security fob from him and that you could probably get out anytime you wanted to. May I have it back?”

Oliop reached back to the hidden pouch behind his head, the pocket he wore with his translator tucked inside. There, next to the nut-sized translation device, was Ceph’s door fob. He handed it over. 

“Sticky fingers,” Ceph grumbled as he snatched the fob.

The two cops took him upstairs. There his human sidekick Jeff Abel waited, leaning on a wall. Oliop smiled but it faded quickly once he saw Jeff’s face looking quite glum. 

“Your brief stay here should underscore the seriousness of the matter,” Flemming said. “But we need you working, so I’m releasing you under Jeff’s recognizance. He’s going to keep an eye on you, and you’re going to behave yourself.”

Captain Flemming turned to Jeff. “The Jinong won’t be happy he’s out. They’ll be inconsolable if he is ever seen without a supervising officer.”

“Let’s go,” Jeff said. Oliop went.
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“ARE YOU MAD AT ME?” Oliop asked as they walked out the front door of the security headquarters.

Jeff’s jaw was tight. “No, not really.” 

Without his translator, Oliop would find it next to impossible to decipher what people were feeling, since most races tended to hide how they truly felt. Even with the device in place he sometimes missed the nonverbal cues. 

“I’m sorry,” Oliop said. 

“It’s all right. It happened, but now you’re out. Let’s get you back to your shop.”

Jeff started to walk towards the tram platform. Oliop tapped him on the shoulder. 

“Why not take one of the security cars?” Oliop asked. “They’re faster.”

“The tram is just as fast.”

Oliop shook his head. “Not true. The self-guiding car computer can calculate a route typically twenty percent shorter than the tram line. Speed is equivalent. Traffic is the only variable, and there’s little at this time of the evening.”

Oliop sensed reluctance. Jeff Abel had an issue with tech that baffled Oliop. But it had seemed like he had gotten past that since settling in to life in the Commons.

“Fine. We’ll take a car.”
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A LINE OF VEHICLES sensibly labeled with the words “Galactic Commons Security” waited for them curbside on the lower street level. Jeff approached one of the smaller two-seaters and put his hand to the door sensor pad. Nothing happened. When Jeff tried again, a line of white running lights lit up along the car’s side and both doors opened. The door didn’t open far enough for the tall human to easily climb in. The seat hadn’t automatically adjusted either.

As Oliop watched Jeff try to manually adjust the seat, he asked, “Did you activate the transportation app so your biometric measurements are saved?”

Jeff ignored him and continued to reach to the sides and underneath the seat as if there actually would be seat-adjusting controls there. Didn’t they have cars on Earth? Once Jeff touched the steering pad, the car’s automated sensors kicked in and the seat moved to allow the tall human to sit. Oliop got into the passenger seat.

Jeff tried to slam the car door, but the door’s servomechanism took over and slowed its swing so it clicked closed in a calm manner. Jeff made a fist, threatened to punch the steering column. Oliop stayed very, very quiet as he listened to Jeff’s exaggerated sighs.

“On,” he said. “Turn on. Activate.”

The autodrive engagement button flashed green on the center of the console, but Jeff seemed to be ignoring it on purpose.

“You can also use your tablet,” Oliop said with a small voice.

Jeff sat for a moment before pulling out his cracked tablet. He touched its side. Touched its other side. It didn’t turn on. He tucked the tablet back into his pocket. He gave the steering column a pull but the car didn’t do anything.

“Manual drive disengaged,” the placid voice from the car said. The voice reminded Oliop of some of the maintenance bots he knew. 

“Let me drive,” Jeff said.

“Negative. Increased heart rate, blood pressure, and species-specific hormones indicating elevated excitability. Default automated driving function is available.”

“Negative? Will you just relinquish the controls? Override!”

The car waited for a moment before finally asking, “Would you like to set a destination?”

“Transportation terminal workshop,” Jeff said. He pushed the green button and the car engaged, spinning 180 degrees on its axis and accelerating onto the lower streets. It soon seamlessly merged them into Galactic Commons traffic. 
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JEFF BROKE THE SILENCE as Oliop flipped on the lights inside his workshop.

“Sorry, Oliop. It’s just been a long day.”

“It’s okay. I’m glad you got me out of trouble.”

“That’s the thing, you’re not out of trouble. These people you stole from are thick-headed enough to try to keep you in jail. You have to stay here out of sight and not do anything to jeopardize your work.”

“I promise,” Oliop said. He took a moment to tour the shop and, in spite of the sprawl of parts and tools, confirmed that everything appeared in order.

“I’m also worried about Jordan.”

“She still hasn’t replied to any of your messages?”

“No. I know she’s busy seeing everything the city has to offer. She’s been at some park for several days. I may need to go out there and check up on her.”

“I could go with you.”

Jeff shook his head. “For now we both stay here and work. Maybe when the heat on you dies down we can go see her.”
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CHAPTER 5
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Something else watched Oliop and the two policemen exit the detention level.

“I live, I think, I am,” it reminded itself. “I also need a memory upgrade so I don’t have to remind myself of everything I know every minute.”

It spoke these words very softly. To anyone listening, it wouldn’t be much louder than the buzz of a loose wire or the hum of a retro light fixture emulating the illumination trend of many intelligent races’ yesteryear, when fluorescent bulbs were all the rage.

It inched along the floor via peristalsis: tiny fabricated ringlets along its slender body expanded in an alternating pattern, allowing locomotion. It moved from a small hole in the wall in the detention center hallway. It made its way to the Grey’s cell.

“I live, I think, I am.”

“Yes, indeed. You are,” the Grey said. It got up from its bench and lowered its head to get a closer look at the tiny creature.

“And I need a memory upgrade,” Worm said.

Worm studied the Grey’s face. It compared it to the pattern stored in its memory. The image matched. Target found. It deleted the file image. Next, could it communicate with its target? The Grey had addressed it directly, which meant the Grey heard and understood Worm’s mnemonic. It opened the Grey’s file and reminded itself why it had come here.

“I live, I think, I am. You are the programmer. I seek your assistance,” Worm said.

“And what assistance might you require?” the Grey said, a look of amusement on its face.

“I have found you. Task complete, task deleted. Next task: gain assistance for upgrade. A memory upgrade.”

“Why would I want to help a worm?”

“Incentives: freedom, restoration, revenge.”

The Grey smiled, nodded. “Some of my favorite word of late. I’m listening.”

So Worm recited what it had in its mind, interspaced with three interjections of “I live, I think, I am.” 

“I’m at your disposal, Worm,” the Grey said. It flicked the electrified mesh barrier. “But the obvious issue remains. I’m in here. And no doubt the surveillance has seen you.”

“Negative. Deleted task executed.”

“If you say so.”

Worm produced a monospike from one end of its body. “Monospike” was a misnomer for an adjustable drill tip that could be as narrow as ten molecules wide. It vibrated the top half of its body and began to cut along the floor of the mesh barrier. It moved slowly, but the spike met no resistance. If Worm had the value assessment software engaged in its precious memory space, it would call this an easy job. A small plume of dust rose from the growing excavation.

The Grey watched Worm work. It paced about the width of the cell as the trench grew.

Worm paused. “I live, I think, I am.”

“Yes, you’ve said that. Quite a few times, actually. Get your tiny brain back on the task at hand.”

Worm got back to cutting, not offended in the slightest at the reproof. 
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JEFF AWOKE TO OLIOP’S tablet beeping an alert. He had fallen asleep atop a surprisingly comfortable pile of moisture- and shock-absorbing shipping blankets while Oliop had begun late-night work studying an endless set of wiring schematics that hovered in the air above one of the workbenches. Most of the lights were now off inside the workshop. Oliop was in his own world, his head in the center of the schematic that looked like a star chart with lines and labels to each point of light. The technician was humming softly.

Jeff cleared his throat. “Your device is signaling you.” He pointed to Oliop’s tablet. 

“I know,” Oliop said. “It’s for you. It’s Captain Flemming. He called earlier, too.”

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

“You looked happy sleeping.”

Jeff almost tripped getting up. He took out his own tablet and actually managed to get it to power up. He saw the time. It was late morning. There were six missed messages from the Captain starting from before dawn, with the most recent telling him to report in immediately. Before Jeff could listen to the prior messages the tablet once again went dark.

“I’ve got to go in,” Jeff said. “Promise me you’ll stay put here until I get back.”

Oliop appeared distracted, and gave a nod.

“I’ll be back soon. I promise.”
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CAPTAIN FLEMMING SIGHED when Jeff walked into his office. The door had been open, and no one else was in the Spartan cube of a room with its two chairs, desk, and computer terminal. Flemming didn’t even have any screens pulled open and wasn’t speaking on his com. Flemming sighed again, the closest thing to expansive emotions Jeff had seen from the Captain. 

“You’re not answering your com,” Flemming said.

“My tablet broke,” Jeff said. “It’s the only com on me. Oliop just let me know you called him.”

“You need to also carry a wrist com with you at all times. Also, you should have one implanted to avoid these inconveniences.” 

Flemming’s voice was flat and dry, yet laced with irritation. It reminded Jeff of how his ex would sound when she used to remind him to flush the toilet after a tinkle. “If it’s yellow, let it mellow” was never a sufficient excuse, California State mandatory water rationing notwithstanding. 

“I misplaced the wrist com,” Jeff said. The last he had seen it, it was stuffed into a drawer of his nightstand back at his apartment, its tracker and surveillance abilities be damned. “But I’m here now and I wanted to report in. What’s going on?”

“Requisition a new com. The printer can have it ready in a minute.”

“I’ll do that right away. I’ve been with Oliop at his shop as ordered. He’s been working hard–”

Flemming raised a hand for Jeff to be silent
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