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One

When you’re a Marine, you’re taught that you only have two friends in battle: your H16 Plasma Carbine Multi-Weapon and the Marine standing next to you. 

Everything else can go to Hell. Mainly because it’s your job to send everything else there.

Great philosophy if you’re still fighting dirty Skrangs and their B’clo’no allies. 

But, damn if the second the War ended I didn’t end up having both friends taken from me. I really miss that H16. She was the best multi-weapon a hard-edged Marine could ask for in a tight spot. Killed more than my share of Skrangs with that baby. But I get it, you have to turn in your weapon at the end of your service. The Galactic Fleet is funny that way.

How’d I lose my second friend? The Marine standing next to me during all those firefights with the muscle-bound lizards and snot monsters? Okay, I didn’t lose him. Crawford stayed in the Fleet. They didn’t ask him to leave. He had all limbs and organs accounted for. Never had to cash in a single replacement chit. He was 100% human. 

In other words, he was financially viable.

Me? I spent my two allotted repchits my second year in the Fleet. Lost both my legs below the knees when I stepped into a B’clo’no mating trap. I don’t know if it was a male or female or both in that pit, hard to tell with those mucus things, but after I was through with it, it was dead. Don’t care if it was holding a billion eggs like the lady ones do or if it was holding only a million like the guy ones. I wasted that pile of sludge as it ate away at my legs. Hooah to my H16!

With my two repchits spent, and some seriously heavy duty battle legs to maintain, the Fleet decided I wasn’t cost effective. The Galactic Fleet really clamped down on spending once the War funds began to dry up. All that money being spent on peace instead of trying to wipe out the Skrangs and those damn, sticky B’clo’nos. 

Crawford got to stay, I got the boot.

Ain’t no thing, really. Not anymore. Sure, at first it hurt like a mofo, but that’s life. I drank myself silly for quite a few months until I happened into a wubloov tavern on that one planet... Xippeee. That was it.

I know, I know, who names these planets? Xippeee with three E’s? That crud drives me ten kinds of crazy. But, they have to be named something, I guess.

Where was I?

Xippeee, right.

So, I’m getting stunk drunk in this tavern and in walks this woman. She’s a halfer, one of the rare mixed breeds that happen in the galaxy. Part human, part Gwreq. She totally had the Gwreqian stone skin going on, but had two arms like a human, not four. And she was fine. I mean, stop conversations, make heads turn, fine. Men, women, herms, asexers of all races dropped what they were doing to watch her walk into the tavern.

Now, I was drinking wubloov, which after six pitchers takes you on one seriously messed up hallucinogenic ride, so I thought I was looking at something my brain invented. I honestly had no idea she was real. I’m not kidding. This halfer crossed the tavern, ignored everyone staring at her, and took a seat at my table. The second she sat down, I ordered another pitcher of wubloov because I wanted that trip to keep on going.

It wasn’t until she pulled out her KL09 hand cannon and set it on the table that I started to suspect that maybe she wasn’t a figment of my imagination. Which was really a bummer since I knew I had a shot with her in my imagination. In reality? No way a gorgeous woman like her was going to get with a scarred-up, washed-out, mostly drunk ex-Marine like me. Even with my sexy battle legs.

“You Sergeant Joe Laribeau?” she asked me after the barmaid had set down my pitcher of wubloov. She waited until the barmaid was gone then poured herself a pint, downed it, and pointed at me with the empty glass. “I’m speaking common, so I know you can understand me. Are you Sergeant Joe Laribeau or not?”

She said the last sentence really, really slowly, like I was an imbecile that couldn’t track words faster than three a minute. And considering I was about to pour a pint from my seventh pitcher of wubloov, she was probably right. 

Except I have a gift. No idea how I got it. Fleet doctors think it’s an alien virus that I contracted during one of my campaigns, but none of them would say for sure because then the Fleet would be contractually obligated to pay for any long-term health care issues that may come from it.

My gift? I clarify. Fast.

Simply put, no matter how drunk, sick, injured, or whatever I am, I can get laser focus in an instant. The noise of life disappears and I see the world in crystal clear detail. It came in handy during battles. Turned me into a man that couldn’t miss. It was like everything around me slowed down and I could track my targets down to their molecules. 

You’d think the Fleet would want to hang onto a man with that kind of gift, but, like I said, they had budget cuts and didn’t want to worry about me putting in a health claim if I suddenly lost my gift and grew eight toes out of my forehead. I’ve seen that happen. Not pretty.

Plus, it isn’t a reliable gift. It doesn’t always kick in. But it did with the halfer woman, so I paid attention. A halfer knows my name, and pours a pint from my pitcher without asking, I don’t care how hot she is, I get suspicious and perk up right quick.

“Who?” I asked.

“You’re him,” the halfer said. 

She started to pour another pint, but I clamped my hand on hers and shook my head. She raised an eyebrow, which considering her rocky skin, looked like a row of pebbles was turning into a small arch above her eye, and looked down at my hand on hers.

“Who the hell are you?” I asked, hand still on hand, her eyes still on hands, my eyes still on her, the whole tavern quiet as a dead nuft.

“Remove your hand, please,” she said.

I glanced at her KL09 and she switched her focus from our hands to the heavy pistol.

“I wanted it on the table so you knew I didn’t have it under the table pointed at your junk,” the woman said. She sighed and pushed the weapon across the table with her free hand. “You can have it. I’ve got a dozen more on my ship. All I need is for you to confirm that you are Sergeant Joe Laribeau and hear me out for five minutes.”

“Five galactic minutes or Sterli minutes? Because I was on Sterli once and those minutes can last forever,” I responded. 

“Real minutes,” the woman replied. She sighed again. “Please let go of my hand.”

I did. Only fair since she’d pushed her pistol across the table to me. She took her hand off the pitcher and leaned back in her chair. The bare skin of her upper arms rubbed against the seat back and half the tavern cringed at the sound. Not quite fingernails on slate, but damn close.

“Do I have to ask again?” she said, almost pleading.

That tone changed things. Why would a halfer be pleading with me to confirm my name? Didn’t make sense. Especially since she could probably reach across the table and crush my skull with her bare hands if she wanted. If she got the Gwreq strength to go with the skin, that is. If she wanted me dead then she could have just done it. Hell, half the people in the tavern would be too afraid to report her and the other half were so hot for her that they probably would have forgotten the whole thing if she gave them a sexy smile. I could have been a puddle of blood and bone with two battle legs in the middle and she would have walked away free.

“Yeah, I’m Joe Laribeau,” I finally answered.

The look of relief on her face was priceless. There was a bleeping from her belt and she pulled out a small scanner. She put it to her eye and held it there for two seconds. Once it stopped bleeping she relaxed, put the scanner back in the pouch on her belt, and sighed a third time. The third sigh came with a smile that could melt a ship’s hull. 

“I’m Hopsheer Balai,” she said and offered me her hand.

I shook it and pushed her pistol back to her.

“I’ve got one,” I said as I reached down and patted the heavy pistol strapped to my thigh. “Don’t really need a spare.”

“You always need a spare,” Hopsheer said and pushed the pistol back to me. “We go through firearms like candy in our line of work.”

“We? Line of work?” I asked. “You want to tell me what this is all about before my wubloov kicks back in.”

“Kicks back in?” Hopsheer laughed. “Your pupils are bigger than a Venti moon. I’m actually surprised you’re able to use your speech centers. How many pints have you had?”

“Pints? No clue,” I said as I filled my empty one with more drink. “But this is pitcher number seven. Pour yourself another, if you want. But only if you tell me what the foing hell is going on.”

“Thanks,” Hopsheer said and did pour herself another pint. She tipped the glass to me and then downed that one. “Oh, man, that is good. Only stuff in the galaxy that can get through my metabolism. Being half Gwreq pretty much nullifies my enjoyment of substances.”

“That is the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” I replied. “I had no idea that was even a possibility.”

“Only for halfers like me,” she said as she reached for the pitcher again then stopped. I nodded and she poured a third pint. “Genetic anomaly when Gwreqs and humans mix.”

“I’m no bigot, but that there is an argument for keeping bloodlines pure,” I said and smiled, making sure she knew I was joking.

“You’re telling me,” she said and sipped at her pint instead of pounding it. “I was shot six times in the belly and went through seventeen hours of surgery without the anesthetic doing more than making my skin tingle.”

“Fo,” I said.

I waited for a few seconds, watching her closely because who the hell wouldn’t want to, but she didn’t say anything else.

“Yeah, so this is getting kinda creepy,” I said. “You’re hot, but I am not into crazy chicks. Sorry. I’ve been there, foed that. Took me three weeks to ditch this Nemorian woman. She actually loaded up her water tank onto a GF freighter to track me down. Left her water planet just so she could tell me how much in love with me she was.”

“Nemorians are a nymph race,” Hopsheer said. “They bond emotionally when they have sex. You should have known it would get messy.”

“Yeah, well, my gift didn’t make that part very clear,” I said. “All the fun stuff we did with each other was super clear, but future stalker stuff wasn’t.”

“Your gift!” Hopsheer basically shouted.

Some of the staring patrons turned away. Halfer or not, no one wants to be caught looking at a Gwreq when she raises her voice. That’s how a person loses an arm or two.

“That’s why I’m here,” Hopsheer said. “Your file was given to the SMC and my bosses saw the notation about your gift. Perfect clarity under stress.” She pointed at the pitcher. “Explains the drinking and still talking thing.”

“And...?” I asked. “Wait, did you say SMC? As in the Salvage Merc Corp?”

“The very one,” she said and gave me that smile again as she took another sip from her pint. She set it down and leaned forward. “The SMC is looking for new recruits. We’ve had some unfortunate losses lately, mainly due to the Edger separatists racing around the galaxy and gumming things up. They see a salvage merc coming and they get nervous, think the number is gonna take them for a ticket punch.”

“Aren’t they?” I asked. “Hold on, what’s a number?”

“Huh?” she asked, looking over her shoulder as two men walked into the tavern. 

“What’s a number?” I asked again. “I know that getting a ticket punched means you have claimed a salvage, but I have no idea what a number is.”

“Me,” Hopsheer said, her eyes still on the men that moved from the doors to the bar. “Us. Mercs. We all have numbers. I’m Salvage Merc Eight. We call each other numbers. It’s an inside thing.” She turned her attention back to me and her hand casually went to her pistol that was still on the table. “You’ll learn all of that back at headquarters.”

“I never said I was going with you to your headquarters,” I replied. 

The two men at the bar ordered then turned around and stared right at our table. They were strapped with sawed-off scatter blasters. Rusty things that looked like they’d explode in their hands if they pulled the triggers. I automatically assumed they wanted the blasters to look old and useless. That probably meant they were in perfect shape and would take my head off with one shot.

“I think you really should,” Hopsheer said and nodded backwards. “Those guys? They aren’t here to drink.”

“I guessed that,” I said.

“When I said my bosses got a hold of your file, well, that’s because someone leaked every file of every decorated ex-Marine onto the Grid,” she said. “Not a problem for the average spacehead, but for someone like you, with your gift, and those battle legs of yours, that is a problem.”

“How so?” I asked. “I’ve been out of the Fleet for nearly two years.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Hopsheer said, her hand tightening around her pistol’s grip. “Those guys are bounty hunters. They’ve been sent by someone to collect you so you can be used by whatever organization is paying them. All it takes is an AI chip in the back of your head and you are one controllable killing machine.”

“AI chips are illegal galactic wide,” I said. “Life in prison for anyone that uses them.”

“Which tells you that the organization that hired those two isn’t exactly the law abiding kind,” Hopsheer said. “Looks like I found you in the nick of time.”

“Galactic time or Sterli time?” I asked, smiling. I loosened my KL09 and eased it from its holster. “That’s a joke.”

“Funny,” Hopsheer said. Then the look in her eyes hardened. Literally, as her eyes turned to rock hard stone. “I need to know if you are interested in becoming a salvage merc.”

“Why?” I replied.

“Because my ticket was only to find you, not to claim you,” Hopsheer said. “You have to return with me of your own free will. That means, I legally cannot defend you with lethal force unless you specifically say you are interested in becoming a salvage merc. The second you do that then you are under the protection of the SMC and those two men are fair game.”

“I’d be a moron to refuse you,” I said. “I mean that in a sexy way, too.”

“Don’t be a terpig,” she said and frowned. “We’ve been having a good time until you said that.”

“Sorry,” I said and finished my pint. I slammed the empty glass down on the table and stood up. “I am officially interested in becoming a salvage merc. When do we leave?”

“Right now,” Hopsheer said as she stood and turned to face the two men that had pushed away from the bar and were slowly walking towards us. “Stay behind me.”

“I can take care of myself,” I said.

“Not with these foing Jirks,” she said.

“Jirks?” I gulped. “Skintakers? Okay, yeah, you take the lead.”

I could see her skin hardening under her clothes. The material tightened and her movements became more deliberate. Not stilted or clunky, just more deliberate. She was ready to get her fight on.

“No claim on him,” one of the Jirks said. 

The skin he wore was a light purple which meant he’d recently killed someone from the Tersch system with that bright red sun. His eyes were sparkly gold and when he smiled, he showed finely sharpened teeth. He was of a low caste for a Jirk. 

It’s the teeth that give away the lower skintakers. Jirks take on every aspect of their victims except the teeth. The high born ones can handle the teeth as well. Most Jirk assassins are high born which makes it hard to catch and convict the bastards. They get all the protection.

But not those guys. They were Jirk labor. Drones sent out to do the dirty work.

“He’s a free man,” Hopsheer said. “Hasn’t broken any laws, local or galactic, so no claim can be put on him.”

“I’m allergic to claims, anyway,” I said. That was the wubloov talking. I shouldn’t have said anything, but I get a smart mouth when I drink. I have a smart mouth when I don’t drink, but it usually stays closed in potentially violent situations. My gift doesn’t extend to my lips, unfortunately. “Sorry. Ignore me.”

“We’re leaving,” Hopsheer said and the second man, also purple skinned, stepped next to his buddy so our way was blocked.

“Come on, guys,” Hopsheer said. “I don’t want to kill you and I doubt either of you want to kill me. Jirks hate being halfers, right? You kill me and you’ll take my form unless you spend a lot of energy fighting the change.”

“I’d rather just take your form without killing you,” second Jirk said. “That means I want to fo you like a—”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Hopsheer replied. 

I couldn’t see her stone eyes, since her back was to me, but I assumed she rolled them.

“You’ve punched your ticket, merc,” first Jirk said. “Your job is done. You found your guy, now walk away. Let us take it from here.”

“So much taking, so little giving,” I said. “I think there’s plenty of me to go around. Listen gentlemen, or whatever you really are, how about I go with this unbelievably beautiful woman to SMC headquarters, hear their pitch, then I come find you, go to your employer, hear that organization’s pitch, weigh my options, then make an informed decision. If the people that hired you have a better offer then I’ll gladly sign up with them. No one has to fight, no one has to die, no one loses their skin or anything nasty like that.”

“Why’d you have to call me beautiful?” Hopsheer asked without looking back at me. Her focus was locked onto the Jirks. “You could have just called me a woman, but you called me an unbelievably beautiful woman. There’s no need to bring up my looks. My attractiveness doesn’t define me.”

“Okay, sorry?” I said, really confused. Calling a woman beautiful had never backfired on me before. “You’re right? I should have just called you a woman?”

“Why are you talking in questions?” she snapped.

The two Jirks looked from her to me and both laughed. Their laughing ended when Hopsheer put a blast dead center in their chests. I didn’t even see her raise her pistol. The guys crumpled to the floor, nothing but piles of clothes and empty, dead skin. After that, the tavern turned into a screaming mess as the patrons bolted for less deadly environs outside.

Hopsheer flashed her SMC credentials to the bartender and he nodded at her as he pointed up at the vid camera in the corner.

“SMC badge or not,” the bartender said, “the authorities will decide what happened.”

“I know,” Hopsheer said. “But I wouldn’t mind if your story was leaning in my favor. We all know what direction that interaction was headed.”

“I’d like to go on record and say I felt my life was being threatened and Salvage Merc Eight here did the right thing by removing the threats,” I said as I looked directly into the camera. “If she hadn’t killed those Jirks, they probably would have kidnapped me and delivered me to Eight Million Gods knows what kind of evil criminal organization.”

“Don’t say things like that,” Hopsheer said. “It doesn’t help.”

Hopsheer didn’t move from her spot until the bartender gave her a slight nod.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be sure and let my bosses know of your cooperation with this. That’ll be good for you and your business.”

“Better be,” the bartender said.

Hopsheer reached back and grabbed my shoulder, yanking me with her to the doors.

“Hold on,” I said and tried to pull free. Tried. “Uh, let go, okay? I need to pay my tab.”

“On the house,” the bartender said. “Just leave.”

“Nope, not gonna,” I said as Hopsheer let me go. 

I walked to the terminal on the bar and placed my wrist against it. It brought up my bar tab and debited my account what I owed.

“I always pay for my tab,” I said. “Bad luck to stiff a place.”

“If you say so,” the bartender said, his eyes locked onto the bounty hunter mess on his floor. “Can you leave now? I have to clean up and close for the day once I call the authorities.”

“We’re leaving,” Hopsheer said. “Thank you again.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I said as I followed Hopsheer out into the pale yellow light of what was left of the day. 

I glanced up at the two overlapping suns that shone down from the Xippeee sky and shook my head. I’d gone in that tavern for some pitchers of hard beer and came out a guest of a salvage merc, headed to SMC headquarters for what was maybe a job interview.

The galaxy is weird.

Two

Six months later and I was standing outside a cave on the smaller of planet Hepnug’s continents. I had the SMC version of a Fleet H16 Plasma Carbine Multi-Weapon in one hand and my ticket instructions in the other. Sitting to my left, unceremoniously cleaning himself, was my Leforian assistant, Mgurn. Basically a mix between an armored beetle and a Great Dane, Leforians are crazy loyal, dig faster than a gump on steroids, and see for miles with perfect focus. They do other things too, of course.

Great sidekicks if you can ignore the licking.

“Will you stop that?” I hissed at him. “Why do you always clean yourself right before we’re about to make a claim?”

“I get nervous,” Mgurn replied as he smacked his segmented jaws together, his prehensile tongue sliding back into the darkness of his mouth. “You know that.”

“This is why Leforians can’t ever get their number,” I said. “You get weird in the field.”

“Then why keep me around?” Mgurn pouted. “Why not ask for an Ichterran or Klav assistant?”

“Ichterrans freak me out with that water leaking from their gills thing,” I said. “And Klavs are nothing but balls of eyes. Yeah, they are super smart, but I don’t know where to look when I talk to one.”

Mgurn did that huffing thing he does when he’s annoyed with me, but I ignored him and focused on my ticket.

Salvage Ticket #4867345231:

Recovery salvage. Science team last seen on Hepnug in the Brgeete System. Data collected by team is primary salvage. Rescue of team members is secondary. Two thousand chit bonus for full recovery of data and team members. Added two hundred chits for every team member alive. Time sensitive. Recovery and return within one week.

That last thing was the tricky part. It takes a full day’s travel to get to the Brgeete System from SMC headquarters. Three days of searching the planet since the damn thing has seventeen continents on it. Then, if I find anything, two days return trip to SMC headquarters due to the energy flux given off by Brgeete’s suns. It messes with the engines of pretty much any ship not Behemoth Class or above. That timeframe cuts things tight.

I was on day four of my planet-wide search because apparently it was the lava season. No volcanoes, just vast quantities of lava that rains down from the sky at random intervals during the days and nights. Yes, I had a personal protective environmental shield, so did Mgurn, but that wasn’t the point. The point was lava falling from the skies. Made things tricky.

“Sensors indicate that the team and their equipment are inside this cave,” Mgurn stated. He glanced up at the sky and blinked. “I would estimate we have three to five hours before the next downpour. We will need to hurry to make that window of safety or we could end up losing another day.”

He said “another day” like it was my fault. Which it kind of was since I’d ignored his suggestion and landed on the opposite side of the planet instead of right where we were standing. Leforians have an uncanny ability to sniff out the right landing spots, the right places to set up camp, the right equipment to bring on a salvage mission, and the correct way to cook almost any food in the known universe. Mercs joke about calling their Leforian assistants “Mom” sometimes. Never to a Leforian’s face, though. They hate that and it makes them unbearably pissy.

“Any signs of life?” I asked as I swiped the salvage ticket from the screen on my wrist holo and brought up the list of items that needed to be retrieved to punch my ticket and make my claim. “I’m good either way.”

“Are you?” Mgurn asked. “Because I would prefer to find the science team alive so we can collect the bonus chits. Need I remind you, that by not being a full-fledged merc, I only receive a fraction of the chits that you do.”

“You don’t need to remind me,” I said as I started walking towards the cave mouth. “You have been very clear about the chits since we started working together.”

“My sister is on her second litter of pups, Joe,” Mgurn said. “Second litter. Where’s the dad? Hell if I know. Lazy son of a gump skipped out on her the second he heard. One litter he’s fine with, but two? Oh, no, that’s just way too much for him to handle!”

“I know, Mgurn, I know,” I said. “I can kick you some extra chits, if that’s what you need.”

“Charity? Bah!” Mgurn scoffed. “I work for a living, Joe. I work my carapace off, thank you very much! I don’t need your handouts!”

“Man, I was only offering to help, okay? Don’t snap my head off,” I said, pausing at the mouth of the cave, my H16 aimed into the darkness, its scan function running at full power. “Are you seeing this? I’m not picking up any life signs at all. Not even native species. This is a dead cave.”

“Dead cave?” Mgurn asked, his rant over with. I could tell by the way his quad segmented jaws clicked together that his normal nervousness had turned to wary fear. “We don’t like dead caves.”

“No, we don’t,” I replied. 

I turned the H16 on the rock around the cave mouth, getting close for as fine of readings as possible. I wasn’t even picking up mold spores. And every planet has mold spores. I’d be willing to bet that the center of the largest sun has mold spores. You can’t get rid of the stuff.

“There are a few explanations of why there are no signs of life,” Mgurn said. “None of them good.”

“No mold,” I said.

“Yes, I can smell that,” Mgurn replied.

“You can? Why didn’t you say anything?” I snapped.

“Because I wanted to confirm with actual scans,” he said and tapped his scanner against his armored forearm. 

Leforians don’t have tech implants due to their insect-like circulatory systems. It interferes with the holos functioning properly or something. Yeah, they have hair like mammals and look like large beetle dogs, but their blood and fluids are just not compatible with internal tech.

Mgurn tapped his scanner against his forearm again and I watched his brow lower and eyes narrow.

“Problem?” I asked.

“Unreliable reading,” he said. “Even with my external scanner.” 

He squatted, picked up a cargo bag, and pulled out a second scanner. He set the first one down and turned on the second then went through an entire scan protocol of the cave.

“This isn’t how we save time,” I said.

“It is how we save our butts from getting eaten,” he replied.

“Eaten?” I asked.

“Eaten,” he nodded and showed me the scanner.

Nothing. Absolute zero.

“Oh, man,” I muttered.

“Yeah,” Mgurn agreed.

“B’flo’do,” we said together.

B’flo’dos are a feral race that sap all energy from their environment. They come from the same system as B’clo’no’s, but are a different species. Still made of mucus, but all black and nearly impossible to see if you look at one head on because they suck in light energy as well. Not what a merc wants to come across on a mission. I had to deal with them as a Marine since the B’clo’nos use them as grunt soldiers, mostly for kamikaze attacks.

“It touches us and we’re over,” Mgurn said.

“I know,” I replied.

“We won’t be able to see it in there,” Mgurn said.

“I know,” I replied.

“You ever seen a B’flo’do drain a person dry?” he asked.

“You know I have,” I said.

“Plan?” he asked.

“I don’t have one,” I said. “Draw it out? One of us is bait while the other recovers the salvage?”

“I’m stronger than you and can carry more equipment,” Mgurn said, “and you have your Fleet battle legs which makes you a faster runner. Normally, I wouldn’t say that about a human since we Leforians are quite spry, but you are an obvious exception.”

“Yeah, that occurred to me as soon as I suggested the plan,” I said. “Great.”

“Lure the thing away from the cave and towards the east,” Mgurn said as he stretched his limbs and rotated his torso back and forth. “Give me, let’s see...fifteen minutes? I should have the equipment salvaged and loaded on the ship by then.”

“Then what?” I asked. “It’ll suck the engines empty if I try to get back to the ship with it on my tail.”

“Then lose it out there,” Mgurn said and pointed at the desert to our east. “There is almost no life out there. B’flo’dos tire quickly. Lead it into the middle of the sands and it won’t have anything to feed off. It’ll slow down enough for you to return to the ship before it can catch up. We’ll be off planet in seconds once you are aboard.”

“There are a few dangerous flaws in this plan,” I responded.

Mgurn shrugged which always looks weird on a Leforian as their backplate lifts into the air. “It’s your plan,” he said. “Fix the flaws on the go.”

“Great,” I said. I pointed to a small natural alcove a few feet from the cave mouth. “Hide there. Do not show yourself until we are far enough away that it won’t sense you. Then book your bug butt inside and get the salvage done.”

“I believe we should talk chit split on this ticket,” Mgurn said. “I am doing all of the salvage work. I’m not asking for the majority of chits, but half would be acceptable.”

“I could scrap this ticket, take the penalty, and then get nothing,” I suggested. “How is that for a chit split? Pretty sure half of nothing is nothing.”

“Your mathematical skills are dizzying,” Mgurn grumbled. “Fine. Extra ten percent?”

“That works,” I said. I took aim at the dirt directly in front of the cave. “Hide. We need to get this over with.”

Mgurn didn’t argue and hurried to the alcove. He kept his back facing out which would give him some extra protection due to his armored flesh. I, on the other hand, had only my SMC uniform to protect me. Like an idiot, I didn’t wear any battle armor, just my enviro shield, because it wasn’t one of those planets. There’s nothing on Hepnug. Not anymore. Not that it would matter since the B’flo’do would have just sucked my armor of all of its power, turning it into a lot of heavy garbage.

I pressed the trigger of my H16 and a wide beam began to scorch the dirt in front of the cave. It was a sweeper beam, not as powerful as a projectile plasma blast, but very effective when you need to burn your way through things. At that moment, I didn’t need to burn as much as I needed to entice. No way the B’flo’do could ignore a tasty sweep beam right outside its door.

Or maybe it could.

I stood there for a full five minutes and began to worry that I’d drain my H16 myself before the damn B’flo’do showed up.

“Is there a problem?” Mgurn’s muffled voice echoed out of the alcove.

“It’s not coming,” I said.

“It could have fed enough that it’s in a sleep state,” Mgurn replied. “That has been known to happen.”

“Yeah, after eating a whole ship’s worth of energy, maybe,” I said. “Not sucking some scientists and their gear dry. It may be on to us.”

“B’flo’dos are dumb as rocks,” Mgurn said. “I highly doubt it is on to us.”

“Then where the hell is it?” I asked.

I got my answer half a second later.

A thick tendril of blackness shot out at my H16. I jumped back and barely managed to avoid the strike. 

“It’s here,” I whispered.

I walked backwards, sending a beam into the ground every couple of steps as I tried to draw the thing out of its hidey hole. The tendril followed, but the rest of the B’flo’do wasn’t taking the bait. It was a cautious bastard which isn’t like B’flo’dos at all. Mgurn was right, they are dumber than rocks, and usually chase down any hint of energy. This guy was playing it safe. That had me more worried than if it had come rushing at me head on.

Not that B’flo’dos have heads. They are just mucus creatures like their B’clo’no cousins.

A few more meters and the tendril stopped. It stretched all the way from the cave to me, nearly twenty meters long. That’s a big B’flo’do. At that size, it should have been on me in seconds. None of its behavior made sense. The only reason it would be cautious like that was if a larger predator was close by.

But Hepnug was a dead planet. No predators at all because there was no life on the damn planet. Except mold because, as I have stated, mold is everywhere.

The tendril stopped, shook itself a couple times, then shot back into the cave. It made a rubber band snapping sound as it withdrew and I watched Mgurn jump in his alcove.

“What was that?” he called out.

“The B’flo’do,” I replied, raising the barrel of my H16 and resting it against my shoulder. “It bailed. Went back in the cave.”

“No, not that, the rumbling sound,” Mgurn said and turned around. “You can’t hear that rumbling sound?”

“No, I can’t,” I replied. “I’m not a bug dog.”

“Really?” Mgurn snapped. “You are such a bigot sometimes.”

“I was just kidding,” I said. “Calm down.”

His four eyes went wide and he straightened to his full height of seven feet. I could see the muscles under his hairy armor flex and pulse and I knew something very, very bad was about to go down.

“Is it behind me?” I asked.

Mgurn nodded.

“Is it really, really big?” I asked.

Mgurn nodded again.

“B’flo’do?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Mgurn said. “B’flo’do.”

I took a deep breath and slowly turned around. Yep. It was a really, really big B’flo’do. I could see why the one in the cave was not coming out no matter how much energy I tried to bribe it with. B’flo’dos aren’t generally cannibalistic, but the mass of black sludge in front of me was almost as big as my ship, so I could understand the smaller one’s hesitation. Ones that big were known to syphon smaller B’flo’dos’ energies if they were especially hungry.

I was willing to wager that the big pile of black snot was especially hungry since it seemed to have found itself on a dead planet.

“Okay,” I said. “This is a problem.”

First thing I did was activate my emergency beacon on my wrist. My implant would send a trans-space signal directly to SMC headquarters. No number wanted to have to send that signal since it made them look weak, but too many numbers learned the hard way that not sending it meant you kept your pride but lost your life. I was more than willing to take the ribbing I would get back at SMC headquarters than risk dying before SMC decided to send out a search party and turn me into a salvage ticket.

There was a high-pitched screech from behind me and I whipped my head about to see Mgurn being dragged into the cave by the smaller B’flo’do. Big Problem Number Two. 

It was right then that I wished I had control of my gift. Some uber-focus and clarity would have been nice. Slow things down, give me that extra split-second I needed to weigh all my options. Put things in perspective and make the smart choice first before making the not so smart choice that I usually have a fifty-fifty shot at stumbling towards.

Okay. Okay, okay, okay. Mgurn needed my help. He’d be a drained pile of exo-armor and endo-bones in minutes if I didn’t go take care of B’flo’do Junior. 

I took one step and Big B’flo’do shuddered, its mass lurching at me.

I stopped stepping. I even had my left foot raised off the ground and held it there, afraid the monster slime would grab me if I set it down. Battle legs or not, standing on one foot is not the position a number wants to be in when facing immanent death.

Mgurn screeched again. Then flat out screamed.

“JOE!”

“Hold on!” I yelled.

“JOE!”

“I know! I know!” I shouted back. “I’m working it out now!”

I was. My brain was in overdrive and I was taking a mental inventory of all of my options. The first ten options on that inventory list were dying, so I skipped to option eleven and looked down at my H16.

Now, while the galaxy may seem like a lawless place, especially in the chaos after the War, weapons weren’t exactly a chit a dozen. I had to pay for my SMC H16 out of my own earnings. Same with the upgrades to my ship, the armor I wasn’t currently wearing, and any and all supplies needed to punch a salvage ticket. So, my decision in that moment wasn’t rash and wasn’t without trepidation.

I very slowly opened the power coupling under the barrel of the carbine. Even that movement got the Big B’flo’do all hot and bothered. It slid its slimy bulk closer to me, and it took all of my will not to turn and run screaming.

My fingers found the regulator inside the power coupling and I twisted it carefully until it popped loose. Making sure I didn’t lose the regulator, since those babies cost almost as much as the entire weapon itself, I tucked it in my pocket, took one last look at my handy multi-weapon, said a quick prayer to all Eight Million Gods, and pulled the trigger.

That got Big Smushy excited. 

Without the regulator in place, the power coupling would overheat in only a few seconds. An overheated power coupling would normally trip the regulator and the energy levels would instantly drop and normalize, making for an even shooting experience. But my poor H16 wasn’t going to normalize. It was going to do the exact opposite and die one painful death.

I’d die a painful death too if I didn’t get my butt out of there fast.

That’s where having battle legs comes in handy.

With my superheating H16 still in hand, I turned and ran as fast as my trusty legs would carry me. Mgurn stopped screeching as B’flo’do Junior came rushing from the cave, its energy hunger driving it out of its safety place. I ran straight at the alien, knowing I had maybe a full second to pull off what I needed to pull off. 

Now, it is that kind of pressure that gets my gift to kick in. Running headlong at an alien, while also fleeing a much, much, much larger alien, both of which wanted what I held in my hands, meant the world started to slow, my vision became crystal clear, and any extraneous thoughts in my head were pushed away.

I threw the H16 high into the air and dove to the ground. Junior sprang from its globby position in front of the cave and went right for the carbine
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