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If you got a slug for a wedding present,
would you keep it?

 


The floor heaved again. Murray felt the cool
tip of the weapon slide down her cheek. That time, she was almost
certain the room really moved.

“What’s happening?” She winced when his hand
shifted the gun back into position.

“You tell me,” Zander hissed. “I didn’t
order any fireworks.”

Murray frowned. Fireworks. The fog cleared a
bit and she remembered a black duffel bag. She remembered the plan.
“Zora,” she smiled and leaned her head back against the wall.
Zander’s gun moved with her. “She’s blowing up your sonic emitter,”
she said.

“Who?”

“My sister. You stole her space slug,
asshole.”

 


 



 


Episode One: the wedding invitation

 


The sign
above the entrance to the main space port read: Welcome to the
planet Crag. Dr. Murray shifted her duffel bag into a more
comfortable position, resting its bulk against her left hip, and
surveyed the chaos. She tuned out the ships arriving and departing,
the smack and rattle of hundreds of alien footsteps hustling across
the station’s slick tiles, the chatter in a dozen languages, and
listened for the next public service announcement.

A mechanical ping echoed through the
station’s PA system followed by an artificial feminine voice
speaking Gen-ish. Before Murray could catch the message, however,
someone tugged at her sleeve.

“Hey, lady,” a voice like sludge percolating
drowned out the station information. Murray sighed and looked down.
“Energy boost? Trancs? Lucid-Max?” The voice continued. It issued
from the wide, rubber-lipped mouth of a four foot high toad. Two
slimy, bulbous eyes blinked up at her, glowing swamp orange against
the thin, blue strip-lighting that threaded between the floor
tiles. The creature—Murray catalogued its species and planet of
origin for her mental records—wore a rough red vest spotted with
bulging pockets. Its fat-padded fingers tugged the front open in a
universal, sly gesture. “You got need?” it asked her.

“No.” She straightened her spine and cast a
nervous look in all directions. “Go away.”

“I got Gasmic, Lady,” the creature
continued. Murray felt her cheeks heat in embarrassment. “I got
what you need.”

“I most certainly do not…” She started an
indignant retort, but that was, after all, what it
wanted--interaction, conversation, an angle to work. “No.” She took
a long step forward. The creature’s short legs scrambled to bring
its body alongside her again.

“Lady, give me a break, I got young to
feed.”

“God help us.”

“Give me a cred chit and I’ll vacate.”

Murray frowned, but slipped her fingers into
the neck purse she wore hidden under her blouse. “I’m a scientist,”
she said. “I know what that stuff does to people.”

“What’s people?” The toad shrugged. “I’m no
doctor. I just give ‘em what they want.” His eyes tracked her
fingers, blinked faster when she brought out the chit.

“Fine,” Murray said. “I want information.”
She lowered the credit toward its grasping digits. “Where’s the
service counter in this bloody zoo?”

 


****

 


By the time it was her turn at the head of
the line, Murray’s shoulder had gone to sleep. She’d alternated
resting the bag on either side until it hardly mattered. She ached,
she was grouchy, and she hated space travel. When the woman manning
the counter waved her forward, Murray shuffled up, dropped the
duffel in a heap and let out a relieved groan.

Three of the woman’s eyebrows shot up
quizzically. She pressed the larger of her two mouths into a thin,
customer service smile and said, “May I help you?” in Gen-ish.

“Yes, excuse me.” Murray struggled to recall
her Gen-ish.

“Yes,” the woman tried to hide her sigh.
“What can I do for you?”

“I just arrived.” She bent over and slid
Zora’s letter from the duffel’s side pocket.

The woman watched, all six eyes narrowing.
“Obviously,” she said.

Murray ignored the sarcasm. “Yes, well I
just arrived and I need transportation to the…” She turned to the
letter and read, “Crantok Palace.”

“Seriously?”

“Of course.” Murray verified the name on the
invitation. “Wait, why?”

“No reason. I can arrange for a shuttle
within the hour. Is that suitable?”

“Yes, that’s fine.” Something about the
woman’s tone made her nervous. She rambled on. “My sister is
getting married there.”

“Seriously?”

“Why do you keep saying that?”

“Nothing. You’re sure it’s the Crantok
Palace?”

Murray offered Zora’s letter across the
counter. The woman took it. As she read, the lips on her smaller
mouth moved silently. The large one frowned.

“Crantok palace--it says so on the
invitation.” Murray pointed to the embossed gold lettering.

“It also has: Help, save me, written at the
bottom.” The woman squinted, a flurry of odd-sized lids and lashes.
“In lipstick, I believe.”

“Well, that’s Zora for you.” Murray
shrugged. Not everyone understood her sister like she did. “She has
a unique sense of humor.”

“Hmmmm.”

“Is there a problem?” Murray adopted her no
nonsense tone, useful for reining in unruly undergraduate students.
She raised an eyebrow back at the woman. She only had the two, but
somehow the gesture worked better that way.

“No.” the woman’s fingers flickered into
action across her keypad. “No, I’ll just make the
arrangements.”

That’s more like it. Murray sniffed in
triumph. I’m a scientist, damn it. She’d had about enough of the
Crag spaceport. She rolled a kink out of her shoulder and nodded to
the woman. “Thanks.” It never hurt to be polite. “Do you know where
I can pick up a gift?”

 


****

 


The shuttle proved little more than a
glorified hover cab. Another toad, the drug dealer’s cousin no
doubt, drove the wreckage, and Murray attempted to avoid looking at
the slimy, wart-studded skin. Unfortunately, the view out the dingy
window was almost as unappealing.

Outside the port city, the planet turned
abruptly into pinnacles of ash-colored rock standing amidst low,
bubbling mud pools. Thin strips of solid ground wove between these,
but overall the landscape screamed swamp. Murray eyed her driver.
The habitat would be a plus for the amphibious set.

The cab slid to a stop. Murray sprang
through the passenger door and gulped a breath of soggy, swamp air.
It tasted foul and felt too thick but was still a step up from eau
de toad driver. Her duffel thunked to the ground beside her, tossed
from the vehicle by a stubby amphibian arm. She looked from it to
the outstretched palm and sighed, another cred chit down the drain.
She passed over the coinage.

Crantok Palace rose out of the muck, nearly
indistinguishable from any other rock spire. Shadows hovered around
the building’s crags, casting its peaks and crevices into eerie
relief. A solid pathway wound from where the cab waited between a
cluster of smaller spires up to the distant arch of gate. Murray
shivered despite the muggy air. She turned back to the driver.

“Are you certain this is the right
place?”

“Only one Crantok Palace, Lady,” the toad
answered.

Murray stared at the lights glowing green in
the slit windows. “Maybe you should wait.” The hum of engines
kicking into gear engulfed the statement. Murray spun around as the
cab lifted, swung a slow circle and started back the way they’d
come. “Wait!” She stumbled a safer distance from the vehicle’s
exhaust. “Damn it.”

She sighed and heaved the duffel back onto
her shoulder. Reaching around to the side pocket, she retrieved her
invitation, tucked her wedding gift into the crook of one arm, and
started toward the gates.

“Halt!” A pair of twin Lizard-men stood like
bookends on either side of the arch. The one to the left snorted in
emphasis while his buddy repeated the command. “Halt!”

“Uh, hello there,” Murray’s feet obediently
rooted to the spot. The guards held no weapons and looked like they
didn’t need them.

“State your business!” Lizard on the left
said.

“Business. Right. I’m here for the
wedding.”

“The wedding.” Right guard parroted. Both of
them just stared at her.

“I assure you.” Murray tapped a foot against
the stone path. “I am an invited guest.”

“The wedding.” Left guard chimed in.
“Right.”

“Bride or Groom?” his partner asked. Now
they were getting somewhere.

“Bride.”

The Lizard-men took a unified step toward
her. They spoke together, “Bride?”

“Yes, Bride,” Murray snapped. She needed a
nap and a bath and vowed to kill Zora when she saw her.

“You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Look.” She shoved her
invitation under two scaly noses. They read it, nodding together as
they did so. A tickle of doubt wandered through Murray’s thoughts.
The guards exchanged a glance that did little to help. Still, it
wasn’t until they grabbed her that she thought to be scared.

“Halt!” Left guard shouted.

“Seize her!” His twin yelled, which seemed
redundant to Murray considering she already dangled above the
ground, gripped by four thick reptilian arms.

“Crap,” she said. Her scaled escort hauled
her toward the gates. “Oh Crap.” Zora was a dead woman.

 



 


Episode Two: the bride

 


"Let go of
me!" Murray shouted into a Lizard-man's ear. He grunted and lifted
her higher into the air. She'd stopped kicking at them when they
started down the stairs, but continued to struggle verbally. The
beasts ignored her, only tossing an amused look back and forth when
she came up with a really good insult or particularly weak
threat.

"When Gen-Fed gets word of this," she
started again. The guards snickered. "You think that's funny now,
but wait till...wait...What’s that smell?" Her nostrils did their
best to clamp shut against the stench wafting up the staircase.
Being human nostrils, they were completely unsuccessful at the
maneuver, and the odor remained undeterred.

"Dungeon," the reptile on her right
said.

The smell intensified as they reached the
landing. The green lights mounted along the wall illuminated a
narrow hallway. Murray twisted in her captors' grip and caught a
glimpse of bars and a row of dim cells.

"You have to be kidding me," she said. When
the guards continued forward into the aisle, she renewed her
efforts, twisting against scaly arms that refused to budge. The
lizard duo chuckled in unison. They carried her past three empty
cells. A pile of hair and muscle growled at them from the
fourth.

Murray screamed. She started kicking again,
only to be hoisted further from the ground. They carried her on,
down the center of the archaic dungeon to the last stall. Sitting
in this one, perched on top of a heap of straw and rubble, sat her
sister.

Zora posed, legs crossed and leaning on one
elbow, with a lit cigarette burning in her free hand. She wore a
miniscule white skirt, a low cut vest and a veil. As they
approached, she flicked a length of ash into the metal bowl resting
beside her and slid gracefully to her feet.

"Bride's quarters," Lizard-man left
sniggered. They dumped Murray to the ground, and she staggered to
her feet.

"Mur?" Zora lifted the veil and tossed it
over her red hair.

"Zora!" Murray pulled away from the scaly
hands still clamped around her forearms.

"Ouch."

One of the guards moved to unlock the cell.
Zora dumped her smoke into the bowl and stuck out her left hip.

"Hey guys," she drawled. "Play nice and let
me out?"

"Sorry," the guard at the cell said.

"Orders." His buddy shoved Murray forward.
They passed her, stumbling, into the cell and swung the bars
shut.

"Oh, come on!" Zora stuck her bottom lip
into full pout mode, but the reptilian duo turned and headed back
toward the stairs.

Murray's hands found her hips. She tapped
one foot against the soggy floor and stared at her sister.

Zora ignored her, leapt to the cell front
and craned to watch the guards' retreat. "Damn," she said.

"I'm going to kill you," Murray snarled.

"Mur!" Zora finally turned in her direction.
She grinned and clapped both her hands together. "Oh, Mur. Thank
god you're here."

"Zora."

"I know what you're gonna say, Mur, and
you're right. You're always right, Mur. Did I ever tell you that?"
She flashed Murray a completely phony smile. "Good ol’ Mur. So,
what's the plan?"

"The plan?" Murray raised one dangerous
eyebrow at her sister.

"Please tell me getting tossed in here was
part of the plan." Zora arranged her fingers over her own hips in a
mirror image gesture of Murray.

"The plan."

"Come on, Sis." Zora's voice lost its syrupy
tone. "Work with me here, the distress note, the rescue?"

"The wedding invitation?"

"Noooooooooooo," Zora howled. "You're
kidding me, right? You can't possibly be that dense."

"Watch it," Murray growled.

"Or what?"

"Call me dense again and find out."

"Jeeze, Mur." Zora dropped her hands and
stomped back to her perch. She retrieved the still-burning
cigarette and took a long drag. "All right, Mur, you win. You're
not dense, you're brilliant. Nobody's gonna argue that one. But
come on, 'help, help' is pretty self-explanatory."

"Do you remember the last wedding invitation
you sent me, Zora?" Murray circled her sister. "Huh?"

"Don't start, Mur."

"It was written on a cocktail napkin from
that dive on..."

"I remember," Zora waved an arm in Murray's
face. "That was just a joke, Mur."

"Right. And the one before that?" Murray
watched Zora's eyes roll to the ceiling as she tried to remember
the prior engagement. She went on. "Or what about that time you ran
out of money on Cyrrus 2 and sent me that phony ransom note?"

"I needed some cash, Mur. I paid you back."
She squinted and thought for a second. “Did I pay you back?"

"Yes. Then you talked me into that huge
hotel suite at the port."

"Man, that place was swank."

"And then got us thrown out when you brought
that band back to the room."

"Haley's Tail." Zora smiled for real. "Did
you know they got a big contract right after?"

"Zora!"

"The drummer was sweet on you."

"Damn it, Zora." Murray stopped circling and
did her best to glower. "Wait, he was?"

"Sure," Zora lied. At least she was lousy at
that.

"No." Murray sighed. "No he wasn't." She
sagged and gave in, plopped down on the pile beside Zora.

"Well he might have been if you'd just take
your hair out of that bloody bun and, jeeze, Mur, get some
clothes."

"This happens to be a very expensive
jacket."

"It looks like a lab coat."

"It is a lab coat." She waited for it,
watched Zora's mouth open and shut twice. “Leave it, Zor," she
said.

"Right."

"So, what's the deal this time?"

"Oh, Murray," Zora sobbed. "It's awful!"

"It always is." Murray leaned back and took
the cigarette from her sister's hand. She took a drag and passed it
back.

"His name's Crantok."

"Uh huh."

"He's amazingly handsome."

"They always are, Zor."

"It's not funny, Mur. We're in serious
trouble here."

"Go on," Murray took the smoke back and
leaned against the mound of trash.

"It was fun at first," Zora continued. "We
met in a spaceport, nabbed a little star jumper and just took off
bumming around, you know. Then one morning he says, 'let's go back
to my place and get hitched."

"Are you serious?"

"Hell, how was I supposed to know he was
being literal?"

"And you think I'm dense?"

"Don't start, Mur. The point is the guy
thinks he's some kind of warlord."

"Thinks?" The nicotine settled into Murray's
bloodstream, doing wonders for her nerves.

"He's psychotic, Mur, and he's gonna force
me to marry him."

"I noticed the veil. Ashtray." She took the
metal bowl from Zora. "Maybe a little domesticity would be good for
you."

"Listen, Mur, these aliens aren't so nice to
their wives. Or their in-laws, if you catch my drift."

"All right, all right. Let me think," Murray
crushed out the remnants of the cigarette and turned the ashtray
around in her hands.

"We have to get out of here!" Panic stole
through Zora's normal sass. "Mur, are you listening to me?"

"What is this?" Murray held the metal bowl
up above her head and eyed the bottom.

"It's a piece of junk, Murray. We don't have
time to..."

"It's a head."

"It's just garbage, look." Zora poked at the
pile of straw beneath her. "It's a bunch of trash."

“No," Murray spun around and started digging
through the heap. "Look, these are parts, Zor." She pried a thick
metal cylinder from the rubble. "I think this is an arm."

“Murray?" Zora tugged on the back of the lab
coat. "We don't have time to fart around."

"This is an android, Zora."

"A robot? Great, a nerd toy. Murray." She
started to whine, but Murray cut her off.

"Nerd toy? Zora use your brain, androids are
strong."

“Slip of the tongue. How strong?"

Murray ignored her and flipped the head
right side up. A rain of ash and filters fell to the cell's floor.
"Maybe the brain is still functional, even if it isn't I might be
able to..."

"Hello? Murray?"

"Get up, Zora. See what else you can find in
there."

"Hey, I'm not taking orders."

Murray pushed against her legs and dug
deeper into the pile. She ignored her sister's protests completely,
waiting for the gears to kick into place in the woman's empty head.
Eventually, Zora knelt beside her.

"How strong are these things?" she
asked.

Murray pulled a scrap of cloth aside and
eyed a gleaming silver torso. "Just keep digging, Zora, and maybe
we’ll find out."

 



 


 


Episode Three: the metal man

 


Murray wiped
her forehead with the back of one hand and sighed. The bulk of the
android’s parts had been carefully dismantled, and reattaching them
proved to be a simple process. She’d required nothing more than her
wits and a few rounds of trial and error to sort out the
puzzle.

Its head, however, was another matter. Once
she’d found and pried open the access panel, just at the point
where the neck joined the torso, simple flew right out the
window.

“Say, Mur,” Zora drawled from her mound of
straw in the far corner.

“Corner.” Murray pointed an accusing finger
without looking up from the head.

“I’m in the corner,” Zora said. “We
don’t…”

“Shhh.” She stared into the circuit chamber
and frowned. The bot’s processes followed a standard schematic, but
someone had customized the brain. All the circuitry converged at a
lump in the center of the head no bigger than a marble. She’d have
bet good money it wasn’t an original part, and the spherical add-on
vexed her. She poked it again.

“We don’t have time for this, Mur.” Zora
stood up. When Murray ignored her, she stalked across the cell and
slid to a stop beside her.

“Don’t touch anything,” Murray said. “Or
it’s back to the corner.”

“I didn’t mean to drop it.” Zora sniffed.
“And you can’t make me.” She folded her arms across her chest and
pouted.

Murray shrugged and poked her finger back
inside the android’s head. She wriggled it against the surface of
the central lump—smooth, cool, no projections. “I don’t get
it.”

“What?” Zora dropped to a crouch and leaned
in to see. “What is that?”

“I think it’s a brain.” Murray poked the
sphere again.

“You mean it’s alive?”

“No, Zor, an artificial brain. I’ve never
seen one quite like…” She trailed off into her own thoughts. There
had to be projections, or ports, or some way for the circuitry to
connect to the sphere. She groaned. Unless whoever took the thing
apart had deliberately sabotaged the brain.

“Maybe you should stop poking it,” Zora
said.

“So what? Now you’re the robot
specialist?”

“Don’t snap at me, Mur.”

“Or what?” Murray felt like smacking
something, and her sister made for a tempting target. Zora,
unfortunately knew her too well. She sat back and put both her
hands up between them.

“Listen, I just meant if it’s the brain, you
know, maybe you should try a more gentle approach,” she said.

“Right, next time I’ll sing to it.”

“It’s working.”

“That’s not funny.”

“No, look!” Zora stared past Murray’s scowl.
Her eyes widened dramatically. “It’s all blue now.”

Murray turned back to the brain. Not only
was it “all blue”, lit with a web of glowing neon strands, it was
also moving. She peered closer. One by one, the light filaments
unwound from the core, snaking away and connecting with the
circuitry already hard-wired into the head. She shook her head.
Nothing worked like that. She raised a finger, but stopped short of
touching anything. She didn’t need too; the brain had already
connected to nearly every major system. The android’s chest began
to hum, soft, purr-like.

“You did it!” Zora squealed. “Hurray!”

“There.” Murray slid the access panel
closed. “That ought to do it.” She cleared her throat and sat back
against the straw. “Now we just have to…”

“GREETINGS!” The word exploded from the
android’s lips. The metal torso rocked to one side as its legs
engaged. Murray crawled across a scrambling Zora and slid behind
the hay pile. “Gree, greee, ooopf.” The android flopped forward
onto the cell floor.

Zora stood and smoothed her skirt. She cast
a hostile glance in Murray’s direction. “Well done,” she said.

“Can it, Zora.”

“You got grease on my skirt.”

“Hello?” A mechanical voice interrupted the
argument. Murray leaned around Zora’s legs in time to see the
android sit up. “Hello?” it said. “Is someone there?”

“Hello,” Murray shuffled to her feet and
pushed around her sister. “My name is Dr. Murray, are you
functioning?”

“Where am I? What happened?” The android
stood, unfolding chiseled, silver legs and turning to face them in
one smooth motion. The torso had been cast to mimic a human’s, and
the muscled chest gleamed in a series of angled, geometric
planes.

“He-llo,” Zora said, a low whistle flowing
in the word’s wake.

Murray stepped directly in front of her
sister. “That,” she said. “Is my sister, Zora. I am Dr. Murray. We
found you here.” She waved toward the rubble around the cell. “In
pieces, I’m afraid. Are you functioning properly?”

“Pieces?” The robot flexed its forearms and
turned the strikingly humanoid head to either side. Somehow, now
that it moved atop an animated body, it looked nothing like an
ashtray. “How did I…?”

“Listen, cutie,” Zora broke in. “I
don’t mean to be rude, but what do you say you use those big strong
arms and help us get out of here? Hmm?”

The android blinked at her and turned back
to Murray. “Doctor Murray,” it said. “How was I reanimated?”

“She put you back together,” Zora answered.
“Now can we start escaping?”

“Shut up, Zora,” Murray said. “I need to
ascertain that the android is functioning properly before,”

“Actually, I’m not…” it said.

“What’s wrong?” Murray forgot Zora and
shuffled to the android. “Are your sensors online? Your motor
functions seem adequate, but…”

“Doctor Murray?”

“Yes, what is it?”

“I believe I am functioning properly.”

“Oh.” Murray let her hands drop back to her
side. “Oh, good.”

“My name is Rook,” the android said. “And
I’m not really…”

“Can we get a move on?” Zora asked.

“Zora!”

“What?”

“Where are we?” Rook asked.

Zora heaved a sigh and flopped back onto the
rubble pile. “Crantok’s dungeon… still.”

“Crantok took me apart?” Rook’s metallic
voice took on a sudden, flat tone.

“It would appear so,” Murray answered.

“So what do you say, Stud? Give us a hand?”
Zora crossed her legs and tilted her head to one side.

Murray stared at her. If they got out
of here, she’d kill her. At the moment, she wanted to throw up.
Instead she conceded. “We are
in a bit of a pickle,” she told Rook.

“Stand back.” He walked to the cage front
and wrapped ten thick, metal fingers around the bars. The bars
screeched and bent aside.

“Woo hoo!” Zora shouted. She pretended not
to hear Murray’s shushing, stood up and brushed the bits of straw
from her clothes. “You might be helpful to have around, sweetie.”
She sauntered in Rook’s direction. “What exactly are you made out
of?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Murray said.
“Can we please save this for later?”

“Doctor Murray,” Rook turned his back to
Zora. “Should we be getting away now?”

“Yes,” Murray said. “Yes, we’re coming.”
Rook moved away, stepping sideways through the widened bars. Murray
watched him as Zora approached.

“He completely ignored me, Mur.”

“I know.” Murray smiled and followed Rook
through the opening.

“Are they supposed to be rude?” Zora
muttered behind her. “I thought they were polite.”

“This one’s a custom job.”

Murray waited outside their cell. She
watched Rook’s back shining in the dark at the base of the stair.
He slid into the shadows near the wall, and surveyed their passage
out of the dungeon. He put a hand up, and Murray froze in place.
She could hear Zora behind her, muttering under her breath. “What
are you whining about, Zor?”

“I don’t like your robot,” Zora whispered.
“It gives me the creeps.”

“It’s an android, Zor, and it’s saving our
asses.”

“It must be a eunuch android,” Zora
said.

Rook waved a silver arm to signal them.
Murray started toward him--a custom android, thank god. Zora’s
antics might have been the death of her, but now, now…She looked at
the strong form of her android waiting near the exit and couldn’t
help but feel safe. Once they’d escaped, once she’d killed Zora,
things would settle right back to normal.

She was grinning when she passed the next
cell. The hairy creature leapt straight forward, crashing against
the bars and howling inches from her face. She heard Zora scream.
The thing’s nasty breath wafted past her, a ripple of heat and
stench. She heard the tread of boots, heavy boots on reptilian
feet, hammering down the staircase.

Then again, she thought. Maybe normal was
too much to ask.


 


 


Episode Four: the present

 


"Doctor
Murray," Rook held a guard, limp and dangling, in each angular,
silver fist. He dropped them both to the landing. Neither body had
twitched since the android deftly slammed them together. "I believe
we should move quickly."

"Right." Murray stared at the rumpled
reptiles and nodded. "Yeah, after you." She stepped around the heap
of scaled limbs and followed on his metal heels. Zora brought up
the rear, alternately cursing and whining quietly.

Once they topped the stairs, an arch-studded
hallway spread to either side, revealing staggered glimpses of the
expansive room at the heart of the palace. Zora pushed forward. She
slid past Murray and sidled up to Rook, placing a dagger-nailed
hand atop his polished shoulder.

"I think I can take it from here, Muscles,"
she said. "This way."

As she stepped away from the android, her
hips swinging within the confines of the tiny skirt, and the froth
of veil bobbing at the back of her head, Rook turned back over the
shoulder.

"Doctor Murray?" he asked.

"It's all right," Murray took a step up
alongside him. "What choice have we got, after all?"

"A valid point."

They followed Zora through the shadows
between the arches. They'd circled half way round the great room
when the red-head froze. Murray nearly bumped into her, only
managing to skid to a halt at the last second. She batted the veil
out of her way and looked forward along the hall.

"What is it, Zor," she whispered.

"The front gate and a lot of guards. We'd
better cut across."

“What?" Murray grabbed a handful of tulle
and tugged. "Are you insane? That room is huge and wide open."

"We can duck between the tables."

"What tables?" Murray twisted to see through
the closest archway. She caught a glimpse of chairs, white paper
draping, and long, banquet style tables. "Let me guess," she said.
"The reception?"

"Let's just say you got here in the nick of
time. Now come on." Zora didn't wait for them. She darted into the
open, slid across the stone floor and dove out of sight behind a
row of folding chairs. Murray gaped after her.

"I am detecting a large number of life forms
directly ahead," Rook whispered at her back. "Perhaps we should
follow."

Great, Murray thought, now the robot's on my
sister's side. She let out a slow breath and darted for the table,
hunkering down next to Zora. Zora popped up like a gopher and
scanned over the table top, then waved madly toward the arches.
Rook came across in a crouch, moving with more grace than an
android should be capable of. Only a trace of mechanical
awkwardness, and the constant, if faint, humming from his torso
gave away his artificial nature. He settled to his knees behind
their screen.

"What now?" Murray asked.

"The passage across from the entrance leads
to the shipyard," Zora said.

"That would be our best option," Rook
agreed.

Murray nodded and moved to make the next
dash.

Zora grabbed her sleeve and pulled her back
down. "Wait," she whispered. "This way." She sprang from their
shelter and darted to the left, vaulting a stray chair and
disappearing behind a tower of multi-colored boxes.

When Murray and Rook joined her, she was
already pawing at a length of thick gold ribbon. It dangled from
the top of one of the larger packages. She didn't bother to look
up.

"What the hell are you doing?" Murray
demanded.

"They're presents!"

"Shhhh" Rook said.

Zora turned away from the wrapping long
enough to glare at him, but she lowered her voice. "Presents, Mur,"
she whispered. "Look at them all."

"You're unbelievable, you know that?"

"What?"

"This is so typical. We're going to die,
Zora."

"Just one, Mur."

"I think we should keep mo..." Rook stopped
speaking when they turned in his direction. He put up both hands
and took a step backwards.

"You never think about anyone but yourself,
you know that Zor?" Murray spun back on her sister.

"Oh, and so what, now you're my therapist?"
Zora gave up on the ribbon and snatched a smaller, floral print box
from the stack.

"That one's from me," Murray said.

"Really?" Zora looked at the box as if it
were a bomb then turned back to Murray. They stared at one another,
both breathing hard. Zora ever so slowly set down the package.

Murray's eyes narrowed. "Don't do it," she
said.

"I think someone is coming this way," Rook
whispered.

Zora's hand twitched. She smiled a big,
friendly smile at her sister.

"I'm warning you, Zor."

"Shhh." Rook hissed.

Zora's hand reached for a different box.

"Damn it!" Murray swore then clapped her
hand over her mouth.

The room settled into silence for a second
before the sound of boots rattling against stone intruded. From the
shadowed arches, someone shouted, "This way!"

"Shit!" Rook said.

Murray stared at him. Her mouth hung open.
"You swore," she said.

He grabbed her wrist and pulled gently. "Now
would be a good time to run."

"Robots don't cuss," she stammered as he
pulled her into the open, stumbling across the remaining distance
beside him.

"Actually, I'm not..."

"Wait!" Zora hollered and darted from behind
the wall of gifts.

Rook sped up, half dragging Murray along
with him. The sound of a laser bouncing off the wall to their left
ripped her attention back to their predicament. She started
running. They made a bee line for the far alcove without bothering
to duck for cover. Rook pulled her in a serpentine, weaving between
the tables and chairs and finally slipping into the darkness of the
far hallway. Zora tumbled in beside them in a serenade of laser
fire.

"They shot at me," she spat. "I'm the
freaking bride."

"What is that?" Murray pointed at the gift
her sister clutched.

Zora stuffed her hands behind her back.

"I don't believe you!"

"It's just a small one."

"LADIES!" Rook stepped between them. The hum
in his chest buzzed over their bickering. Both fell silent. "If you
please," he said and motioned to the double doors set in the outer
wall. As if to punctuate his suggestion, the flare of a laser blast
exploded off the door's surface. "Shall we?"

They rushed together through the exit. Rook
pulled the door tight behind them, but failed to find a lock or
brace on the inside. Without conversing, they turned and fled down
the passage beyond. It sloped at a downward angle and bore little
in the way of illumination. Murray trotted through the dark,
following the sound of Rook humming, and fuming at her sister's
stupidity.

They were going to die here. Even if they
made the shipyard, what would it get them? Tossed back into the
dungeon and tortured this time, no doubt. She ground her teeth
together and imagined the reptilian guards dragging her back down
the steps. This time, Zora waved at her from the hall above,
smoking a cigarette and sitting on top of a gigantic present.

"Doctor Murray?"

They'd stopped. Light shone a sickly green
around them, filtering in from the cracks in a second set of doors.
She nodded, and Rook pushed against the surface. The chink parted
and a flood of swampy atmosphere poured in around them. Outside--at
least they'd made it outside.

Rook sidestepped through the opening. Murray
peeked around the door's edge to find him leaning against a thick
bulkhead. A rough-hewn ramp curved away to the wide, paved
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