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Maleek spent much of his time working in the guts of Spaceport; but this level was new to him, deep in the bowels, the fifth major buildout off the original. He ended his descent down a series of ladders upon a flat-surfaced dimly lit rectangular chamber, and dropped his backpack. At the far end, to the left and right, was a flow through passage. Two Security Squad members jumped down beside him. They were cousins, on a mission as yet unrevealed. Maleek suspected their mission was to kill him by order of the man who ran Spaceport.

“Go look around over there,” the elder cousin ordered, gesturing towards the passage at the end of the cavern.

As they were armed and armored and he was not, Maleek was keeping them within reach. “Look for what?”

“Anything strange.”

“This is strange. This, right here. Right now.”

“Get over there,” the younger cousin said, and began to swing his long rifle to bear.

Maleek checked it where it was, and when he tried to wrestle it free, he held firm.

“Let go, old man.”

The two were direct Ula bloodline, sprung from a recent litter of the 276-year-old man who ran Spaceport. Ula, like Maleek, was physically composed in his entirety of manufactured parts, with only his consciousnesses having continuity. No one else in his family or employ was allowed to incorporate manufactured parts, and consequently had conventional lifespans. The gregarious Maleek knew the cousins. After thirty-five-and-a-half years onboard, performing maintenance; a fixture in the bars; he knew most fellow employees. These two were excitable, and like most members of Ula’s extended family branching over and scattered about many generations, eagerly competitive for his notice and approbation.

He needed to calm them. “Your Ulaships, we have gotten off on the wrong foot. There are only the three of us. Why are we here?” An hour earlier, the pair walked in on his shift’s maintenance meeting dressed out in black armor with visors down, told him to grab his gear, and prodded him here; not only refusing to answer questions, but to even speak to him.

As the younger cousin struggled to wrest control of his long rifle, the elder one said, “We are here to hunt an alien species that has infiltrated this level.”

Tired of wrestling over the rifle, Maleek took it away with a simple move and held it behind his back. To him, he said, “Calm down,” and to the other, “are we looking for freeloaders?” Ula hated those whose existence he could not profit off.

“Big game.” He withdrew a handheld from an outer armor pocket and displayed three decapitated corpses hung up by their hind limbs. They were lean and covered with body hair.

“How long are they?”

“About a meter.”

That made them about half as long as these two big game hunters were tall. “And they are loose down here?”

He nodded.

Maleek returned the rifle. “What happened to their heads?”

A swipe produced the next image. Three hairy heads were mounted and attached to a wall. They had small snouts, sharp teeth, and half oval ears. Two Security Squad members descended from one of Ula’s earlier generations beamed with their heads posed betwixt the three dead heads, long rifles in hand.

“Are you going to add heads to this wall, or decorate a new wall of your own?”

The younger cousin said, “You ask too many questions.” He said to his cousin, “He asks too many questions.”

Maleek asked, “How many are on the loose?”

The elder one nodded to his cousin and answered, “You ask too many questions. Get going.”

Maleek crossed his arms. When the younger one poked him with his rifle, he scowled and said, “I don’t know why I waste my time on you. You have not learned a thing.”

“We are not negotiating. Get going.”

“What am I supposed to hunt them with?”

“You find them. We kill them.”

Maleek slowly nodded his head. “I am bait.”

“Don’t worry,” the younger one said. “We are good shots.”

Maleek pointed at his prisoner anklet. “It glows in the dark.” The tracking device was Ula’s gift on a series of phony charges, keeping him enthralled. “You can see from here how dark those passages are. This thing will destroy my night vision and compromise my enhancements. Unless you do not want me to move about.”

The elder cousin thought about that; nodded; extracted a device from an outer pocket, and punched in a code. “We want you in constant motion.” The anklet opened and slid to the deck. From the same pocket he withdrew a black sphere. “Carry this,” he tossed it to Maleek. “Remember. If you try to escape–“

“I will be shot,” he repeated what was printed on the bottom of every daily work assignment received for the past 35-plus years as ordered by Ula. He donned his backpack. 

“Wait a minute,” the younger one asked. “Isn’t he going to have to use his headlamp to see where he is going? He could have kept that anklet on.”

“He has enhancements, like infrared vision. Like fine-tuned hearing. He does not need visible light.”

The large chamber was five meters high with color coded conduit and pipes snugged along the deck and bulkheads; a couple of centimeters to four meters in diameter. More than a dozen empty channels penetrated the space at different heights. The place was a hive of ambush opportunities.

Before the cousins could tell him which of the two flowthrough passages to take, he picked the one to the left, heading towards the more recent additions to Spaceport; figuring it would be the cleanest and have the fewest crooked angles. After thirty minutes of rapid walking, he took the left fork at an intersection; found a comfortable seat on an insulation padded conduit, and dug into his backpack. He set up a bright lamp on a tripod in the visible spectrum, and put the tracking device he was told to keep on his person upon a six wheeled rocker-bogie suspension system car he used when his maintenance assignments required the investigation of small spaces. He sent it up the tunnel at a crawl. He had long since pitched his ears to the higher frequencies he supposed the species would employ, and he heard them in the far distance; his sense of smell, also pitched to its peak, picked up a residual scent from at least one having passed through this tunnel recently; but they were not immediate threats. He pulled out a printed science fiction novel and settled in. He read print books because electronic ones could be tracked. It was a pretty good story. After an hour, he ordered the car to return. When the car with his tracker returned, he packed up shop, moved to the other fork, and repeated the same process. Then, he did it again, up another branch; enjoyed his packed lunch, performed calisthenics, and took a snooze. When he awoke, he checked his timer. He had already put in the equivalent of a shift-and-a-half. By the time he got back to the shop and off this boondoggle, he could claim three privileges off the overtime menu.

As he made his way back towards the cavern, he thought about the species the cousins were hunting. They knew he was here, but chose not to bother him. He had been in places over the centuries where species that looked somewhat like this one broke open conduit in search of nutrients and chewed on wires. And without exception—they stank. This specie did not leave feces or urine about. They did have a distinctive body odor, but it was neither stale nor dank. 

Up ahead, the cavern where he left the Security Squad cousins glowed brightly and the air was grainy. He turned down his sense of smell, eased out of infrared sight mode, and was about to adjust his hearing, when he heard a distant screech from the tunnel leading opposite from the direction he had taken; towards the older Spaceport construction.

He swung into the space. Black inert flat items were scattered across the deck like oversized beetles, interspersed with white jagged sticklike objects of miscellaneous shapes and sizes. What was this close to in his experience? How to process it? And he had to, immediately, for his own preservation. The first frame that flashed to mind was of a giant avian’s shattered nest; but no, that was not this. He scanned the space for threat; for movement; for life; and placed it: how this was akin to where he had been before. It was a day after a battle to which he arrived late; what remained on the battlefield. The scattered accoutrements of defense were the black flat items that had once been the Security Squad duos’ body armor. The black debris was scarred; as if it had been bitten off, chunk by chunk. The broken white objects on the remembered battlefield and this were the same: bones; with one exception. The scavenger animals that ravaged the battlefield after the battle left vestiges that had decayed, and the open-aired field reeked. Everything that had been the cousins was consumed, from bone marrow, to blood, to organs, to tissue. 

Topside, Maleek made his report to the nearest Security Squad substation. It was the first any of them heard of man-eating intruders in passages that ran deep beneath their feet, but he soon diluted their dread by relating a few of his funnier recollections of travels in distant parts of the galaxy. For an hour he enjoyed provided smokes and told stories to the low-ranking uniformed members that manned the office while recent arrivals with higher clearances went below to investigate.

All camaraderie ended when three from Central Command arrived in full gear, handcuffed him, and led him with grand display down corridors past tourists, passengers between flights, itinerant ship crews, and Spaceport employees. He smiled to the latter. They had seen him like this over the years dozens of times. 

Central Command was several decks up and implanted deep in the heart of that level, encircled with fortified partitions. The offices within the circle were maze like, and Maleek had never been deeper than the first two for prior offenses. This time he was marched two spaces deeper into what he supposed was a combination Staff-break and meeting room. Mounted on the wall were the three intruder heads one of the devoured cousins had shown him as a photograph on his handheld. The names of the hunters were now displayed on the trophy plaques.

“No wonder,” he said.

“’No wonder’ what?” a guard questioned.

“The two that pulled me below to flush their quarry. Now I know why they did it. They wanted to add heads to that wall with their names on the trophy pieces.” All to impress Ula. “May I take a closer look at them?” He eased his way forward until looking the dead directly in the eye. There was intelligence in there. All had their mouths open, displaying their teeth, but they had not died like this. The fierce scowls were a taxidermist trick belied by the resignation of the executed in their eyes.

The First Lieutenant entered, named an interrogation room, a panel parted, and Maleek was led into a ten-by-ten-meter low-ceilinged windowless space where he was manacled to a chair and the deck, in an uncomfortable position he was unable to correct. The chair was the only furniture in the room. 

Two hours later a different panel in the wall opened and produced a man he recognized, but had never seen in person. A direct descendant of Ula’s second son, Lieutenant Colonel Seronjo wore his light brown hair like Ula’s hologram, suggesting a coiffed crown, and his khaki uniform was covered with medals and ribbons; amusing to Maleek because Spaceport had never been in a war.

“You led them into an ambush.” 

“Why would I lead them into an ambush?”

“I ask the questions. Where are their weapons? Where have you hidden them?”

“Hide them? For what? Oh. I guess no one has told you, sir. When weapons are issued, they are programmed to only be operable by the individual to whom they are issued.”

The Lieutenant Colonel knew of the prisoner’s smart mouth and punched it. “Did you tell that to those murderers? The vermin?”

“I do not speak Verminese.” Maleek pulled himself up short. He was smarter than this guy. He was smarter, or least had more life experience, than anyone on Spaceport. It was time to start acting like it.

The next blow caught him in the eye, snapped his head back, and rattled his restraints. 

He sighed and shivered, feigning fear. “Your Ulaship,” he did his best to sound subservient, as difficult as that was, “all that I have told you can be verified by the tracker I carried. I diligently searched darkened tunnels for hours,” was he lathering it on too thickly?; “and it was only upon returning to my starting point,” he put an emotional break in his tone, “that I discovered the unfortunate,” another break, “slaughtered,” another break, and – he tossed in a tremble—“and devoured members of your squad.” He hung his head. “If you do not already know, you can determine where I was every second I was down there.”

The Lieutenant Colonel paced in silence, head high, chest out, and chin up. He already knew all of this. This man was a derelict; not consumed by the vermin due to his dumb luck. He stopped; wheeled. Convinced he had instilled fear, he got to the point. “Not a word of this. I will not have panic. Word of this cannot get out. I have this under control.” He grabbed Maleek by the hair and jerked his head upward; stared directly down into his frightened eyes. “If you say a word, I will personally disembowel you.” He loomed over the quivering prisoner. “I will be watching you.”

Twenty minutes later a Security Squad member turned Maleek loose. When he returned to the maintenance shop to turn in his gear and clock out – deep into double time – six maintenance staff and two supervisors were waiting. They knew everything, from the slaughter of the hunters, to Maleek’s interrogation – the confirmation of how that went were the marks on his face—but hoped to pump him for deeper details.

“My lips are sealed. I can neither deny – nor – something – because if I tell you what happened Lieutenant Colonel Seronjo said he will personally cut my guts out.” That shut them up; but he knew those words would be repeated, stoking the fire of fear far more than if he had confirmed the simple truth.

There was no finer illustration of Ula’s hatred for Maleek than naming him as the Legal Guardian of a strange boy, and the creature that ate his liver. The had been roommates for two-and-a-half years.

Puluomi was sixteen-and-a-half and had shared his regenerating organ with its co-inhabitant from the age of six. This singular circumstance set him apart in his native conformist Daga Raaqa society, and he was included amongst its yearly collection of sacrificial scapegoats. Selecting, ostracizing, and driving nonconforming adolescents to suicidal despair was part of the Daga Raaqa culture. Puluomi was the only one – ever –not to die. His people did not know what to do with him, their cultural embarrassment; until Ula offered to keep him on Spaceport for a sizeable monthly fee. The irony of naming an ankle-device wearing felon as his Legal Guardian was lost on no one.

Maleek found the boy seated on his rack wearing only running shorts. He was tall for his age, pale skinned with black hair, and thin. He said the ceaseless pain of being consumed, and the subsequent regrowth, were so faithful that he embraced it as sacrament. His abdomen was the color of rancid meat, and the wormlike thing protruding from the two-centimeter hole level with his liver wiggled “hello.”

Puluomi said, “You went hunting below decks.”

“I was bait.” One advantage to having the boy-and-company in the room was that something about their symbiosis scrambled space and time just enough to compromise the pervasive eavesdropping gear spread throughout Spaceport. There was no one onboard to whom he could speak freely except these two. 

“What happened, Maleek?”

He told them, start to finish, concluding with, “You be careful,” because Puluomi spent his time exploring Spaceport rather than attending school. Part of that was Maleek’s fault because he not only shared his maintenance access pass with the kid, but also called up Spaceport schematics for him; taught him everything he learned in 35 years of maintaining the beast. Both knew more about the inner workings and details of Spaceport than anyone else on it.

Puluomi said, “The Leitani docked two hours ago.”

That was a surprise. Transporting the miners displaced by Ula’s latest side-hustle to their new home and then returning should have taken the Leitani many more months. Spaceport’s ancient origin centered around mining, but Ula had lured the last of those descendants of the pioneers with the promise of repatriation in an untapped distant asteroid cluster.

“What do you think?” Maleek asked.

“He spaced them.”

The kid did not mince words. Ula was about as low as they came, but mass murder – dumping hundreds of miners in the expanse – “You cannot say that outside of this room.”

Puluomi shrugged. “It is what everyone thinks. Everyone who does think.”

Among the corollaries of sharing tenancy with the creature in his liver was their ability to move objects through space. United in purpose, they pulled the knife from a sheath hanging on a peg, lifted a coffee cup off the washstand, and spun them in a circle with a print science fiction novel off the sideboard.

Maleek remembered a mandatory appointment he may have missed. “I had a meet with your principal – “

“You still have thirty-seven minutes.”

That was a relief. The woman already disliked him despite – or because – of his efforts to charm her. “You have to go to school.”

“I learn more from you, and on my own.” 

“That is not the point. If you keep ditching class, they will send someone here to take your ass there.”

“Then I will not be here. We know Spaceport upside down; inside and out.” The worm wiggled in agreement. “See if they can find us.”

“Yeah, about that.” Maleek scratched an armpit. Hopefully it was not a flea. He needed a shower. “Just because those critters haven’t come up on the main decks yet doesn’t mean they won’t. I know you like to wander off by yourself.”

“Who else would I wander off with?” He moved the three items about the room at varying speeds, up and down. “It will not continue like this. It cannot continue like this.”

There was something in the way he said it. “What do you mean?”

“Our situation may appear static, but the balance is not sustainable.” He placed the juggled knife point down on a table, balanced the book atop it, and centered the cup upon the book. “It is unstable.”

“That is,” Maleek indicated the arrangement. “I like this cup.” It was white on the outside and deeply coffee stained within because he refused to wash it. He snatched it off the top. “I am going to read this one again.” He placed the book on his rack. “And that,” he pointed at the knife, “you better carry.” 

Puluomi gave him that smug know-it-all teenager look as he cleared the wall dartboard of darts, spun them in a circular holding pattern, and whipped the knife across the room; stuck it point first in the bullseye.

The kid had come a long way in developing his abilities since they first met. Maleek nodded his approval. “When I go see the principal, I need to give her something. I heard they make rare exceptions, but if we make it good, maybe we can ‘home school.’ Correction. You can ‘home school.’ What are you studying these days?”

“I already sent it to you.”

Maleek checked his handheld; found the file, and stood. He scratched his armpit again. The problem with fleas was that he did not have humanoid blood, but the fluid that came with his miscellany of manufactured body parts. Fleas bit him repeatedly going after what he could not provide. (Which parts of him would the critters below decks find edible?) The meeting could wait; he really needed a shower. He scanned the presentation. “You know all of this?”

“Do you know it?”

“Sonny, I know things that you cannot imagine.”

“Like being able to fly anything in space. Like being an Ace.”

Maleek felt the dark cloud gather within him; storm across his face. “You are a little too precocious. How do you know that?” 

“Your secrets are safe with us.”

He scowled. “This is not over. We are going to have a very serious conversation. But right now, I need a shower, and since I expect this meeting with your principal will piss me off, I will probably go to The Dive Bar afterwards.”

Puluomi smiled. “If she garlands your crown with flowers, you will still go to The Dive Bar.”

The agent from Daga Raaqa and two hired assassins loitered in the room across from Maleek and Puluomi’s. Daga Raaqa needed the boy dead. When Daga Raaqa citizens traversed through Spaceport, when the youngsters passed through on their way to camp, Puluomi made a point of not only being seen, but being seen wearing a replica of the white shirt with a vulture on it he was issued two-and-a-half years ago; when expected to take his own life. The Daga Raaqa were a society of rigid religious tradition, and his continued existence was an abomination.

To breach the existent contract of a steady monthly revenue stream, the Daga Raaqa agreed to pay Ula one very large lump sum, and provide him deniability. Their Agent and his hires were slipped into the empty room across from Puluomi’s in employee berthing, and a special two-day pass provided that allowed free access throughout Spaceport and its landing docks. Their escape would be aboard the Ula owned ship Leitani. 

After Maleek left for what the Agent was told would be his meeting with the school principal, they waited five minutes. The plan was to use the provided pass the Agent wore on a lanyard around his neck to enter the room and shoot the boy; but before they could, he rushed out into and down the passageway. 

“Follow him,” the Agent said to the hire who was particularly good at it. One of them would attract less attention than all three. He had worked with this pair on four previous operations. “If you see an opportunity, take it.”

Daga Raaqa was a culture of unified church and state, and the Agent was that unification personified. Sometimes things needed to be done, within the homeland and without, and someone had to get dirty. The Agent was Daga Raaqa’s dirty glove, and he knew he could be discarded by his people, and if necessary, martyred; and he gloried in the purposeful life this role provided. Using the government supplied front of a merchant, he slipped around this section of the galaxy, furthering Daga Raaqa economic, political, and missionary interests with aplomb.

He walked quickly with the second assassin down the low-ceilinged passage, weaving past the occasional Spaceport employee, and eliciting questioning looks as to what they were doing in employee berthing. He was just able to maintain a view of the tracker’s back. Had the boy caught on, and was running?

He exited into a large open area that led to arrival and departure docks crowded with humanoids rushing in every direction, and sprinted to catch up. When he saw the boy ahead, with his tracker blended into a group ten meters behind, he slowed, and followed at a comfortable distance in the milling crowd for more than forty minutes.

The boy swerved off to a Customs Office, tapped a card on a kiosk, and waved at a uniformed android woman waving at him and smiling with familiarity. The Agent tapped his card on the kiosk, knowing this was not going well, but too far into it to turn back now. He might not get another chance at killing the kid. Up ahead, his quarry tapped his card on a panel scanner that slid open and closed behind him. They followed, stepping onto a grated catwalk within the structural inner workings of Spaceport. Motors and fans hummed and groaned. Conduit and pipes of minute and enormous diameter ran everywhere, blocking his view and limiting movement. Listening intently, his tracker assassin put an index finger to his lips. Suddenly he ducked and squeezed his body through the mishmash to his left, and the Agent followed. They reached an opening above a ladder that led to a lower level and catwalk. Beneath that was another ladder dropping to another level. The crown of Puluomi’s head was visible; disappeared in his descent.

The tracker slipped on gloves and grasping the ladder’s outer edges with hands and feet, slid down. The other assassin followed in the same manner.

Using the conventional method, the Agent descended as quickly as he could. By the time he reached the catwalk several levels down, he had to use the distant sound of pursuit to know to take the catwalk to his right. This one was significantly older than the ones above. Lighting consisted of orange discs, placed beneath eye level, and somewhere liquid dripped. A two-meter diameter pipe snugged against the wall, leaving him only the outer two meters of catwalk. A void of indeterminate depth separated him from a wall twenty meters distant. 

He ran as best he could, his path curving to the left, and he was halfway past it, before he pulled up short; stunned by what he saw. Painted on the opposite wall was a jagged edged 12-by-18-meter image of the expanse with patterned stars. Flat stick-figure spaceships were scattered about, as were numbers and letters of the alphabet. 

The sound of pursuit to his right was gone. He ran; ran past a second painted image, just as large, this one on a light blue background, divided roughly into three equal parts. On the left side a hazy brown figure was beaten by two much larger black uniformed figures. The center segment was a crosshatch of lines, numbers, and letters. On the far right a crude brown skull was splashed within and without its defining lines by red, yellow, and green paint. Only a few meters separated it from the next much smaller mural depicting a brown figure jamming a fork into a black uniformed man’s eye.

The Agent slowed to a walk; stopped; listened. Aside from the distant hum of machinery and dripping liquid, there was no sound. Had they killed the boy? He walked; then ran again. Stopped. Silence. The red backgrounded mural opposite him displayed a brown skeleton, its skull haloed by gold nuggets and dollar signs. 

The lights went out.

Silence. 

He understood; understood it all. 

He had underestimated his target. But there was no warning, no indication—the kid was only sixteen-and-a-half, and he did not learn how to do this, how to trap those who would trap him, amongst the Daga Raaqa –

He was reaching for his pistol when a left arm from behind clamped around his chest; a sharp object probed the right side of his neck.

He said, “Your paintings are the work of Satan.”

Something carefully lifted the lanyard with the Spaceport pass on it from around his neck. Teeth ripped into his throat.

When the fifty-two Leitani crew members swaggered in after one hundred and three standard days in space, Maleek was seated with an off-duty Security Squad man at a small table. They were within a few meters of the end of one of The Dive Bar’s three long bars, each placed against a separate wall. Their barmaid stood with her tray on hip, laughing as he entertained them with a lewd shanty.

“The Dive Bar” was not the establishment’s given name; it matched its function. Regulated stimulants and depressants were cheaper here than in any of the other nine Spaceport bars, and policing was lax even though it was the favored bar of rank-and-file Security Squad personnel. A rendezvous point for interstellar Spaceport transients and below-the-line hustlers, its patrons were the usual suspects in any criminal roundup. 

Maleek said to the Security Squad man, “The Leitani is back too soon. They spaced those miners rather than transport them to their promised jobs, didn’t they?”: the asteroid miners who had worked the rocks since before the construction of Spaceport, millennia ago.

He shrugged. “Above my pay grade.”

The Leitani crew wore the coveralls of the Ula owned mining subsidiary. He recognized this new mining group he was seeing for the first time from experience; as the in-your-face kind that blew in on payday with fists full of cash and an attitude.

“Maliq ric.” In a knee jerk response, the Leitani crewmember with four bars on his coveralls pulled a phaser and fired.

Maleek hit the deck. The barmaid and Security Squad man landed beside him. 

“Do something,” the barmaid urged. 

The Security Squad man grabbed her waist and swung her in front of him for cover. Maleek seized the table by its stem and flung it. A second phaser shot scorched a hole through it as he swung low behind the bar, nearly knocking heads with the bartender, who whispered, “Get out of here.”

Maleek crab-walked over him as another phaser burst burned through
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