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Marelle Ortamei-Villasorte leaned back in her chair, so that she could place one booted foot on the table and then the other.  Gold braid lined the legs of her black trousers, and her black tunic was covered in military medals.

“Another Zarian beer!” she called to the passing waiter-bot.

The Endless Diamond was her favorite bar.  All around the walls, on massive video screens, dozens of different sporting events were being displayed.  All had taken place in other systems, so all had a time delay of at least five standard days.  She didn’t care.  She wasn’t there for the sports.  She liked to people watch.

Around the room in pairs and groups, were some three dozen humans from a dozen planets.  There were almost that many aliens too— feline-like Adeferians, ameboid Damlaklari, scaley Yorrids, massive Mood, and fluffy winged Menceyatoans.  Then there was her companion, just now taking his seat.

“What time is your date?” he asked.

She glanced over at him.  He was a Shawagi and his name was Sissquwata (at least that’s as close as she could come to it) and he resembled nothing so much as a large dragonfly, perched on the back of the chair.

“It’s not really a date,” she said.

“But you might get married.”

“Maybe.  Hopefully he’s not too hideous.  He’s Argaelian.”

“All of you humans look alike to me,” said Sissquwata.

“Yet there have to be thirty humans in here,” said Marelle, waving to indicate the interior of the bar.  “You flew right over and perched next to me.”

“I recognized your uniform, and you’re the only one carrying a weapon.”

“I’m the only one openly carrying a firearm.  For most humans, just about anything can be a weapon.”  

She glanced at the door to see a tall, handsome man in a neatly tailored suit enter.  Looking around, his eyes fell on her.

“Buzz off,” she told the Shawagi.  “I think that’s him.”

Sissquwata flew up near the ceiling and buzzed away.  The tall man walked briskly to Marelle’s table.  She pulled her feet down to the floor.

“Flight Officer Marelle Ortamei-Villasorte, I presume.”

Marelle stood up, clicked her heels together, and bowed at the waist.  Then she held out her hand, which the newcomer shook.

“It’s Senior Flight Officer, but other than that, you are correct.”

“I’m Justin Larsson.  I have a letter of introduction from your husband.”

She motioned for him to sit, and they both took seats.

“Is he well?” she asked.  “I haven’t seen Hermoz in almost five years.  He vids me occasionally, but you can’t always tell.  It’s not like real life.”

“He seemed in good health for his age.  He’s anxious that we conclude our... um, marriage.”

“Yes.  I can imagine that he wants to get hold of your starships.  They’re very impressive.  And he thinks I’m shirking my responsibilities.  He’s always telling me how when he was my age, he already had eight wives and two husbands.”

Larsson looked at her for a long moment.

“I’ve been reading up on Trabian customs, but the whole marriage thing is still confusing.  On Argaelia, most people don’t get married at all anymore.  You Trabians have multiple spouses at the same time.”

“Look, you’ve already got everything set up with Hermoz, right?”

“Yes.  It’s fairly involved, but basically, he’s getting twenty-five percent of my business and I’m getting twenty percent of his.  There’s also an exchange of intellectual property.”

“Well, a marriage for us, is like signing a contract is for you,” she explained.  “So, if you break an agreement, you’re disrespecting your family, which is bad.”

“So, it wouldn’t be a real marriage.”

“What do you mean?”

“We wouldn’t be living together and having children.”

“I’m in The Space Patrol.  You can’t live with me.  We probably won’t have children, at least together.  We will have to consummate the marriage at least once.  Whether we want to have sex again after that is up to us.”

“And you had sex with Hermoz?” he asked.

“The one time,” said Marelle with a shrug.

“So, um... I guess we should get to know one another.  Are you free for dinner tomorrow?”

“I am, and I’ve arranged reservations at a lovely restaurant downstairs. It's called The Bright Garden.”

“Excellent.”

“I’ll meet you there at 1800 hours,” she said.

“See you then,” he replied, rising to his feet.

With a half smile, he turned and walked quickly away.

Sissquwata dropped down from somewhere above and perched on the back of the just vacated chair.

“So...” he buzzed.

“It appears I’m getting married.”

“When, do you suppose?”

“Probably the day after tomorrow.”  She stood up and straightened her tunic.  Picking up her beret from the table, she carefully set it on her black hair, which was long on top but shaved around the ears.

“Where are you going now?”

“There’s a duel.”

“Trabians having duels is such a stereotype,” said Sissquwata.

Marelle shrugged.

“Some stereotypes are stereotypes for a reason.”

She turned and marched out of the bar.  The corridor outside was filled with humans and aliens of practically every shape and size.  Marelle marveled, not for the first time, that her Shawagi friend could maneuver through this madness without being crushed.  She didn’t have that problem.  Practically everyone, human or alien, stepped aside to make room for her.  At the end of the hallway, she stepped into the lift.  No one stepped in with her.

“Garden,” she said, and the lift went into motion.

Even a speedy lift took a while to reach the garden.  Gateway Prime Station was a huge facility, with over two hundred vertical levels and stretching out horizontally more than two kilometers, floating in orbit around a worthless planet.

The door opened and Marelle stepped out into an open area covered with green grass and dotted here and there with trees that reached almost up to the brilliantly lit ceiling twenty meters overhead.  A group of four men stood nearby.  She strode quickly over to them.

Of the men, one was older and wore the uniform of a Zarian non-com.  Two were Karendians.  Marelle had met one of them before but would have known their ethnicity regardless.  They were too pretty to be anything else.  The fourth man, judging by the little case he carried, was a doctor.  Other than that, there wasn’t anything notable about him.

“I’m Senior Flight Officer Marelle Ortamei-Villasorte,” she said, stopping in front of them.  “I’m the second for Flight Leader Derret Kinnen-Astille-Tresendia.”

“Where is she?” demanded one of the Karendians.

“She’ll be along.”

“We haven’t met,” said the Zarian.  “I’m Sgt. Burn.  I’ll be acting as judge.  This is Dr. Farnster.  I’m sure you remember Mr. Mizrahi and Mr. Levin.”

Marelle bowed stiffly.  One of the Karendians, Mr. Levin, nodded in return.  She folded her arms and waited.  The others waited too, with varying degrees of patience. 

“It’s past time!” Mizrahi suddenly shouted.  “She’s late!  She loses!  I knew it.  She’s a coward.”

“Calm yourself,” said the judge.  “We will wait an additional ten minutes.”

“Unnecessary,” said Marelle.  “I shall step in.”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Mizrahi.

“The second may participate for the principal in such a case, though she is not required to do so,” explained Burn, and then turning to the Trabian.  “You’ll need to exchange your sidearm for a dueling pistol.  Can’t have you blowing a hole in the station.”

Marelle withdrew her pistol and handed it to him.  He tucked it in his belt, and then produced a wooden case which, when opened, revealed two sleek dart throwers.  They fired small flakes of metal and were lethal enough but wouldn’t do the collateral damage that her service weapon definitely would.  She picked one up, weighed it in her hand, and then nodded.

Sgt. Burn turned and offered the other pistol to Mizrahi.  His hand shook slightly as he took it.

“Before we take positions, I must ask you if honor can be satisfied without bloodshed.”

“I will accept an apology from you on behalf of the Flight Leader,” said Marelle.

“I am not apologizing!” growled Mizrahi.  “She insulted me!”

“She called you a liar, because you were lying,” said Marelle.  “Admit that you are a liar and apologize.”

She could see Burn rolling his eyes.  Mizrahi twisted the pistol in his hands.

“All right,” said the judge.  “Back-to-back.  Ten paces.  Once, two, three...”

The two combatants stopped at ten paces and, upon command, turned, and raised their pistols.

“When I count to three, you may fire.  One.  Two.  Three.”

Mizrahi fired.  Marelle felt a grudging admiration that he had waited until the full count.  Afterall, Karendians weren’t known for dueling, or personal bravery for that matter.  They were known for their physical beauty.  On the other hand, dueling was extremely common in Trabian society.

She could feel the tiny titanium dart whizz past her right ear.  She looked him over carefully.  He really was very pretty.  It would be a shame to damage him somewhere that showed.  She lowered the pistol, took aim at his very expensive right shoe, and fired.  He dropped to the ground and grabbed his foot while letting out a blood-curling scream.

“Honor is satisfied,” said Marelle.

“Shit!” said Derret Kinnen-Astille-Tresendia, jogging up.  “I can’t believe I missed it!  I feel like a real piece of shit now, but we had an unscheduled drill.”

“Couldn’t be helped then,” said Marelle with a shrug.

“You shot him in the foot.” observed Derret, looking across the field.  “I was going to take his ear off.  They could have reattached it, but it would leave a tiny scar.”

“But if he moved unexpectedly, you could kill him.”

“Not a great loss,” said Derret.  “Are you going back to Thunder?”

“No, I’m still on leave.”

“How about a drink then?”

“Too tired,” said Marelle.  “I need a good night’s sleep.  I have a maia tomorrow.”

“Oh, good for you.  Lucky marriage number two.  I hope he’s not too hideous.”

“He’s actually kind of good looking.  Not like those two guys over there, but certainly handsome.”

Mizrahi was now on his feet, being supported by Levin as the doctor looked at his foot.

“All right,” said Derret.  “I’m going to go see if those guys are interested in making a Derret sandwich.”

“I think it’s bad form to fuck the guys you just fought a duel with.”

Derret shrugged.

“I didn’t shoot him.  You did.”

She turned and started off toward the Karendians.  Marelle stepped over to the judge and exchanged the ceremonial pistol for her sidearm.

“I want to thank you for only wounding him,” said Burn.  “It’s a lot less paperwork.”

“I got to shoot something, so it’s all good.”

Marelle walked back to the lift.  Even though she was tired, she noticed a definite bounce in her step.  She only waited for a moment before the doors slid open.  The car appeared empty at first, but a furry, diminutive creature stood in the corner.

“Don’t tell me I missed it!” said the little beastie.

“You missed it.”

“I told you not to tell me that.”

The human stepped in, and the lift door closed.

“Level 22,” said Marelle, and then she looked down at the fuzzball.  “So, who are you, Castorian?”

“We’ve met before.  Don’t pretend you don’t know me.  My name is Prinda.”

“Oh, yeah.  You’re one of Pluul’s minions.  So, why are you interested in the outcome of a Trabian duel?”

“It’s not the Trabians that are interesting in this case, but the others.  My patron,” she emphasized, “Pluul, has business dealings with Misters Mizrahi and Levin.”

“I see.  Let me ask you another question.”

“You may ask but I may not answer,” said Prinda.

“And I may not shoot you in the face,” said Marelle.

“What’s your question?”

“Does Pluul have any business with Justin Larsson?”

“The Argaelian starship engineer?  No.”

“But you know who he is.”

“I know who everyone is,” said the Castorian.  “It’s why Pluul keeps me in his employ.”

Marelle grunted.  The lift door opened, and she started out into the busy corridor.

“You’re staying at the capsule, aren’t you?” asked Prinda.

“Yes.  Why?”

Prinda shrugged.

Marelle walked through the throngs of humans and aliens, many more of the former than the latter in this part of the station, almost all of whom moved out of her way.  She didn’t look back but knew that Prinda was following right behind her.  

Reaching the hotel, she passed the lobby and followed the corridor lined with small capsule rooms.  Each was one and a half meter tall, two meters wide, and three meters deep.  There was just enough room for a bed, a tiny cold pantry, and a tiny entertainment system.  The transparent front wall allowed one to see inside each room unless an opaque filter was engaged.  This type of establishment catered to those who couldn’t afford a larger space, or those who, like Marelle, had been in space long enough that they felt uncomfortable in a more spacious room.

The Trabian senior flight officer pressed her thumbprint to the screen and the transparent front wall opened.  She stripped off her uniform tunic, boots, and pants, before carefully placing them on a shelf just inside the door.  Then she dropped to her knees and crawled into the capsule, taking her place with her feet near the opening and her head near the amenities.  Flopping over onto her back, she looked down to see Prinda stepping through the door after her.  The door slid shut.

“Flip the switch to opaque, please.”

The Castorian hit the button, shutting off the view to the hallway outside, and then curled up into a little ball.

Marelle peeled off her underwear and undershirt and slid beneath the cool, crisp sheet.

“If I wake up and find you touching me, I’ll twist your furry little head off.”

“Understood,” said Prinda.  “Um, you don’t mind if I touch myself?”

The Trabian woke up only once during the night, to see Prinda draped over her feet.  She wasn’t thrilled about it, but as long as the Castorian stayed below her knees...  The next morning, Marelle woke up alone.  She went to one of the many gyms on the station and worked out and then had a vending machine food bar for breakfast, before taking the lift down to the shopping area.  

A dozen levels contained hundreds of shops offering goods from thousands of worlds.  Marelle knew where she wanted to go and had spent a great deal of time on the station but still had to check the directory to find the right location.  It was a small dress shop, run by a group of Rialtan women.  

Technologically speaking, the Rialtans were the most backwards of the star-faring humans.  Culturally backwards too.  Hell, in just about every way you could measure it, they were backwards.  The women in this particular shop knew their trade though.  That was probably because there were fewer places in Rialtan society for women to excel.  Oh, there were women military officers, and scientists, and doctors; just not that many of them.

“Welcome to our shop... uh, um, ma’am,” said an adolescent in a simple pink dress, as she curtsied.  “May I offer you some refreshment?”

“Sure.  What have you got?”

“We have freshly made lemonade.”

“That sounds fine.”

The girl hurried off, only to be replaced by a woman, similarly dressed, a little older than Marelle.

“What can we do for you today, Senior Flight Officer?”

“Well spotted,” said Marelle.  “I didn’t expect you to know my rank.  I’m looking for a dress.  Something... enticing, I guess is the word.  I have a maia tonight.”

“Oh, that’s a pre-wedding meeting, isn’t it?  Congratulations.  We have something you might like over here.”

The girl returned and handed the Trabian a tall glass of translucent yellow liquid.  Marelle took a sip.  It was tart but very sweet.

The woman guided her to a rack of dresses in a variety of pastel colors.  Most featured long, smooth skirts and gauzy bodices.

“These are nice.  Not really what I’m looking for.”

“May I ask your name, Senior Flight Officer?”

“It’s Marelle.”

“Hello, Marelle.  My name is Janice.  Why don’t you tell me about the um, person you’re meeting?”

“Well, he’s tall and not bad looking.  He’s Argaelian.  Do you know what Argaelian women are wearing these days?”

Janice touched a blank section of wall, and an image appeared on it, slowly rotating.

“Goodness gracious me!” said Marelle.  “What the hell is that?”

“It’s a suit.  Both the men and women wear them.”

“But what color is that?  It’s not pink and it’s not red.”

“It’s puce.”

“And... plaid.  The whole thing is hideous.  I’m starting to rethink this marriage.”

“How about this?” said Janice, touching the wall again. 

This time the image appeared of a woman in a tiny black dress.  It had very thin straps holding it onto her neck and leaving most of her shoulders exposed.  It was just low enough on the chest to show a little cleavage, but as the image turned, Marelle could see that the neckline fell low in back.  The bottom hem of the dress stopped a good foot above the knee.  The model also wore black shoes with impossibly tall heels.

“It’s Karendian,” said Janice.  “That’s one of their video stars, but I think you’d look just as good in
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