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      Sissal Naganos, cobra yervath and diplomat banished to the hinterlands, didn't ask for an assistant, and he certainly didn't ask for such an annoying one.

      

      Being an OIL (Onsite Inter-species Liaison) for the Interplanetary Multispecies Pact has never been an easy job. In fact it's a crap job when stuck on a backwater nowhere planet like Earth.

      

      But cobra Yervath Sissal Naganos manages. The demotion was swift and heavy-handed, but he'll climb back out of this hell eventually. Humans don't meet his social needs, so, yes, it's been lonely and he tells himself he likes the solitude. That is, until IMP sends him an irritating  new assistant he never asked for. Now his peace is well and truly disturbed and his paranoid diplomatic reflexes have reawakened. The worst part is the kid didn't have to be so cute.
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      "But I didn't ask for an assistant." Sissal scanned the documents, squinting in dim evening light.

      "Life in the diplomatic corps, eh, Siss?" Captain Spencer's tail and whiskers twitched as he jabbed a stubby claw at the bottom of the screen. "Just sign here… and here. Initial here. Great. Can't stay and chat today, sorry. Tight schedule this run. Very tight."

      "Um…" Fingers stinging from Spencer snatching the doc reader away, Sissal could only stare as the ship's captain scurried back up his loading ramp. "See you, Spence."

      Usually, Spencer at least stayed for a drink and a chat. He was always a little twitchy—part of his charm—and the hyperalertness made him an ideal interstellar captain, but this time he'd seemed almost frantic.

      Finally, he turned to the newcomer whom he'd barely glanced at during Spencer's fussing. Big, dark eyes, cute little horns, the kid was barely taller than Spencer. Sissal took a careful sniff. Dik dik shifter? Off balance and still annoyed at being dragged out of bed, he blurted out, "How old are you, twelve?"

      The little guy's face turned an interesting shade of scarlet. "If you'd bothered to read my work portfolio, you would have seen that I have five degrees from various prestigious intergalactic universities and a doctorate in applied interspecies microeconomics."

      Fine, not quite a kid. Sissal glanced down at his personal reader to pull up the docs Spencer had transferred. "So… Rcrred…"

      Rcrred poked his shoulder. "I've only been here five minutes and I can already see this facility is unacceptable! I demand to speak to the PLIC for this planet! You don't even have a proper atmospheric acclimation canopy. There's no shielding. No hydro-evaporation collection that I can see."

      He stomped into Sissal's cabin without an invitation and proceeded to spew nonstop Liaison Office regulations. It was as if an EM pulse had swept over Sissal's brain. All electrical activity had ceased, and with no neurons firing, no thoughts could form. He followed Rcrred inside, openmouthed, and simply let the harangue wash over him for a few precious seconds.

      "This front room alone breaks fourteen—no fifteen—regulations in construction! And I'm terrified to see your record keeping system! Where are the filters? How do you keep planet-borne diseases out? Why is there no medkit by the door? No fire suppression?" Rcrred had whipped out his own reader, taking frantic notes as he ran his impromptu and unsolicited inspection. "I swear, this floor is tilted at least three degrees."

      When the interloper got down on his hands and knees and pulled up a level tool on his reader, Sissal's brain re-engaged with a sickening lurch. He rushed through the cabin, hit the door pad on his hidden communications room, and flung himself into the chair. Frantically, he tapped in the code to contact the Nutcracker.

      "Spencer, get back here!" he yelled into the comm. "I don't know who authorized the drop-off on this little twit, but you can't leave him here. Turn around and get him out of my installation!"

      The comm light blinked rhythmically, indicating no one had picked up on the other end.

      "Spencer! Answer the comm! You can't do this to me!"

      Still the light blinked smugly at him. He switched to emergency coding. He knew the Nutcracker was operating in a tight window this trip, but they had time, damn it. They couldn't have gotten that far. "Spence, for the love of all that's holy! Don't leave me here with this little monster!"

      The light still blinked, and to Sissal's horror, the steady red one beside it winked on. Out of turnaround range. Oh, sweet goddesses.

      Sissal turned his chair and groaned when he found Rcrred standing in the doorway to the comm room.

      "I'm adding hostile language and social bullying to the broken regulations."

      Enough was enough. Sissal uncoiled from his chair, hissing. He couldn't help it. It was rare that anyone truly made him angry. This kid had. "Now you listen to me, you little hellion. This is a covert office on a Class Five world. The stuff they don't teach in Home Office training. We don't follow most of those damn regs here because—"

      The comm beeped. Thank you, Spencer! He was going to break out the good amaretto for Spence to express his undying gratitude for him turning around and breaking schedule. Sissal plopped back into the chair, tapped in to let the message connect, and had his hopes dashed in messy pieces on the floor. The message wasn't from the Nutcracker.

      From the Home Office

      Sissal hit text only and read the terse, oh-so-not-helpful message—

      

      To our Sol system Onsite Interspecies Liaison, Sissal Naganos, greetings. Please be advised that Liaison Affairs has assigned an Assistant OIL to your location. Duration of assignment undefined. Details follow.

      

      Name: Rcrred Thistwaittonblat

      Grade: 3-Beh/12.5c

      Last posting: Home Office, Ceti Prime

      Coaching/Evaluation Updates: Monthly

      

      Please be certain to complete all appropriate arrival and personnel acquisition forms prior to the next rotation cycle.

      

      "Thanks for the warning. Jerks." Bad enough being saddled with an assistant he didn't want, but he had to fill out the damn paperwork for personnel transfer, too?

      "What was that?" Rcrred spoke up directly behind him. "The lighting in here is at least a hundred lumens above efficiency recommendations. I don't understand why you've been left here without inspections. Move out of the chair so I can call the PLIC."

      "I am the Planetary Liaison in Charge. There is no one else."

      "No. No… you can't. This is an outpost. There's a central office in orbit?"

      Sissal rested his aching head in both hands. "Do you even understand what a Class Five outpost is, kid?"

      "Covert operations," Rcrred offered stiffly. "Undetectable to the planetary population. With a need for liaisons to blend in, which, if you would have read my file, you would see I have already begun to do by taking the local name Richard."

      "Great. That's just perfect." Sissal managed a sour chuckle.

      Rcrred—Richard—glared at him. "Why?"

      "Don't suppose in all your preassignment work, you figured out that Dick is a common nickname for Richard? Dick the dik dik dick. It's perfect. Really, bloody perfect."

      "I've never met anyone so unprofessional in all my life!"

      "Yes, yes, your long, long life." Sissal pressed both palms to his eyes before heaving himself out of the chair again to tower over his pain-in-the-ass new assistant. "I'm going to say this once. For your survival and mine. This facility is built to blend in. That's why it's not perfect. That's why it's low tech. The humans believe it's a research station. They believe I'm a retired investment banker, an eccentric spending his retirement in the wild and providing research data to local universities.

      "You're my graduate student on loan, if anyone asks. We're studying Mustelidae, which you can look up since I'm too tired to explain. You will keep clear of the humans. You will stick close to the cabin. You will wear a hat whenever the human alarm goes off or if you poke even your little nose outside. We are so alone out here that it would take months for anyone to figure out something was off if we died. Do you hear me?"

      "But the research said—"

      "I don't give a decayed rat's ass what the research said. I'm the liaison in charge. There's no one else in this whole backward system. If you want to live, you'd better learn to listen, Dick." He took a step forward, then another as Richard backed away. "Remember what I am. Annoy me too much and I'll eat you during my next kreja shift."

      Richard blanched and stumbled back into the doorframe. I'll feel bad when I have the energy. I'm just too exhausted right now.

      He gave the snotty little twit credit. Richard pulled himself straight and looked him in the eyes. "You wouldn't dare."

      Sissal shrugged. "Probably not. I'm not usually a violent person. But then, I don't usually get angry, either. Now, I'm going back to sleep. I suggest you do the same."

      "Where's my bunk?"

      "This is a single-liaison facility. You don't have one."

      Richard's voice edged up toward that unpleasant shriek again, "Then where will I sleep?"

      "It's very late. We'll sort it out tomorrow." Sissal made shooing motions with both hands. "But you can't sleep in my comm room. Scoot. Out." He backed Richard out and waited until the wood paneling slid shut and locked behind them. "And you're not sleeping in my bed. Goodnight, Richard. Welcome to Earth."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It's like being sent to a prison colony. Except the crazy sociopath they assign you as an inmate's also the warden. I have to be brave and hold together. No meltdown episodes. They picked me especially for this job. Operative. Richard. My name is Richard now.

      Still, the floor was dirty and the sparse furnishings only slightly less so. Richard weighed his options, each one worse
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