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  Prelude


  July 9 2207 8:11 PM TST


  Selene Okeenah Blasts Paparazzi On Luna: “Don’t get me wrong. Just a few select ones need to die!”


  By Zanzibar Standon


  Selene Okeenah, Jovian socialite and daughter of Titan’s Ambassador to Earth, returned this week to Luna for some much-needed rest away from the interplanetary spotlight. But it didn’t last long. Shaking butt proved easier than shaking the press, and she lamented the hordes of overzealous paparazzi while making her rounds.


  “Those [expletive deleted] paparazzi are out of control,” Selene said on her video blog, while holding a pink smoothie drink. “I called security because they’ve been getting in the way of very important appointments. They make terrorists like the Lobster Liberation Front look like juvenile delinquents. They deserve to die!


  The paparazzi, I mean!”


  


  Selene also took some time to date her old flame, Aimah Looney, local billionaire and owner of Casino Luna. She blasted the sleazy rumors that have proliferated about their rekindled courtship.


  When asked if she still had feelings for Aimah, she replied, “We’re through! But that doesn’t mean I’d give back the jewelry.”


  Chapter 1 – Fuzzy On The Outside


  Hey, you run up to the enemy


  Bring ’em down good


  With the slugs from my gun


  (repeat 20 or 30 times depending on how high you are)


  Hey, you try to make thing better


  But in the end


  You’re just going to make a run


  Baby, that’s the voodoo juju of bots


  You know, we’re all voodoo robots … in the end


  - “Voodoo Robot Chili,” Robotland


  Wild Man Pop (2142)


  How do you feel about ducks?


  My name is William Walker Canard. You can call me Bill, but most people call me the Duck. That’s why I asked about the “duck” thing.


  Honestly, I’m not quite sure I like that nickname “Duck.” Maybe because it’s just a single consonant away from the “F” variety of “uck.” I dunno. Anyway, here’s a story of my first adventure in the Federated Space Guard in 2207.


  Will the story include space battles? Giant kill-bots? Proton jelly grenades under my butt?


  Maybe.


  Political scandals, hostage taking, illegal weapons sales?


  Why not?


  Drugs, more drugs, and heaps of more drugs?


  You betcha!


  And last but not least: dishonesty, treachery and treason?


  Check all boxes.


  Be advised that “Duck” Canard did his duty and uncovered the truth that helped get the bad guys thrown into the brig.


  Know what, though? As I write everything down, I realize that even though my good looks and charm have survived into old age, my memory … that is … particular brain parts … uhm …


  What was I saying?


  Oh, yeah. The old noodle has suffered as of late. I’ve probably left out some teensy-weensy details, but that won’t matter too much. You’ll have a blast reading what follows as young Lieutenant Duck starts his career as a … err—


  —a young lieutenant.


  It’s a bittersweet-and-sour coming-of-age tale, chockfull of political intrigue, with heaps of gratuitous violence, good old-fashioned rock & roll, and even some duck and under-the-cover work.


  Of interest to you perverts, I’d imagine.


  You should know something else up front. Twentieth-century music rocks my universe. Yessiree-bob, everything from AC/DC to ZZ Top.


  Why, you ask, is that? Most of you might guess that it’s because old music copyrights make up the basis for all Sol system currencies. Sorry, but no. Simple monetary policy ain’t the reason. Actually, the following story would be a lot funnier if so many people hadn’t died in the making.


  See, most of you civilians are too young to remember, but back in the good old days we named our military starships after politicians. Crazy, huh? That’s what the nasty buggers out in Auva Nine thought. To them, ships named after politicians were only used as an invitation to war. Looking back on human history, you can’t really blame them.


  After all, human politicians can sometimes get the words “war” and “peace” mixed up. I think of it as diplomatic dyslexia.


  Anyway, after a few million deaths from that tiny misunderstanding, our peace treaty with the Auva declared that from that point on—and to avoid any further confusion—all Sol sector ships would be named after musicians. That’s why we in the Federated Space Guard all study music at the academy. It’s a required part of our otherwise boring-as-dirt history classes.


  But all that training had another effect on me. While studying for my final exams, I listened to a pant-load of twentieth century music. And you know what? It turns out I love that old music, that’s what!


  So there you have it. Rock on, baby!


  Now some may question if this entire story is true. All I can say is, I never tell a lie. No, really! This is how I remember it. And should there be any documents, videos, or other form of information showing otherwise, just ignore that crap.


  And destroy it if you can. As a personal favor to me.


  After all, exterminating old memories is pretty much how the world works, if you know what I mean.


  Now let me tell you about how it all began, and you’ll find out if the Duck’s story rings true in this man’s galactic military.


  “Second Lieutenant William Canard reporting for duty, SIR!”


  That’s what I said front and center to General Woodcock, or Big Woody as he was called. But at the same time I was thinking: Oh, my God, that guy was short! I did my best not to stare.


  Incredibly short for a guy named “Big Woody.”


  But that wasn’t by far his most disturbing feature. His cigar breath smelled like smoke coming out of the wrong end of a dead skunk. I could hardly breathe.


  Wait! Hold your fire. I’m getting ahead of myself. Before I continue telling you about my first meeting in the General’s office, let’s lay down a few facts.


  So, it was the summer of 2207. Fresh from military academy, I was the poster child for military awesomeness. Unmarried female creatures of this universe, please be advised:


  Whatever it is you’re looking for, I’m the answer!


  From the blond hair on my tippy top, past the chiseled Roman statue handsomeness of my face, down to my Greek God physique, I was top sirloin supreme. Prime cut.


  Now don’t go thinking that I’m some kind of ego-testicle male. No siree bob! Must people find me quite congenital and downright reproachable. I’m also quite easy to talk to, ’cause I always use simple language that fits any conservation. And if I can’t think of the right words? Well, that don’t stop me. The way I see it, most words are interchangeable. Very much like the head and butt of a four-star general.


  Anyway, that’s how I began my first day of active duty at Camp Duke Ellington, looking at my gorgeous self in the mirror as I put on my service uniform: green khaki pants and shirt, floppy green Space Guard beret, and kick-ass black boots. When the mirror confirmed how awesome I was, I headed off to find out what was what.


  I was assigned to the 741st Space Interceptor Wing. Frankly, I didn’t quite know what I’d be doing. But I was a gung-ho mass of he-man energy raring to fight.


  No shooting camels in the butt for me.


  No, sir! I was looking forward to doing some good in the universe. You know, the violent kind of good, where you get to kill basketfuls of off-world aliens and terrorists. It was a common Texas pastime in some respects, but you actually get paid for it in the military.


  Amazing! Who would have imagined?


  This was my first day of active duty, so I was ordered to go over and meet General Woodcock, the guy with the bad breath up there at the top of this scene. Big Woody was a legend in the Guard. During basic training, there were all sorts of stories about the guy. Some said he killed a giant Puppis Rhino on Naos Five with his bare hands. An incredible feat when you consider the Puppis Rhino has its horn between its legs.


  That’s right. It impales you with its schlong.


  Others said claimed he could disappear into thin air. Amazing, considering all that blubber around his middle. There were so many tales that it was hard to tell what was true, but I couldn’t believe that everything had been exaggerated.


  Standing for some time outside the General’s office, I hummed along with a few bars of “I’m Too Sexy,” a tune being piped into the waiting lounge. Actually, that song was quite appropriate given my supreme godlike stature, and it made me conjure up all sorts of preconstipations about my meeting with Woodcock. I expected us to be a pair of bookends, just like them bulging bodybuilders from the 1990s group who sang that amazing song.


  As you can imagine, when I came face to face with the legend himself, it was quite a shock seeing what a pudgy little shrimp he was. See, at the time I was over two meters tall and weighed in just a tad over 140 kilos. But Big Woody was short, fuzzy, plump around the middle and had dark, baggy, rodent-like eyes. In addition, he was severely wrinkled by old age. I swear, the guy looked like a pair of walking shriveled-up testicles.


  What balls! Literarily.


  After my “reporting for duty” spiel, Woodcock remained silent and just ogled my personnel files, looking them over like treasured porn. Finally, he lost patience and slammed the file shut.


  Angry as a squirrel with a frozen puppis, he said, “Okay, Canard! Let me make this easy for you! I don’t care if your father is the owner of Canard Space Freighters Corporation.”


  “Sir! Yes! Sir!” I hollered, knowing generals like it when you holler.


  He squawked back, “Why are you yelling? This ain’t the Jerry Springer Clone Show.”


  “Sir?”


  “Listen! I don’t care how wealthy your family is. Or the fact that your father just bailed out the Federated government. Again!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Your family may own the military’s ass, but don’t forget who owns your ass!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Any misbehavior and I’ll Guantanamize you until the galactic deficit is paid off! You get me, Lieutenant?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Woodcock lit up a genetically modified blunt using a small, heavily worn Colt 1911 lighter. Scowling, he watched smoke waft past my face before smiling at the stogie with great interest. He then placed it gently in a leaded crystal ashtray.


  “Okay, then,” Woodcock said, a smile creepalizing over his droopy face. “Now that the formalities are out of the way, let’s get down to your mission. It’s a good one!”


  This is what I was waiting for, so I puffed out my massive chest and sucked in my gut. “Good to go, sir!”


  “You can use this mission to get up to speed, test out your Battle Ready Android, and gear up to hunt insurgents, enemy combatants and terrorists.”


  “Ready to kill terrorists right now, sir!”


  “Wanna kill some terrorists, do you?”


  “Sir! Yes, sir!”


  “Well, you won’t be killing anything until you’re ready.”


  “Sir. I’ve been trained to use all standard weapons, sir.”


  “I ain’t talking about weapons, Lieutenant. I’m talking about politics.”


  “Politics, sir?”


  “You heard me. See, this first mission is easy. It’s a diplomatic one, to support a Franchisee colony.”


  “Ready to kill diplomats too, sir. No problem!”


  Woody ogled me with his bloodshot eye. Obviously, he’d never seen anyone with my level of cocksure awesomeness.


  He said, “Are you familiar with the Moe-MoTaro star system?”


  I had to think about that. “Uhm, yes, sir. The system with them two wobbly stars named after that old lifeguard show …”


  Woodcock blinked a few times. “What? No, no, Lieutenant, you’re thinking of something else. Shut up and listen! The Moe-MoTaro system is run by an alien race called the Moe-Mo. The planet I’m sending you to is primarily a Joe-Marxist reproduction colony.”


  “Joe who, sir?”


  “Joe-Marxism, one of the many new economic systems sprouting around the galaxy these days. It’s popular out in our own Jovian Sector, unfortunately.”


  “That can’t be good. Sounds like we need to kick their butt! Right, sir?”


  Woodcock chuckled. “Nah! As a franchisee, the Moe-Mo pay real good, so the Federated Union puts up with that fat little race of alien jerks, even if they do compete with us. Now listen up!” He puffed out a plume of smoke and then leaned forward, staring directly at me. “As the military franchiser, we’re obligated to provide services to the Moe-Mo. It’s simple enough. Looks like we gotta exterminate their planet’s displaced indigenous life form. It’s all covered under Federation-imposed eminent domain—”


  “Emmett who?”


  “Huh? No, you idiot! Eminent domain, when you have permission to take over a planet. And you know what that means, right?”


  “Yes, sir! It means we get to kick butt!”


  “More importantly,” Woodcock pointed out, “we give ourselves permission to kick butt. But I’m happy to see you’re familiar with the regs, Lieutenant. Now go over to the hospital next door and get yourself imprinted for your Battle Ready Android. He’ll be your little pal during the mission and provide you with all required intelligence and artillery support. I presume you’ll be needing at least one of those in large quantities.”


  “Understood, sir.”


  “This will be a piece of cake! I don’t expect you’ll run into any trouble. But in that unlikely event, follow our primary SOP.”


  Woody looked at me a few moments, expecting me to do something. It made things kind of awkward, since I didn’t have the foggiest idea what that was.


  “You know our SOP right? So let’s hear it, Canard!”


  Standing straight, I spewed out the Federated Space Guard’s most sacred standard operating procedure. “Shoot first, shoot straight, kill the enemy! Sir!”


  “That’s what they teach you in the academy, Lieutenant,” Woodcock said, laughing. “In the field I recommend to shoot first, hide, and pretend it didn’t happen. Should they discover you, deny everything until sentencing! A more practical interpretation. Take notes, Lieutenant!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “On second thought, don’t take notes!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “And one last thing, Canard.”


  “Sir?”


  Woodcock slowly lowered himself into his chair. “Thank your old man for that case of Martian El Rey del Mundo cigars. Now get the hell out. Dismissed!”


  I saluted and left the office. Being with the General wasn’t so bad in the end, but I was happy to get big snotfulls of less polluted air.


  As I left the General’s office and walked to the hospital that Big Woody ordered to visit, I was really impressed with how well the meeting went. My very own mission and Battle Ready Android right off the bat! Obviously, the General thought I had potential. But why wouldn’t he?


  After all, I was awesome.


  So I couldn’t help but smile as I took in the sights and sound of majestic Fort Duke Ellington. The birds were tone-jamming on power lines, spring air filled the parks lining the road, and the smell of flowers riding the breeze sure beat stogie fumes any day.


  Especially the fumes coming out of Woodcock’s hole.


  The hospital was only a few minutes’ walk, enough time to consider some of the highlights of my mission. The Moe-Mo and their pain-in-the-butt indigence life form weren’t a danger to humanity. Darn! I was hoping for something a bit more deadly. But, you know, it was a start. I could always work my way up.


  Now, at that time, I didn’t understand much about them Joe-Marxists Moe-Mo. Knowing more about them little squealers, maybe I’d have seen the mess I was heading into. Perhaps I’d even turn in my commission and become a monk on Om World.


  Just kidding. Like that’s ever going to happen!


  You know what, though? I didn’t care at the time. I figured the Moe-Mo were just another dweeby alien race waiting to get their butts kicked by the Federated Union.


  I then thought over Woody’s advice on how to deal with trouble.


  Shoot first and pretend it didn’t happen.


  As I thought over all the stimulating ways to do that, moment of true clarity came over me. That little dumb testicular man was actually a genius! Maybe I had a lot to learn from him after all.


  That’s when a fuzzy little squirrel chirped at me from the nearby park. You know, one of them cute ones with bio-engineered pink fur?


  I spun, pulled my side arm from my holster, and burned a neat hole between its beady little eyes.


  Blam!


  Then, as the little smoking rodent dropped out of its tree, it was immediately gobbled up by nanobots hiding in the shrubbery. It melted into the ground before my eyes. I looked around behind me. No one was watching.


  Dead squirrel? No evidence?


  Didn’t happen!


  As you can see, I was learning fast.


  The hospital was located behind the PX. A little inconvenient for patients, but some thought the PX was where the surgeons got cheap body parts.


  Mind you, PX body parts are expensive compared to online shopping. Organs-R-Us.com is pretty good. Their inventory is unreliable, but they accept government insurance, and their mascot is this cute little monkey with an organ grinder.


  I like monkeys.


  Anyway, the General was giving me my own Battle Ready Android. Awesome! Normally, you weren’t issued one unless you were at a higher pay grade. But here I was, getting one right off the bat. All I had to do was get it imprinted.


  Imprinted?


  I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it sounded like we was going to be like blood brothers, battle buddies, or something like that.


  Walking through the hospital’s entrance, I found a robot orderly slumped over at the reception desk. It appeared rather dead, its face vacant as a Chernobyl nuclear safety convention.


  “Wake up!” I said, rapping it on the noggin several times.


  It sprang to life with a violent jolt. The bot then looked at me and read my implanted dog tags. I think it smirked a bit, and pointed down the hall past rows of nondescript gray doors.


  “Room 3024, Imprinting” it said.


  “3024? What do I do there?”


  The robot seemed confused. “Imprint. Provide a DNA sample.”


  “You mean, like a skin sample?”


  The robot glared back. “What? No! How passé. We now use gametes to code against.”


  “What’s that mean? You gonna use a needle?”


  “Only on females, and you don’t look like a female.”


  Smartass bot, but it didn’t answer my question. “Then how do I give you my gametes?”


  The robot paused for a few seconds before responding. “Haven’t you imprinted before?”


  “No. It’s my first time.”


  The robot shook its head pathetically, swearing several times along with hand gestures for added effect. Pretty rude, but its snotty programming impressed the hell out of me. Felt like that thing was really alive.


  “Find the human nurse and follow her instructions,” it explained. “Unless you want to experiment.”


  “Experiment?”


  “Just go to the room!” ordered the bot. “It’s obvious to anyone with a brain.”


  The orderly’s eyes went dark, and it slumped back in its chair. Funny how those things crash faster than a coke-fueled suicide bomber at NASCAR.


  Looking down, laminated floor lights pointed the way. So I strutted over to the aforementioned door. But as soon as I entered, a bunch of crazed android nurses tried to jump me. Shaped like aliens of various size and shape, they were as feisty as pent-up Chihuahuas.


  With lighting reflexes, I dodged them until I found the one human-like nurse in the room. Like others in that strange bunch, she had a nice little titanium frame, lapis eye sockets, and perfect silicon-toned skin. But it was the weirdest thing. She must have had some kind of power malfunction. All she kept repeating was “turn me on baby.” But … she already was turned on.


  Weird, huh?


  I figured her operating system must have gotten all messed up; you know how unstable the Android OS can be. So I went back to reception and asked them to do a diagnostic test.


  The orderly looked at me for some time, then without warning punched me square in the face. I don’t recall much after that, but finding myself on a gurney some time later, the Android explained that they’d imprint from the blood scraped off its knuckles.


  Ain’t that considerate?


  With imprinting finished, I went back toward the armory to pick up my newly imprinted android. Of course I was still shaking off that punch, but I staggered downstairs to the lower garage where all Battle Ready Androids were parked. There was a huge assortment of them. Like massive erect killdozers standing perfectly aligned, they all gleamed flaming red chrome under the harsh overhead lights.


  I can’t explain it, but a strange feeling came over me. It was like buying a new aero-car. I had to take a deep breath. One of these megaton, rocket-launching, fist-pounding, murder-bots was going to be mine.


  It got me all tingly inside.


  Meandering about, I eventually ran into the Gunnery Sergeant who ran the joint. He was up on a lift, listening to an old Hendrix tune called “Voodoo Chile,” which is a great song by the way. It blared from speakers mounted on one of his Battle Ready Androids.


  The Sergeant was a typical Gunny. He was a real SOB who smelled like a polished turd. Still, he was a big mother. Unlike Big Woody, the Gunny could easily look me eye to eye if he wasn’t wearing his heads-up reality filter.


  “What’s going down, Lieutenant?” he said, partially distracted by augmented space.


  “So you’re the pit crew chief here, eh?” I said, leaning on the Big-Boy he was working on. “This must be my little red Corvette, right?”


  The Gunnery Sergeant looked down and eyed me through his multi-angled filter mask. Placing it on a hanger, he climbed down as two small aerial floater units hovered overhead and flitted about like oversized moths.


  He said, “I’m Dobinski. I would advise you to announce yourself before entering my cathedral. Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum here were targeting you.”


  “Who?”


  “The two security floaters. Sometimes they get bored.”


  “Why would they target me?”


  “Who knows? AI ain’t perfect, you know.” Dobinski eyed me while jabbing his thumb towards the BRAs he’d been working on. “No, this one ain’t your BRA. But I just got your requisition here. It’s been approved by General Woodcock himself. Interesting. I’ve never got them issued directly from the old man before.”


  How nice. Good to see Woody was already taking a personal interest in me. It was obvious he recognized my high potential to succeed.


  “Well, you’d better not screw up,” Dobinski advised. “Or you’re gonna be cleaning toilets for a few years. Or worse!”


  I didn’t like the sound of that. “Uhm … worse than cleaning toilets? How’s that possible?”


  “You ever do it without a brush?”


  “Err, no, I can’t say I have.”


  “Well, that there would be one example of something worse. Now follow me. I’ll take you to your BRA.”


  Hard to find fault with that logic. Anyway, the Gunnery Sergeant went deeper into the armory’s interior. I strutted alongside that old coot, trying to remember all the crap he explained as we passed along endless rows of bright red Battle Ready Androids.


  “Listen up, Lieutenant,” screeched Dobinski, with his hands outstretched like some evangelical Baptist preacher. “No two BRAs are the same. Once imprinted to your DNA, it’ll be your best friend, both out in the field and in your personal life. You will be its master! Without it you’ll be useless, and vice versa. Together, you’ll be defenders of the Federated Union of Bordering Alien Races and ass-kickers of our enemies. Are you ready to kick ass, Lieutenant?”


  You bet I was! I nodded him a quick okey dokey.


  “I’ve been explaining this wisdom to newly commissioned officers for over sixty years and those words have never failed anyone.”


  At first I thought he was nuts, but Dobinski’s creed was uttered with such emotion and soul, it struck me somewhere deep inside. Or maybe it was just indigestion from last night’s partying and all-you-can-eat Cajun buffet. Hard to tell. But I nodded respectfully as we walked past a fearsome lineup of Goliath-sized kill-bots. I swelled with pride.


  Together we went toward the back corner of the complex, where we came upon a smaller android. It wasn’t much compared to the others, only half a meter taller than me, bipedal, scratched up like an old boot, and outdated by a good two decades. I hoped real hard Dobinski would just keep on walking, but he turned towards me and slapped his leathery palm on the BRA’s lower elbow.


  “This here is an out-of-production model, but don’t think it’s not worthy of high praise. What it lacks in size, firepower, stealth, and a couple other now-standard features, it more than makes up for in intelligence.”


  “Intelligence?”


  “Yes, a full Neocortex! This here BRA uses the brains of a cetacean to drive all its onboard systems.”


  “Cetacean? What the hell is that?”


  “Fancy word for a whale, Lieutenant.”


  “Whale?”


  “Damn straight! A Narwhal to be precise. Used to breed them specifically for the job, but now they just use ex-cons and retired talk show hosts. It’s a shame really.”


  “Talk show hosts? Well that’s a hell of a thing.”


  “Yeah, seems using whales is now considered … morally unacceptable,” he said, making air quotes with both hands. “But if you ask me, no other creature ever produced better caliber fighting machines and raw intelligence. This here is one of the last of its kind.”


  I thought about that and glanced around at all the bigger bots surrounding us. “Well … if it’s so precious maybe we ought to leave it for someone else to—”


  “Woodcock’s orders specifically asked for Gottfried here.”


  Obviously, I was being screwed. “But … but why the hell would I need a bot with intelligence?”


  Dobinski raised his eyebrow. “No idea, but I just follow orders and I suggest you do the same. Still, I’ll make a deal with you. Come back and see me after you’ve finished your first mission. We’ll debrief about old Gottfried, and see if adjustments can be made.”


  I wasn’t all that sure if Dobinski meant what he said, but I took his word for it. Gazing at his flexi-pad, he key-coded the arming sequence. A high-pitched whir sprang from somewhere inside the BRA as internal system lights began blinking on, module by module. Dobinski nodded as the changing hues and color patterns indicated Battle Ready status.


  With a grunt of approval, he slapped me hard on the back. “Gottfried here is now programmed with your first assignment and will respond to your orders, Lieutenant. If you’re unsure how to proceed regarding any aspect of your mission, just ask old Gottfried here. He’s a real friendly guy.”


  “He is?”


  “Uhm … yeah … pretty much. Well, good hunting, Lieutenant!”


  With a quick and tidy salute, Dobinski waddled off, leaving me alone before I could say another word. Standing there, I just rubbed my chin and wondered what to do. The BRA wasn’t much to look at, but I figured I’d better make the best of it. And maybe I’d get lucky. If it got blowed up, I’d get a replacement model faster than an anorexic eats lunch.


  “So, Gnarly,” I said, with a big shit-eating grin creeping over my face, “I’m Second Lieutenant William Walker Canard, your commanding officer. You can just call me Lieutenant. That’s all. I know we don’t have a lot of time to get acquainted, but I hope you’re ready to get it on. I want to get into some major-league whoop-ass, if you know what I mean.”


  Gottfried took a step forward and placed his arms on his hips. “First of all, Lieutenant,” said the android in a snooty highbrow accent, “My name is Gottfried. I’m programmed to follow orders subject to every line of military law over the past two hundred and sixty-seven years stored in my onboard memory. I’m a Sentient Being protected by law. If you give an order that contradicts my programming, I’m authorized to judge and enforce penalties, including summary execution.”


  Why on Earth was he saying that to me? Must have been part of his standard programming. Anyway, without much thought I just said something like “Okeydokey.”


  “And allow me to remind you, Lieutenant,” said Gottfried, crossing his arms. “I’m a Harpoon-class Battle Ready Android, weighing in over three thousand nine hundred and twelve indestructible Earth-standard kilograms.”


  “Umh … that’s all?” I replied.


  “Excluding armaments.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  “You, on the other hand, are composed of two hundred kilos of pasty-layered biofilms that would smear nicely over Eridani toast. You’d best keep that in mind.”


  Well, it wasn’t perfect, but that there is how I got myself aquatinted with NCO Gottfried. Don’t let his negative attitude turn you off. He actually turned out to be my trusted combat jack-of-all-spades, battle buddy, and overall best guy!


  That is, once I got to know him.


  In the meantime, there were a few bumps in the Spaceways.
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