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First Wrinkle: Making an Exit
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Evelyn shifted the box in his hands to keep it steady while the cat inside stretched, or rolled over, or whatever cats did when stuck in boxes. A carrier would have been better just by virtue of the fact it was made for carrying, but then anyone that cared enough to look would see the cat inside. That, of course, would have been bad. It would also become a problem if the thing decided to meow, but it had been quiet so far.

He hated to wish any bad luck on himself, but it all seemed too easy. He’d been allowed into the home with only the smallest amount of convincing. The cat practically came straight to him and put up absolutely no resistance to being placed in the box. Then, he’d left just as easily as he’d entered, prize in hand. It was like the man wanted the cat to be stolen.

No one paid him much attention as he made his way through the crowded streets with the box held in his arms but why should they? They had their own lives that needed living, filled with their own concerns. His box, the contents and destination, hardly mattered to them. It was a thing to be grateful for, if he could think to whom exactly he should show his gratitude.

“I’m on my way back,” he spoke into the microphone in his collar. “Make sure we’re ready to fly.”

“I would like very much to oblige you, Captain, but I find I am unable.” Evelyn hoped the irritation in Cassandra’s voice wasn’t aimed at him. He didn’t think he’d done anything to cause anger but couldn’t be sure.

“Might I ask why you’re unable?” he ventured cautiously.

“I’m still waiting on a Rush to provide that information. Maybe they’ll have an answer by the time you arrive. Safe trip.” Her voice cut out and he sighed. The entire point in taking the job had been to get enough money to buy new bits for the ship. If one of the twins couldn’t patch things up then, rather than new parts, the pay would have to be used to buy an entirely new ship.

He didn’t much like the thought of that. It wasn’t the best to look at, but he was quite fond of his ship. There was also the more immediate issue of being left without the transportation needed to deliver the goods so recently acquired. He could add a general dislike for the planet itself, the flora and fauna were a bit too wild for his tastes, but that was really the least important worry on his list.

Evelyn made his way back to the port without any issue. He expected to be stopped at the entrance and forced to open the box but no one bothered him. They didn’t even ask what was inside, which he considered lazy customs’ work. He felt almost insulted at the lack of interest his presence produced in those around him. He reminded himself he had just stolen from a rather important man and going unnoticed was in his best interest. Especially if his ship couldn’t take off just yet. Or at all. He’d need more information on that.

He punched in the code to drop the cargo ramp then waited while it slowly lowered. Whatever else was wrong with the ship, it still had some power. He made his way inside then set the box down on the metal floor before hitting the button to raise the ramp again. He glanced at the box but shook his head and turned away. It could stay put until he found a Rush to explain what was wrong with his ship. Or Adelaide.

Not knowing exactly where to find Adelaide, Evelyn decided it would be faster to just go straight to the engine. There was always a Rush near the engine. He passed Steven heading the opposite direction and opened his mouth to ask if he knew what was happening but before he could speak Steven shook his head. He gestured with his thumb over his shoulder back toward the engine and continued on his way.

“I might have just wanted to say hello,” he called after the man’s retreating figure but, whether he heard or not, Steven didn’t turn back. Evelyn went on to the engine and before he entered the room he could hear a Rush.

“It’s fine,” she said firmly as though that alone was enough to settle whatever the issue might be.

“Very fine,” the other agreed happily. “We can fix it.” He assumed this was Nayeli. Nayeli tried to be more accommodating than Zyanya; although, she wasn’t particularly successful. Probably because she often misunderstood what was being asked of her whereas Zyanya simply refused to explain things.

“Yes, very good. Now, what is it you’re going to be fixing?”

“The ship,” both responded.

Evelyn entered in time to see Cassandra close her eyes and take in a deep breath. She turned to face him, pale eyes smoldering in her dark face. “This is what I get every time I ask. It’s your ship, demand an answer!”

He was reluctant to anger her further but he was curious. “Why not have Adelaide run a diagnostic?”

“Because they shut Adelaide out!”

“It tampers with things.”

“They, not it,” the other corrected.

The first gave a put upon sigh before continuing. “How are we supposed to make repairs when they keep changing the systems however they please?” Evelyn’s eyes moved to her neck as she spoke. No chain. This was Zyanya, then. Nayeli always wore a coin on a chain around her neck. She saw him staring and pressed a hand to her throat, glaring as though she’d caught him peeking at her naked body. “Leave. We’re fixing it.”

“Right, before I go, I would actually like to know what’s wrong with my ship.”

“Can’t take off. No worries, Captain; we’ll fix it.” The one he thought was Nayeli turned away to face the engine, apparently finished with the conversation.

“We’ll fix it,” Zyanya repeated angrily. “Leave. You’re in the way.”

Cassandra looked at Evelyn expectantly but he wasn’t much interested in continuing the conversation. He’d failed to hold Nayeli’s attention long enough to direct her toward a real answer and Zyanya was a lost cause, especially now that he seemed to have offended her. Even if they told him what was wrong with the thing he couldn’t help with repairs. It was best to leave them to it. “We don’t want to be here longer than necessary, alright?”

“No worries, Captain,” Nayeli called back. Zyanya just stared, willing them to leave with what she considered her best scowl. It wasn’t convincing but giving her the victory meant she’d get started working that much faster.

He motioned to Cassandra with one hand, telling her to follow as he turned to leave. As she fell in step behind him, he heard a heavy metallic thunk then Zyanya shouting. He told himself to keep walking and let them work.
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STEVEN FOLLOWED THE irritated meow to the cargo hold where a medium sized cardboard box was shuffling itself in short bursts across the floor. He placed a hand on the top as he crouched to stop its movement. He wasn’t sure letting it out would be the best idea but leaving it in the box seemed mean.

He opened the box to a short hair, calico cat, mostly black with orange and white mottling on its face, belly, and front right leg. It stared at him intently with yellow eyes. He wondered if it was hungry. Its collar looked like leather with a diamond, he thought it was a diamond, heart set in gold dangling from it. It meowed again and he reached in to pick it up. He expected it would be in a poor mood from so much time shut in a box but it reared up on its back legs reaching its paws out for him. He lifted it to his shoulder stroking its head and neck as it made itself comfortable across his shoulders.

“Cat scarf,” he said aloud turning to leave the room. He figured Evelyn and Cassandra had given up on getting any information from the twins but didn’t see much point in going to bother with either of them. Nayeli would have told them what they wanted to know if they could be patient and persistent enough to make her understand before she lost interest but they never could. Evelyn would look for some way to entertain himself until the ship was ready while Cassandra would want to complain. He wasn’t interested. Maybe he would go watch the twins work. If he was quiet Zyanya wouldn’t fuss.

He reached back to scratch the cat’s neck again. He was wondering what its name was when the room lights flickered before going out altogether. Behind them they left a hum, more pressure than sound, which persisted a full minute before winking out as the lights had. He continued to scratch the cat, who didn’t seem at all troubled by the sudden darkness, until red emergency lighting clicked on.

“You might be bad luck,” he murmured. The cat innocently swished its tail in response.
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“I’M NO EXPERT,” EVELYN said with a smug Cassandra beside him, “but I think my ship is now less likely to move than it was before. Can you explain to me why that is?”

“Connector’s charred,” Nayeli reported from farther inside the room not listening at all to Evelyn. “Told you that wasn’t it.”

Zyanya clicked her tongue in irritation. She didn’t like being wrong, especially when she was the only one. “There’s too much wrong with the ship,” she said to Evelyn. To Nayeli, “the connector needed to be replaced.”

“Maybe,” Nayeli said noncommittally. “Help me.”

“Stop.” Evelyn said firmly before Zyanya could make her escape. “What have you done to my ship and when will we be able to take off? We’re on a job in case you’ve forgotten. We have a time limit.”

Nayeli continued on with her business, unimpeded, while Zyanya scratched at the back of her head
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