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Earth Edition

 

 

 

Greetings, Earthling!

 

My name is Zachry Wheeler and I’m a science fiction author based on Earth. I was chosen to serve as translator for all terrestrial editions of Puki Horpocket Presents, a literary series beloved throughout the universe.

It’s been a great honor.

It’s also been super stressful.

Decoding an alien tongue is daunting at a baseline, let alone through the prestigious lens of Puki Horpocket. He is renowned for his unique blend of commentary, interviews, and dramatic depictions. My job is to stick the landing for human readers. I sincerely hope that I do his words justice, but admittedly, I sometimes feel like a toddler translating Orwell.

The Durangoni Space Station is home to countless species and cultures, and thus, countless lexicons. Some things are universal, like beer. Other things are regional, like atmo barriers on artificial oceans. Some things are truly horrifying and do not warrant translation, regardless of their pop culture equivalents.

I did my best, but aliens be weird, y’all.

Puki Horpocket tales are chock-full of excitement, debauchery, and blatant disregard for delicate sensibilities. Fair warning: the language is lewd and the characters are crude, so keep your wits inside the vehicle and enjoy the ride.


	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	It is a well-known fact that every being in the universe is biologically compelled to talk smack. If three beings exist on a planet, it is inevitable that two of them will gossip about the third. In addition, most beings are convinced that their tiny corner of the cosmos is much more important than it actually is. But every so often, one of those beings will rise from the muck to stamp their mark on history.

	This is the tale of one such being.

	But before we begin, I must introduce myself. My name is Puki Horpocket. I am an editor at large for the Definitive Directory of Durangoni, the panoptic mega-wiki for life aboard the largest space station in the universe. Durangoni is a planet-sized colossus. It houses a trillion active residents, all of whom access the directory for their daily needs. And to ensure those needs are met, the station employs a massive staff of writers, reporters, editors, and baristas, all wholly dedicated to keeping the directory au courant.

	Tenants consult the directory for a variety of reasons. Perhaps they need a ship mechanic, or a warm meal at a mid-level restaurant. Perhaps they would like to fist a dominurb while wearing a tutu inside a womp-brothel. The directory is an indiscriminate depot that treats all inquiries alike. No tracking, no history, no snarky comments or unearned ratings, just a freely accessible index of current and relevant data. Under a veil of complete anonymity, anyone in the midst of a titanic midlife crisis can easily search for a hot enema of sinful delight.

	Enter Roy.

	As strange as it may sound, nobody knows his last name. I devoted countless hours to this mystery, all of which uncovered bupkis. Not a single employer knew his full name, nor is Roy short for anything more distinguished. In fact, he is listed as “Roy” in the civilian archives. Astoundingly, in the grand totality of station operation, not a single Roy resident thought to register as just Roy.

	That is, until Roy.

	He is, for all intents and purposes, just Roy.

	I never met Roy, but I came to know him through his friends, enemies, and confidants. I interviewed several along the way, many of whom are featured in this very book. Most will be new to your eyes, but some carry infamous reputations that you will undoubtedly recognize. After all, one does not attain a legendary status without crossing some of the universe’s most notorious inhabitants.

	Roy’s tale was thrust upon me during a jaunt to the outer rings. I was working on a field piece about district taverns, which involved a dreadful amount of sensory-hostile interviews. However, what began as a vapid chore would blossom into a full-blown obsession. It became abundantly clear that every gutter rat, every bar slag, and every spittoon-filling whoremonger upheld Roy as some sort of folk hero.

	I wanted to know more, so I went digging.

	What I found was a treasure trove of lunacy.

	The story of Roy is so burdened by stupidity, so marred by absurdity, that it bewitched me from the start. It is a tale wrought with love, loss, danger, and a healthy dose of folly. In other words, it ticks all the right boxes for a whimsical train wreck.

	I must preface anything further with an important disclaimer. To tell the story of Roy is to tell the story of “The Incident.”

	Every citizen of Durangoni knows about The Incident, but few are aware that Roy was the instigator. To be fair, the term “instigator” may be a tad generous. Roy was many things, but a cunning mastermind he was not. I am forced to use “was” in reference to Roy because no one has seen or heard from him since. The Incident is capitalized because it managed to affect the entire population, thus earning its definite article and prominent lettering. But to be honest, the event was so jarring and disruptive that I firmly believe it should be referenced in all caps.

	Yes, even as an editor.

	So without further ado, let us begin to unravel this tale of intrigue. As with any good story, it starts with a kerfuffle.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The charred impacts of plasma bolts stained the interior of a popular brewpub. A firefight had erupted a few days earlier, an exceedingly rare occurrence inside Durangoni. The station was a neutral harbor to an extreme degree, even housing a private security force that rivaled the best militaries in the quadrant. Firearms of any kind were strictly forbidden. A zero-tolerance policy included flash flogging for violators, so residents moseyed through the corridors without much regard for safety. Therefore, staring at the blackened remains of plasma fire conjured the same confusion as an abstract painting.

	Toppled chairs and tables cluttered the interior, the remnants of patrons making their hasty exits. Broken glass and shattered plates littered the floor, creating a labyrinth of foot-stabbing fun. The stench of rotting food floated around the pub like a wandering fart that refused to dissipate. The dark wood and rustic metal hid some of the filth, but the exploded terrace was difficult to ignore. Security had completed its investigation, leaving a swarm of maintenance crews to tend to repairs. The constant roar of saws, drills, and laser cutters infected the space with a rumble of restoration.

	The commotion created quite the nuisance for anyone within earshot. The terrace overlooked an open-air garden that spanned several stories. Balconies surrounded the space, which served as a hub for numerous galleries and restaurants. A prime location for any proprietor, should they afford the rent. The pub was an old establishment and one of the first to claim the area. As such, it enjoyed lower rent and grandfathered perks. It rested along the third tier and protruded like an unsightly pimple, given its ritzy neighbors. This rang especially true as spectators gazed upon the splintered shards that used to be its terrace.

	Its neighbor across the way was impacted the most, in a very literal sense. On top of having a front-row seat to the battle, it had endured a barrage of wayward blasts. It also emitted the growls of restoration, complete with yellow tape to underscore the inconvenience.

	A handful of flowering vines dangled from an overhead lattice. Before the assault, a thick assortment of foliage had hung inside the hollow as a waterfall of greenery, the handiwork of a famous artist. The plasma fire had ripped through the display like a flock of machetes, dropping most of it to the floor. A mess of leaves and vines clogged the sidewalks and fountains, creating an aggravating cleanup for plumbers and gardeners.

	One such plumber stood ankle-deep inside a small fountain while staring at the shattered terrace. A pair of soiled overalls hung from his meager shoulders and tucked into a set of knee-high waders. He was an average creature with an average height and an average build. His hybrid-like body resembled a salamander that decided to become human, but lost interest halfway through. He carried some extra belly weight, not that he minded, as impressing the opposite sex had been abandoned long ago. His balding head and blotchy green skin amplified a midlife persona. To say this chap was forgettable would be to undermine the very notion of memory.

	He sighed and dropped his gaze to the fountain water, once clean and crystal clear, but now dark with soot and debris. The filtering unit beneath the surface belched and gurgled as it tried and failed to sift through the sludge. Roy cringed and turned for his toolbox, only to meet the bulging eyes of a sentient man-pear.

	“Shit fuck!” Roy said and sloshed backwards.

	Duncan laughed, causing his plump belly to poke out from beneath a plaid work shirt. Thick gray skin, stumpy limbs, and a bulbous torso created the portrait of a land-tromping manatee. His species enjoyed a lush homeworld with low gravity, so life aboard the station was challenging at a baseline. He never complained, though. Duncan rolled with the punches better than anyone. A pair of work slacks started to slide off his waist, cueing a well-practiced grip-n-tug. His laughter slowed to a hearty exhale. “Heya, Roy,” he said with a core-cocked accent (the local equivalent of a Midwestern car salesman).

	“You really need to wear a bell, man.”

	“And give up my ninja-like stealthitude?”

	Roy rolled his eyes. “Dunc, you’re a ninja like a ... um, like ...”

	Duncan nodded and motioned to continue.

	“Dammit,” Roy said, adding a heavy sigh.

	“Wow. Not like you to miss a good rib poke.”

	Roy frowned and glanced at the terrace. “Just not feeling like myself today.”

	“You depressed again?”

	“I’m always depressed, you know that.”

	“No, I mean, like, uber depressed. Long weekend at the Kink Rinks depressed.”

	Roy raised an eyebrow. “There’s an idea.”

	“You can always return to group.”

	Roy huffed. “No thanks. If I wanted to listen to someone drone on about their feelings, I’d phone your mother.”

	Duncan chuckled, then leaned forward to rummage through Roy’s toolbox. He grunted and wheezed on the way down, like a sumo wrestler trying to touch his toes. Dropping to a knee, he paused for a breather before reaching inside and withdrawing a pair of scissors. The struggle back to his feet was equally cumbersome. He tested the scissors for their scissoring scissorness, then nodded with approval. “Yes, these will do nicely.”

	Roy had studied the effort with little emotion, content to watch his friend struggle through the simple tasks of living. If anything, it made him feel better about his own miseries. “You’re a fucking gardener, Duncan.”

	“True fact,” he said with a wide smile.

	“How is it possible that you didn’t bring any shears?”

	“Oh I did, but they’re way over there.” Duncan pointed to his satchel, which rested on the sidewalk a few meters away.

	“Get back to work, assholes,” the foreman said as he strolled by.

	Roy and Duncan turned to the hairy beast.

	“Piss off, Clancy,” Roy said as a canned retort.

	The beast stopped in its tracks and whipped an angered gaze to Roy, revealing knobby tusks, puffy lips, and lemon-yellow eyes. An orange vest hung from its sturdy shoulders, which fanned through the air when he spun towards the insubordinate plumber. The beast stepped forward and loomed over the fountain like a lion claiming a waterhole. His eyes narrowed as bull-like nostrils expelled puffs of heated breath. “What did you say to me?”

	Roy maintained his apathetic stare. “Sorry, I misspoke. What I meant to say was, lick my salty nether sack.”

	Duncan snorted.

	The beast’s eyes widened. “You insolent little shit nugget.”

	“Like the ones on your hairy asshole?”

	“I can fire you right now.”

	“But you won’t.”

	The fountain gurgled and spat a dollop of mud onto Roy’s leg.

	Clancy glanced at Duncan, who smiled back through his always-cheerful demeanor. The beast sighed, mumbled some curses, then softened his tone. “We still on for The Pipes tonight?”

	“That’s the plan,” Duncan said.

	“Assuming we can clean this up in time,” Roy said as he glanced around the filth.

	“Ain’t no way,” Clancy said. “We have a bunch of new regulations to satisfy, so plan on being here all week. On the upside, the budget has ballooned with the schedule. You got a full green light on overtime, so milk it all you like.”

	“Nice,” Duncan said.

	Roy groaned, as per usual.

	Clancy huffed and shook his head. “Jeez, Roy. Would it kill you to fake some gratitude? I could hand you a sack of money and you’d bitch about having to carry it.”

	Roy grimaced. “Says the salaried employee who makes more than the two of us combined.”

	“You say that like I didn’t earn it.”

	“You didn’t. Sandra just wanted some eye-candy in the main office.”

	“It’s not like that at all.”

	“It’s a little like that,” Duncan said, adding a finger pinch.

	“Pretty boy gets the cookie,” Roy said with a hint of disdain.

	Clancy sighed and glanced away.

	“So what happened up there?” Duncan said, eyeing the splintered terrace.

	“Yeah,” Roy said. “They haven’t told us shit. All we got is hearsay and rumors.”

	Clancy shrugged. “You know as much as I do. Some mystery goon snuck in with a plasma pistol and shot up the place. They’ve been pretty tight-lipped about the encounter. Oh, I did learn that some Mulgawat ladies were involved.”

	Roy dropped his jaw. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

	“What?” Duncan said.

	“My one chance to meet a Mulgawat and I missed it.”

	Clancy snort-chuckled. “Like you would ever be in this area for any reason. Hell, the fountain you’re standing in probably costs more than you’ll ever make.”

	Roy narrowed his eyes.

	“I never knew you had a thing for Mulgawats,” Duncan said.

	“Not a thing per se. They’re just so ...” Roy stammered a bit, then grinned like a creepy uncle. “Exotic.”

	“Oookay,” Clancy said, raising his mitts. “The last thing I need is another one of your Kink Rinks recaps. Save it for The Pipes.”

	“You’re getting the first round, salary boy.”

	“If I say yes, will you shut up and get back to work?”

	The fountain belched a ribbon of muck onto Roy’s cheek. “My work fulfills me,” he said without flinching.

	Clancy snickered, then resumed his trek down the sidewalk. “See you guys at eight.”

	Duncan hook-yanked his pants and turned to Roy. “Why do you always have to be such a sourpuss?”

	Roy glowered at Duncan as a wad of mud fell from his chin and plunked into the fountain.

	“Ner’mind,” Duncan said. “Just get through the day as best you can and we’ll toss back a few frosties later.”

	“As if you needed to tell me.”

	Duncan huffed. “Tim almighty, this pity party got an end?”

	Roy cracked a smile. “Fine, I yield to the court. Now piss off and trim something.”

	Duncan nodded and returned the smile. He tested the scissors on some imaginary vines, then waddled towards a mess of foliage.

	Roy glanced down at the gurgling muck, then over to his sad little toolbox, then up to the exploded terrace. His feigned grin inverted itself as he battled a wave of dejection. He couldn’t help but imagine the ruckus, the destruction, the excitement, and most importantly, the fact that he wasn’t there and never would have been. Roy had slogged through the swamp of mediocrity, bound by doubt and slave to resentment. But as he stared up at the wreckage, a strange new itch infected his psyche. An itch that he had no idea how to scratch.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	That was the moment.

	I have watched the story of Roy from its curious start to chaotic finale. I have studied his every action, from the tiniest intonations to the galloping insanity. But that moment, that brief and beautiful moment etched into the security footage of history, ignited the flames of destiny that would entangle a trillion souls. It gives me chills to this day, watching the avatar of apathy stare into the great unknown without qualm or trepidation. That was the moment when Roy the plumber became Roy the would-be legend.

	
	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	I reviewed The Pipes for the Definitive Directory of Durangoni, which remains one of my shortest entries to date. In its entirety: “The establishment seems to exist solely to exacerbate a throbbing headache. Avoid at all costs.”

	In retrospect, the review may have been a tad harsh. However, this is not to say that it was in any way inaccurate, because it wasn’t. The Pipes is a cauldron of noise, an audible assault from every direction. But as I delved into the story of Roy, I discovered a strange new affinity for the hideous little pub.

	The Pipes is a junction room about the size of a large garage. The place gets its name from the countless pipes and conduits that cover the walls and ceiling. It’s a hellish maze of metal that includes water lines, atmo ducts, everything a healthy station needs. Most junctions are properly zoned and automated, but this one had suffered from a critical design flaw. The resulting morass was so convoluted that it required a constant stream of upkeep.

	Fixing the mess was deemed too disruptive, so a dedicated technician was assigned to the junction. Two weeks later, he quit. Another technician was assigned and quit the following day. A droid was assigned, but the chaotic nature of the room quickly drove it insane. The junction became notorious for its endless cycle of hire-quit-repeat. In fact, only one technician managed to stay for longer than a month, and she was legally deaf.

	But as with most bizarre conundrums, the eventual solution was equally bizarre.

	Fiona was a talented mechanic who lived near the junction. One day, she met some friends at a nearby pub and proceeded to drink herself silly. As she stumbled home, she decided to swing by the junction room to see what all the fuss was about. She ducked inside and marveled at the clattering labyrinth before passing out. When she awoke, she came to a sobering realization. To quote her business proposal, “It’s not that bad when you’re drunk.”

	Her solution was simple: convert the room into a workman’s pub and offer free drinks in exchange for maintenance. The station agreed and The Pipes was born. It quickly became a haven for working stiffs with limited booze budgets. Whenever a gauge popped or a fitting leaked, the most sober and qualified guest would make the repair. The strategy proved wildly successful, transforming the space from a hole of despair into a model of efficiency. (It’s still a hole of despair, just a very efficient one.)

	Fiona has worked there as the owner-manager since day one and also serves as a frequent bartender. The Pipes celebrated its 30th anniversary as I was compiling this book. Fiona has amassed a large and dedicated customer base, solidifying her status as a barfly matriarch. Her patrons are fiercely loyal, granting her a cult-like following. Roy was a proud member of that sect, and Fiona knew him better than most.

	I remember meeting Fiona on my first visit to The Pipes. She greeted me kindly as I was stuffing wads of tissue into my ears. Her stout frame is an impressive ratio of width and height. Not overweight so much as overly brawn, complete with a pair of sumptuous bosoms that could double as deadly weapons. She embodies the role of a gruff marm, one who can toss you over a table and then soothe your ego with a mug of hot chocolate. As one of the few Earthling females living in the station, she is largely hairless, apart from a thick mane of curly locks.

	Fiona was kind enough to agree to an interview for this book (and grant my request that it take place outside of the brain-battering pub). We met at a small cafe near her home, one of the countless caffeine stops inside the station. I spoke with her about Roy and his relationship with The Pipes. The following is an excerpt of that conversation.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	First and foremost, I would like to thank you for agreeing to speak with me, and at the same time, apologize for my brazen review of The Pipes.

	 

	Oh sweetie, you don’t need to apologize for nothin’. In fact, your review boosted my bottom line, so I should be the one to thank you.

	 

	Really? That’s surprising to hear. How so?

	 

	It shouldn’t be surprising at all. Your words are only heeded by a certain class of citizen. When you say “avoid at all costs,” my clientele hears “a distinct lack of proper folk.” That’s a five-star rating for my establishment.

	 

	Be that as it may, even the uncultured have ears. How does anyone stand it inside that head-splitting horror pit?

	 

	(laughs) You get used to it. But even so, the sub-core folk have a built-in tolerance for racket, and they make up most of my patronage.

	 

	Ah, yes. Most of my readers will be unfamiliar with the sub-core, the shanty-like area that surrounds the cylindrical hub of the station. Can you give us a sympathetic insight into the citizens that call the area home?

	 

	Happy to. And thank you for asking, because these folks deserve more than a passing glance.

	 

	(I smile, nod, and swallow the not-so-veiled dig on my character.)

	 

	As you know, Durangoni is a giant disc system, like a stack of barbell plates with the biggest in the center and the smallest at the poles. Hundreds of these discs rotate around the core, a giant cylinder that acts like a spindle.

	 

	That’s actually a very effective visual. Mind if I steal it?

	 

	Please do. Anything to curb the zarpobblement (a word unique to the station, denoting a potent mixture of shock, awe, vertigo, and a sudden desire to contemplate the meaning of life).

	 

	Thank you. Apologies for the interruption, please continue.

	 

	So in order to answer your question, we must first understand how wealth is distributed inside Durangoni. As with most stations, money is traced from top to bottom. The posh live near the surface and the dregs inhabit the core, kinda like a cruise ship on a planetary scale.

	 

	Well, Durangoni is a bit different in that the core is the most expensive place to live. The sheer scale of the station requires a genius-level of engineering to keep it afloat, and the nerds that do so are held in the highest celebrity status.

	 

	But, being nerds, they ain’t the type to bask on surface beaches. They just stay locked inside the core like neckbeards in a basement. As a result, the wealthy come to them. They purchase plots around the labs and build luxury abodes. For the super rich, proximity to the super nerds is seen as a status symbol. It’s kinda like squatting in Bill Gates’s pool house.

	 

	Bill who?

	 

	Oh, sorry. He was King of the Nerds back home, the Earth equivalent of Loomba Varvar. (King of the Nerds on Durangoni, if that wasn’t obvious.)

	 

	Ah.

	 

	So tell me, what typically surrounds the wealthiest parts of a city?

	 

	The poorest ghettos.

	 

	That’s right. The rich insulate themselves and wall off everything adjacent, which strips the area of business potential. But, when you apply this rule to a station the size of Durangoni, you create one of the starkest inequalities in the galaxy. We’re talking a matter of meters between the richest and poorest residents. Ten meters of pure titanium to be exact, the outer casing of the inner core.

	 

	Proles will typically live near the core because that’s where the work is, but that’s not true on this station. The work here is near the surface because everything is automated. Durangoni represents the biggest service economy in the universe. The AI handles all the important stuff, so plumbers here ain’t maintaining the water supply. They’re unclogging public toilets. And the great irony is, they’ll make more doing that than working respected jobs on their home planets.

	 

	And Roy was one such plumber.

	 

	Yup. And like so many, he came here to support his family.

	 

	Can you tell me more about his family and backstory?

	 

	Sure. And for the record, Roy was a good man. I understand that The Incident was a colossal shitshow. But knowing him the way I do, ain’t no way he did anything out of malice. He did everything with his family in mind, despite the pain of circumstance.

	 

	Can you elaborate?

	 

	Well, Roy came here as a divorcee. He needed some extra income to support his three million children. When he—

	 

	Wait. Did you say three million?

	 

	Yes sir. Roy’s species is a cannibalistic amphibious breed that lays millions of eggs all at once. When they hatch, they start eating each other down to about two or three. Those are the keepers that you send to college and whatnot, but until that time, the parents are liable for the lot. Roy
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