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Chapter 1: Bad Mornings
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Click. “Wake up, sweet cakes! Wakey, wakey!” Click.

Sheridan would have to take that damned thing to the clockmaker for a thorough tune-up. Or whatever it was clockmakers called taking a foul-mouthed bastard of a clock and twisting its proverbial balls till it adjusted its attitude. Or maybe just save some money and blast it into a billion or so atoms with his pre-owned, second generation Quantum Pistol Mini. The downside to that option, though, was the fact that he’d have to spend money, anyway, in order to replace it with a newer, better, and less bitchy model. Of course, an argument against complete annihilation involved Sheridan’s conscious decision to purchase the thing in the first place despite knowing its hopelessness as a bilious little drip.

He had his reasons. And they all sure sounded real good at the moment of the impulse purchase. It was just too bad he couldn’t quite remember the moment, being drunk and heartbroken and raring to give an ex-boyfriend a pretty thorough galactic enema the jackass wouldn’t expect and would never recover from.

At any rate, tidbits about clock repair and clock attitude readjustment were the first coherent thoughts that trickled sluggishly through his sleepy brain. It wasn’t the first time they’d done so. In fact, it’d be the seventy-eighth time, if Sheridan were to be really honest with himself.

Click. “Come along, come along, handsome. Time for another day in the beautiful world, earning money.” Click.

“For what?” Sheridan mumbled against his pillow. “And don’t lie to me with all that sparkly unicorn bullshit.”

That was a bad move, Sheridan realized too late.

Click. “To maintain those slabs of decaying organic debris till the human body simply can’t take it anymore, and death comes in all its mercy.” Click.

It also didn’t help that the infernal clock responded to its owner, but again, Sheridan had a good reason for choosing that specific model. Yes, another one. Friends had cheered him on, somehow latching on to the idea that his purchasing it was a terribly humorous—ironically humorous—move. Only one person argued vehemently against it, bless the little teenage optimist, but he was easily out-argued and out-aged by older, louder folks. Sheridan yawned, munched, and turned over, burying his face in the other end of his pillow.

Click. “Wake up before that collection of drying arteries collapses.” Click.

Yes, encouraging the hellish thing not to lie was a very bad thing. It had shifted to its “truth program” and would be mouthing off from that point on. Then again, which of its two monster personas was more palatable at six in the morning?

Sheridan shoved a hand under his pillow, drew it out, aimed, and fired. There was a flash of light, a muted “pew!”—the “mini” model of the Quantum Pistol was known for its meek, lamb-like “pew!”—a brief explosion somewhere just off-range, and the smell of charred wood.

“You missed.”

Sheridan blinked, scowling blackly, and raised his head to squint through the haze and stare at his clock. Yes, he’d missed. A burned spot about twelve inches in diameter taunted him from the wall, thin pillars of light gray smoke rising up in graceful almost-spirals. Cursing under his breath, he raised himself up and used the butt of his Quantum Pistol Mini to shut the alarm off.

“Shit,” he stammered, his voice husky and dry. “How much would that set us back?” Their landlord was a stingy little knuckle-dragger (and his armpit stink could melt an entire block), and Sheridan would have to think fast on his feet to make sure the man would never find out. He needed to get on his feet first, though, and it was excruciatingly difficult in the early morning hours.

“I told you not to get that thing. It’s worse than your best friend, the way it keeps tearing you down—what’s her name again?”

“Adley, it’s too early to nag.” Sheridan sighed and sat up, giving his weapon a quick and halfway baffled look before setting it down on the nightstand beside the clock. He yawned, scrubbed his eyes, and then regarded the thin figure standing in the doorway. “What’re you doing up at this hour, anyway? Boys your age should be in bed, drooling and erecting your way till noon.”

Not that morning wood would end anytime soon after the “magic” number eighteen, but Adley didn’t need to know that. Then again—not that he really should, Sheridan realized, his brain dog-paddling in early morning logic. Adult men were still prone to saucy trips through dreamland, and Sheridan could still remember fragments from his the previous night. He never realized his body could accommodate something that was thirteen inches long, not counting the tentacles. Unless, of course, he was mistaken completely and hung on to what could only be called wishful thinking where hot, throbbing passion poles—and tentacles—were concerned.

He also needed to stop losing himself in his friends’ underground porn collections.

Adley just looked back at him, brows raised. “You don’t remember?”

“Kid, every pus-filled day in this world melts into the one before it and the one after. You’ll have to give me a nudge once in a while.”

Sheridan kicked off the covers and was soon shuffling toward his brother, who quickly stepped aside before he could be pushed out of his way. It had taken Adley perhaps three non-too-gentle shoves in the past before he’d conceded to allowing his older sibling to get to where he needed to go. Not once, moreover, did he complain about his ill-treatment. For better or for worse, Adley was the quiet, thoughtful sort who’d always believed the best in everyone, and Sheridan had been tempted to double-check the boy’s birth records to make sure they were, in fact, related. Yawning loudly and stretching his arms above his head, Sheridan shuffled down the narrow hallway toward the little bathroom in the end. He gave his brother a warning glance over his shoulder, and Adley obediently stepped away a couple of paces before he closed the door behind him.

“This is the day when I’m supposed to be riding in the astro-cab with you,” Adley said, raising his voice.

“Wait—you’re doing what?” Sheridan hollered back. Standing strategically over the toilet, trying to talk loudly while piddling was proving to be an exercise in futility. Sheridan was never good in what humans once upon a time called “multi-tasking”. One activity had to give. Nature lost out in this round.

“I’m riding in the astro-cab with you. You know, to learn the tricks and so on.”

“What? Why? Are you serious? You’re interested in turning to a gutter-level job when it’s your time? I’m working my ass off to put you through college, you little stinker, and don’t you ever change my grand plans.”

“I’m still going to college. And thank you for the sacrifices,” Adley replied, sounding as perky as one could possibly be at such a godawful time. He must’ve gotten into the coffee again. “But this is for an extra credit essay I’d like to write.”

Bladder momentarily forced into a shutdown, Sheridan scrunched his face as he stared at his well-aimed dick. The toilet bowl was starting to look rather bored, waiting for him to get on with it. Even with the yawning maw and the absence of eye-like things to complete a face, it still gave off that too-real expression of philosophical ennui. “Okay, but—tagging along in the astro-cab to be witness to the miseries of my day? Whose fool idea was this?”

“Yours. You said it’d keep me from getting bored and from getting into trouble, and you really dug the idea of extra credit and a scholarship.”

Sheridan sighed and exhaled loudly. Bladder shutdown no longer in effect, a wave of ecstatic relief washed over him, and he sagged happily as he finished up.

“What about your lessons?”

“I’m two weeks ahead. Isn’t that great?”

Damn. “Was I drunk when I talked to you about this?”

Adley didn’t answer right away. He tended to think his responses over because he was mercilessly tactful for his age at fourteen. “You were. I was dragging you to your bedroom by your ankle when you told me. That was two nights ago, after you came home from work.”

The bruises from that somewhat clumsy moment had yet to heal, by the way. Oh, and the soreness everywhere—poor Adley couldn’t lift his brother up onto his bed, with Sheridan unconscious beyond help, and left him snoring and gurgling on his bedroom floor.

“You promised me, Sheridan,” the boy added. “I really, really want to ride with you.”

And Adley, being Adley, regarded promises the way folks did centuries and millennia ago in human history—back on Earth, anyway. A promise was a promise, and it should be honored, no matter what. Sheridan couldn’t come up with a good enough reason to break his promise, seeing as how the only real thing that concerned him about his baby brother was his education (and his not turning out like his despised other brother), and that’d been easily dealt with. It was Adley, after all, and frankly, Sheridan was a great deal more shocked at finding out the boy wasn’t a whole month ahead in his lessons.

And, yes, the scholarship thing was an incredible motivator for Sheridan. All those years spinning endlessly in the hamster wheel just to make sure his younger siblings were cared for in the way their deceased parents wanted—all those years needed to bear fruit. An excellent, lush crop, even. He’d failed with Rufus, and he was grimly determined to more than make up for it with Adley. It was a blessing, indeed, that Adley had never shown early signs of future assholery, and Sheridan swore to keep things that way.

“Just one day, all right?” he said after flushing, sighing in defeat.

“I don’t care. I’d love to see how your work goes. And meet all those people you shuttle around. Plus I get to observe the places you go to. That’s a lot of material to write about.”

“Well,” Sheridan muttered as he washed his face and hands, “that ought to convince you to keep this a one-time thing.” After drying them with a towel, he stared at himself in the cracked mirror. He couldn’t even remember why he’d gotten drunk two nights earlier. Or at least he was sure it sounded like a damned cheeky idea at the time. Oh, how novelty wore off far too quickly once a person turned twenty-one, and he felt like thirty-three going on fifty. “Let’s talk more about it over breakfast,” he said, raising his voice.

“Oh, good—I’ll be in the dining room,” Adley replied. Sheridan listened to the floorboards creak as his brother skipped—he most likely skipped—down the hallway for some fun and sunshine in the dining room.
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Chapter 2: A Brief-ish History of Cecilia
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Sheridan and Adley Diggins’s story did not take place on Earth in the twenty-first century. The year was 8016, the planet, Cecilia. Quite a bit of the history of human colonization of a planet that’d been named after someone had long vanished—or, more specifically, purposefully tucked away in dusty history books and left there once the truth had come to light. Children weren’t taught, and those who’d asked were treated no differently from those who’d prod their parents about babies and where those came from. In the colonists’ case, though, it was more like a group of giant, mechanical storks packed with huddled masses of half-terrified, half-excited Earthlings.

The details wouldn’t have mattered much to Cecilians, anyway, whose pressing concerns were a great deal more pressing than the hows, whys, and what-the-ever-loving-hell-fors of their past. That they’d settled there, flourished for a brief time (at least long enough to be comfortably established), and then unceremoniously abandoned by their Earthling ancestors were the only things they needed to know about their history—at least for a short span of time.

The truth had come out perhaps twenty or so years after their abandonment: Earth had had enough of its thinking bipeds and their already dwindling numbers and had given Nature carte blanche to give the planet a long-delayed enema. In brief, humanity had managed to do itself in through perpetually mutating diseases, wars, crimes, and every other self-immolating game in the book, with Nature tossing in a natural disaster here and there to nudge the process down the preferred direction in quick time. The end result, then, was that before more ships could be shot out into space, carrying with them more humans, their pets, livestock, and the next group of endangered species in an expanded cosmic version of Noah’s Ark, Earth had had its cosmic fart, and that was the end of it.

It was a tragic history, to be sure, brought to the horrified ears of the colonists by friendly, space-trotting, alien species over pints of Owen’s Galactic Beer, but it was an inevitable one; otherwise, the colonists wouldn’t be colonists if things were hunky-dory back on Earth.

Once they’d gotten over the grief and the raging hangover, it was all Cecilians could do to throw their hands up, curse humanity’s stupidity and bad luck, and then sit down and figure out what to do with themselves from that point on. One thing was for sure, though: there was simply no use crying over the unfairness of it all. They needed to move forward or die.

At the very least, they did have nice, helpful alien friends from neighboring planets (the Pomeroyans, the Twyfordites, and the Brendisians) who were willing to share information and technology with them in exchange for human DNA samples “for study”. Beyond that, they left Cecilians alone to allow them enough time to get back on their feet and establish themselves further as humanity’s only hope. A small number of those aliens had settled down side-by-side with humans—largely non-scientists who were sincere in helping their new colonist neighbors with their day-to-day needs, including the fine art of hybrid food (the less said about it, the better) and liver-melting galactic beer. In a show of typical Earth gratitude, the colonists taught their alien friends the even-finer-art of capitalism and the philosophy of instant gratification.

Cecilia was a rough planet. Literally. The terrain’s ruggedness was extreme, as though Earth’s wildest rock formations came together, fucked in a hazy orgy, and gave birth to this planet. Ragged cliffs, gorges, and canyons dotted the planet like extreme, incurable, chronic cystic acne, a mere handful of flatlands everywhere providing only a tiny measure of ease. With those places being absolute prime real estate, only the filthiest rich could afford to purchase patches of flat areas. Everybody else had to settle for rough—and very creative—housing built on largely precarious surfaces that ensured more deaths by drunken falls than any natural calamity. The only mode of transportation around the place was via astro-cars, though footpaths were also quite popular. Or, if one were to be a lot more specific about it, little baby space ships, the seat numbers cribbing heavily from Earth cars of the past. Astro-cabs were a necessity on Cecilia, and roughly a fifth of the crag-dwellers ran astro-cab services.

Any visiting Earth human, if any managed to survive their planet’s destruction, would surely do a double-take upon clapping eyes on Cecilians. Descendants of Earthlings, they’d adapted to Cecilia’s environment rather easily, with air and water being the most helpful in easing the early colonists into their new life and providing friendly alien neighbors good reason to scratch their scientific heads. Two suns and about two-and-a-half moons—the smallest one had been partially in the path of a dangerously large asteroid and had paid dearly for it—chased each other around and around in a perpetual game of tag, changing directions depending on the time of year and effectively dictating what color the skies were going to be.

Seasonal colors, by the way, were shades of blue in the winter, yellows in the spring, oranges in the summer, and greens in the fall. As one could only imagine, rather than enjoy spring, Cecilians resented it as the skies, the suns, and even the moons made them look a touch jaundiced whenever they stepped out to enjoy the outdoors. The unhappy result of that season, therefore, was that those who really did suffer from a dreadful liver disease went undiagnosed, and we can only imagine the end result of that calamitous oversight. On the whole, though, Cecilians didn’t have much to worry about with regard to significant differences between Earth and their new planet.

That is, until their physical appearances came under the influence of Cecilia’s atmosphere and light, their chemical properties upending human biology. Genetics, responding to environmental influences accordingly (according to popular theory, that is), played a large role in the way people’s complexions turned different colors and the hues taken on by their hair and eyes. These were surprising developments that had happened in one generation, to be passed down the line. It’d been acknowledged that the genetic shifting had taken an amazingly short amount of time, which only made some people wonder if there was something in the water. It was officially ruled as an odd, random thing by the science-obsessed Brendisians, who couldn’t find any logical relationship between the planet—yes, even the water—and their hapless neighbors’ shifting colors.

Things began to slow down about halfway through the third generation and then eased to a stop at the tail end of the fifth. And before their baffled brains could catch up with the moment, Cecilians had all but defined a new age of psychedelia after five generations, rather unwittingly at that, and without all the smoky fun involved.

In time, Cecilians had begun to walk around in t-shirts that said, “What would Darwin do?” Those of the more philosophical bent would mutter, “Laugh his ass off.”

The Diggins siblings, with the help of their DNA, as believed, were born with vivid lavender hair and eyes, their complexions more like feta cheese than anything remotely human in pigmentation. Like the rest of Cecilians, they retained every other aspect of Earth humans otherwise, including unfortunate wealth distribution.

“Well,” Adley had once said after fussing over his hair, which he’d always worn short and neat, so he was unnecessarily eating up an eternity in front of the mirror with his obsessive grooming, “at least we look great, living hand-to-mouth.”

Sheridan could only snort derisively while glimpsing his shadow-rimmed eyes and slightly sunken cheeks. “Speak for yourself,” he’d grumbled. He’d long ignored paying for maintenance of his short hair and had let his friend, Natalia, occasionally “touch up” with the help of blunt shears, much to Adley’s horror. Given a choice when the going got tough, Sheridan had always spent what little they had on his brother, and he wasn’t going to put up with the brat’s criticisms.

Animals—both pets, livestock, and those previously endangered species that’d been planned for release in the Cecilian wilderness—kept their looks, oddly enough, no matter how many generations had passed. Judging from the smug looks pets and especially livestock leveled at their owners, they must’ve been mutely cheering on karmic justice. As far as those endangered species were concerned, Pomeroy had easily snatched them all up for their sanctuary because nothing spelled disaster like free-roaming wild animals on a landscape that was nowhere near what they’d had on Earth. To their great credit, Pomeroyans happily indulged Cecilians with an ongoing documentary about those wild animals, showing their struggles to adjust and their eventual happy adapting to pink-leafed trees and silver-blooded meat their caregivers fed them.

A final mystery no one—not even with the application of highly advanced scientific such-and-such—could solve was how Cecilians could communicate with each other flawlessly despite their ancestors coming from all walks of life, from a crazy number of races. The question of language barriers, moreover, trickled over to their dealings with their friendly alien neighbors, and yet there they all were, chatting each other up without an embarrassing stumble while exchanging horrified and baffled looks. Defeated Pomeroyans, Twydordites, and Brendisians were, in the end, forced to turn to the pub for solace following failure after failure of plumbing the depths of bizarre Cecilian waters.

As far as technological advances went, Cecilians enjoyed a relatively “primitive” level on the whole, as they were limited to what they knew at the time of their abandonment and the much-revered Earth Archives kept by the Cecilian Institution of All Things Earth. Shared information from their more advanced neighbors had been useful, but human intelligence could only keep up with so much, and while Cecilian technology and all things science evolved, there was only so much outdated Earth and updated galactic thingamabobs could do to work well together, and it showed.

The buzz around Pomeroy, Twyford, and Brendis was that the colonists were something like the ditzy, aimless sibling who’d show up on Thanksgiving—as friendly aliens understood Thanksgiving—and embarrassed family members with their bad life choices and hobo-like existence. The kind who’d alternately bum for smokes from a confused grandparent and plant every wrong idea in the book into an adoring adolescent’s head.
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Chapter 3: The Frailty of Human Memory
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“Stupid piece of shit!” Sheridan snarled, kicking the astro-cab’s fender. Fenders on astro-vehicles, by the way, were there largely for protection against Cecilian rage, not for an occasional accident somewhere along Cecilia’s fly zones. Around one hundred and fifty thousand souls, not including alien settlers who numbered ten thousand, were scattered throughout the tiny, tiny planet. The fly zones were terribly roomy, and astro-cars were notoriously agile. Unless their drivers were utterly sloshed with Owen’s Galactic Beer, the chances of collisions in the air were below zero.

Sheridan glared at his hand-held Vehicle Statistics Device (or astro-meter) again, pressing buttons with emphatic fury, but nothing he did changed the numbers that kept appearing on the screen. His astro-cab was grounded in the middle of not-quite-nowhere, thanks to a rather common oversight. That is, he’d forgotten to plug the damned vehicle in the solar outlet for a recharge the previous night. It was an unfortunate side effect of owning a cheap model because it depended on human memory—a notoriously faulty mechanism—for it to function properly. The more expensive models, naturally, came equipped with solar panels and “special space batteries” from Pomeroy and hardly required anything for basic maintenance.

“I can’t believe this. I’m losing money every hour this thing’s sitting on its useless mechanical ass.”

“More like every half-hour,” Adley piped up from where he sat, comfortably perched on a rock. He was even swinging his legs while he waited. “If my calculations are right, anyway, you shuttle people around at least twice an hour, depending on how fast you fly that thing and how far you’re supposed to take your customers.”

“And that makes this worse.” Sheridan paused, gnawing his lower lip and frowning at his device. “Wait—maybe I calibrated this wrong. It’s probably reading things—”

“You never calibrate your astro-meter. I do.”

Sheridan glanced up to frown at his brother. “Liar. I do, too.”

“Twice, you did. But it was too much trouble for you, so I took over,” Adley replied without missing a beat. He raised a brow. “You were the one who handed the responsibility over to me. You even said, ‘I finally get to wash my hands of that idiot thing. You deal with it and let me know if it needs repairs. Now that, I can do. I’ve got connections.’”

“Don’t tell me I was drunk when I pawned this off on you.”

“Close enough. You’d just been dumped by Ian for his filthy rich fiancée.”

“I dumped him because he’s a monumental dick-for-brains asshole.”

“He dumped you because he’s a monumental dick-for-brains, money-grubbing asshole. That’s why you bought that obnoxious alarm clock.”

True, that.

“It’s almost like Stockholm Syndrome, the way you hold on to that thing while it verbally abuses you. And if that’s what Ian makes you do to yourself, he’s worse than a dick-for-brains, money-grubbing asshole.” Adley sighed, rolling his eyes. “Oh, come on, Sheridan, I can’t be your brain forever. I’m still in school, you know, and I can’t have my attention divided all the time and remember everything for you.”

“Where the hell did you learn about Stockholm Syndrome?”

“Um—school, naturally. Advanced courses, remember? I might as well be graduating from college right now, considering how much I know.”

“You know what? You’re grounded.”

Adley gazed around him. “We both are. We’ve got to find help somewhere.”

“And you’re a little smartass, but you’re still grounded. Wait till after we get home. You’re not leaving your computer chair for the rest of the day.”

“Whatever’s left of the day, anyway, which won’t be much, given how much we’ve wasted time yakking about dumb things.”

“Okay, that’s it. Two days, bub. You’re grounded for two days till you stop your sass. Nuh-uh!”

Sheridan raised a finger in warning just as Adley opened his mouth for a retort, and that worked. The boy noted the finger and the very emphatic “nuh-uh”, clamped his mouth shut, and glared at his brother instead. That combination had always worked wonders in keeping baby brothers in line. There must be something in a teenage boy’s biological makeup that made him respond to a raised finger and verbal gibberish that almost sounded like a threat. Well—at least in Adley’s case. Sheridan could still remember all of those moments when either or both his parents tried to pull the same thing on him, and he just stared owlishly at them, sincerely uncomprehending. Adley, though? Like magic.

Then again, maybe not.

“You can always call for help,” Adley piped up after allowing a too-brief moment of silence to run its course. “Aren’t there tow ships everywhere?”

“Yes, they’re everywhere, and, no, I can’t call,” Sheridan retorted.

“Why not?”

“Because I left my communicator back home. Oh, no, no—don’t you start. You were in such a rush to go that I left some of my stuff behind, wallet included.”

Adley gaped. “You left your wallet, too?” he all but screeched. “Sheridan, what’re we going to do now?”

“Be quiet and let me think,” Sheridan said, shushing Adley by flapping his hands at him. “And I’ll never take you with me again after this. It’s pretty obvious you’re a magnet for shit luck, which makes grounding you even more justified.” Adley actually let out an outraged gasp, but it was pretty easy ignoring his drama. “And after what you’ve just said about Stockholm Syndrome, I’m going to go over your curriculum the first chance I get. I mean, I never learned about that till I was out of high school, for crying out loud. You’re fucking fourteen! What the ever loving hell?”

“Maybe you should read bodice rippers from Pomeroy more often.”

“I did when I was your age. Why the hell did you think I ended up with that sludge-faced bastard in the first place?” Ian had never even bothered to break up with Sheridan face-to-face. He’d simply left a one-sentence note taped to Sheridan’s apartment door when Miss Filthy Rich crossed paths with him before plain disappearing from Sheridan’s life. So much for the swoony, balls-tightening, alpha male fantasy.

“I heard that super old school Russian literature has some good stuff. I think there are a few of those books saved for posterity in the school database.”

Adley emphatically clamped his mouth shut and looked at Sheridan just as Sheridan was about to pull another raised-finger-and-nuh-uh on him. It was all Sheridan could do to mutter a curse, narrow his eyes at his brother, and then turn his attention back to their sad little situation. He let Adley win this round, he told himself, because teenage boys were a monumental pain in the ass, and it was utterly pointless, wrestling their attitudes and their brains back to normalcy.

Sheridan had to pause, blinking. “God, I’m starting to sound like Mom at twenty-one,” he muttered, sucking in a shuddering breath. Everything he’d just thought about Adley came directly from his mother’s mouth, and in her case, it was in reference to Sheridan’s dark days of puberty.

Sheridan stuffed the astro-meter back in his jacket pocket and stumbled over rocky patches of ground to find a high enough spot he could stand on for a good bird’s eye view of the area. After a moment of twisting ankles and muttered curses, he finally stood on something like an outcrop. About five feet below his sat Adley, refusing to move from his comfortable perch, apparently. Either that or he was sulking over his grounding—Sheridan could never tell with him. At least he’d brought his electronic journal with him. Adley had whipped it out and was now busily typing things into it—most likely virulent complaints about the moment.

Sheridan sighed and gazed around, hands on hips.

Yes, they were stranded in a fairly uninhabited area, but Sheridan managed to spot the roof of a nearby dwelling peeking out from some gorse brush—or the equivalent of a gorse brush from Earth, anyway. That he could see the roof and not the entire house meant the structure itself was situated on lower ground. Sheridan guessed the distance to be about a mile—a mile of wild, uneven, rocky terrain generously peppered with trees, shrubs, and boulders.

He clambered down and eventually stood next to Adley, describing the house, its general direction and distance, and the blood-pressure-raising trouble it’d take to traverse said distance.

“We’ll have to leave the astro-cab here and go for help together,” he said, sighing again as he turned to look ruefully at his stranded vehicle and only source of income.

“Are you sure it’s safe to leave her here? She might be grounded, but parts can be stolen.”

“This is one of the oldest and cheapest astro-cabs currently in use, Adley. She’s also been pre-owned at least three times before I got my hands on her. Trust me, no one’s going to mess with a sad little clunker like this baby.”

Sheridan had to catch himself, shuddering. He sounded like he’d just been talking about his grandmother—maternal one, anyway. Thrice married, she took shit from nobody, meeting her end when she tumbled into a rocky gorge, her gnarled hands still locked around a doomed burglar’s throat. Even in death, the family was told, the feisty old woman was still strangling her would-be home robber, giving rise to theories regarding Cecilian electromagnetic fields and their remarkable effects on rigor mortis despite the bodies’ badly mangled state. Sheridan had always attributed it to his grandmother’s unequalled will power and nothing more.

Adley hesitated, but gave in at length with a heavy sigh, a light of doubt still in his eyes as he regarded Sheridan with some worry. That said, Sheridan still took care to comb through the vehicle’s interior and remove anything and everything he believed to be of value to potential thieves—which amounted to three items, namely, a flashlight, a pack of Lunar Gum, and his horseshoe good luck relic (with a capital “R”), which he’d always kept in a crumbly old box in the cab’s cockpit.

Claiming a couple of sticks of gum for himself, he gave the rest to his half-sulking, half-worried brother. Before long, the two were trudging down a footpath, enjoying the garish brilliance of the morning suns and loudly popping gum.
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Chapter 4: Some Help?
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The walk was actually much less than a mile, according to little Mr. Know-It-All, but it might as well be twenty. Footpaths on Cecilia were a godsend, to be sure, but they were still no less treacherous than the rest of the planet’s terrain, seeing as how they depended on said terrain to lead people from Point A to Point B. At least Sheridan and Adley weren’t required to step over rocks, push their way through shrubs, and so on.

The two had to rest a couple of times along the way. Both were sweat-drenched and breathing somewhat heavily, and even the Lunar Gum did nothing to ease the mood. Forced levity didn’t work, either, and conversation quickly fizzled. That said, though, Sheridan was glad Adley didn’t rub his nose into that day’s monumental faux pas, and that Adley satisfied himself with being—himself. While Sheridan rested and panted and mentally cursed his birth stars’ alignment, his brother spent his time checking out plants and trees that weren’t familiar to him.

He’d even taken out his electronic journal and was once again busy typing up entries, sometimes crouching by a weird plant, examining it, and then switching to his journal’s camera program and taking a picture or two. What a nerd.

“Low-maintenance sibling, that’s for sure,” Sheridan noted, dragging a sleeve across his brows and then looking around.

A random little flower caught his attention—one that peeked out between a couple of rocks. It’d grown in that small gap of soil, its stem curving a little as though the petals themselves were trying to breathe in more air than what the flower’s constrained spot afforded it. Sheridan stared at it in wonder. The petals were a bright yellow with vivid blue veins cutting across its petals. Sheridan had never seen anything like it before, and the more he looked at it, the more he was convinced it didn’t quite fit the physical world. He leaned down, stretched an arm out, and gently plucked the flower. For the next moment, he lost himself in an inexplicable kind of wonder as he observed the flower closely. One thing led to another, and his thoughts strayed to the past.

Nearly succumbing to nostalgia, he tried to remember how things were with him when he was fourteen, and that only threatened to put a bigger damper on his mood. Better days with their parents still alive, comfortable enough living despite their low income household—Sheridan was surprisingly happy despite his wildly fluctuating hormones. He quickly shrugged off the thought and told himself to look forward, not back, and keep a close eye on his brother as he’d been doing since he was sixteen. Considering how well Adley had turned out, it was pretty safe to say Sheridan had been doing a good job taking care of him. He’d already screwed things up with his own life and with Rufus’s. One member of the orphaned trio needed to salvage things for them somehow.

When the clouds lifted, Sheridan realized he’d pressed the flower against his chest, squashing it. He sighed, silently apologized to the crushed plant, and laid it down on the grass.

“You ready?” he asked aloud once he felt up to walking again.

“Yeah, I’m ready.”

Adley picked his way through a few knee-high, prickly shrubs and stumbled back onto the footpath, grinning in triumph despite his soiled and sweat-soaked state. He pocketed his journal and urged Sheridan to lead the way.

The two were soon back to staggering and stumbling their way to the house’s front door. It was one of those mansion-like domiciles, its ambitions for size and space justly checked by its chosen location, which meant the owners were rich but not the filthiest rich. Three floors high, it was nevertheless rather narrow and deep, its shape following the space allowed by the rock formations flanking it. In brief, it looked like a gothic crooked house, oozing old, dark secrets from its very foundation while being futuristic in everything else. That it still managed to avoid collapsing from its odd weight distribution was testament to the ingenuity of the architects and engineers of the planet Twyford, who’d helped—and continued to help—colonists build their homes on challenging surfaces. The house’s garage was separated by the presence of a massive, jagged boulder. It also tilted slightly at a diagonal—the right front corner leaning down if one were standing inside the garage and looking out. Sheridan could only wonder how the owners parked their astro-car in it.

That was yet one thing about life on Cecilia: settlers were obliged to adapt to the terrain and not the other way around, a la Earth. Besides, legend had it that early colonists had actually bought into a sense of smug entitlement and tried to level large areas of the planet for habitation. They’d tried to recruit help from reluctant friendly aliens, who’d warned them of the inefficacy of their schemes, claiming, “This planet has never liked being altered. We’ve already tried and failed. Either you adapt, or you suffer what you usually refer to as karmic justice within your lifetime.”

It was an odd thing to hear from very scientific aliens, to be sure. None of the colonists believed them and insisted on their help, nevertheless. Unfortunately for them, Cecilia really did have other plans, and for every piece of shattered rock, a colonist broke a limb, punctured a lung, cracked a skull, singed a handful of brain cells, or even lost an eyeball (or both). Colonists weren’t a superstitious lot, but they knew a losing side when they saw one. Pride was checked, and settlers settled in more ways than one. Reluctant friendly aliens swiftly turned to sympathetic friendly aliens and offered them comfort dessert and a very meaningful raised brow: “We told you so. Morons.”

Sheridan only needed to ring the doorbell once, and a butler answered. Sheridan assumed the man was a butler, anyway, given his uniform and his pretensions, the latter losing some of its sting, thanks to his bright lime green skin color and pastel pink hair and eyes. All the same, he greeted them with bored condescension, listened to their request with a pastel pink brow raised high and the corners of his mouth turned down, and then nodded stiffly.

“We have five communicator devices scattered throughout our home,” he said. “Seeing as how your request is quite simple enough, you’re welcome to avail yourself to one. You’ll need to wait out here, however, as the master and mistress aren’t particularly keen on having strangers without a formal business card.”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever floats your boat,” Sheridan replied, giving the butler a dimpled, close-lipped smile. “Thanks, Jeeves.”

The butler merely blinked, excused himself, and vanished indoors. In another moment, Sheridan was hollering into a communicator device, describing the location of the astro-cab as best he could to the owner of the tow ship he’d contacted. That is, he’d entered the main emergency tow number by memory and then randomly entered a number between 1 and 30 at the prompt, which was an extension that was linked to one of thirty licensed tow ships in Cecilia.

After the call, the butler wished them good luck and gently shut the door between them.

“Okay, well—that was quick,” Sheridan said, turning around and draping an arm around Adley’s narrow shoulders. He turned the boy around and walked back down the footpath, dreading the trek. “Maybe next time you’ll have to pretend some kind of life-threatening injury, so we’ll be invited inside and fussed over with lemonade or something.” Right—as if millionaires were keen on welcoming the dregs into their sparkly homes, even during an emergency.

“There won’t be a next time. Your astro-cab will be recharged regularly, and you’ll have your wallet and communicator with you wherever you go.”

“Don’t make me hate you, Adley. You’re way too young to be hated.”

They eventually made it back to the astro-cab. Because of the distance, the terrain, and the three rest stops they needed, the tow ship had already arrived by the time they reached it. The tow ship’s driver waited patiently for them, sitting down on the same rock Adley had earlier claimed, and busied himself with what appeared to be brain games on his communicator. Since Sheridan had left his wallet behind, his astro-cab’s registration, which was on one of the side consoles, was scanned, and his information pulled out. A fee would be charged electronically, and he needn’t have to worry about it anymore.

The tow ship driver, a big, barrel-chested sort with orange hair and powder blue skin and who also seemed to be the kind to hug kittens than dive head first into a brawl without knowing why, even tossed in a quick inspection of Sheridan’s astro-cab.

“Here’s a list of things you’ll need to think about the next time you take it to the garage for maintenance,” he said, showing his device to Sheridan and pressing “enter” to forward the information to Sheridan’s unit. He gave Sheridan a crooked little smile, his orange eyes twinkling.

“Thanks. I’ll go over the stuff when I get home,” Sheridan replied.

“That’s a mighty old model you’ve got.”

“I know.”

“You’re close to half a million miles on that thing.”

“I know.”

When Sheridan thinned his lips and raised his brows emphatically, the man backed down. He nodded then turned to give Adley a friendly slap on the shoulder that sent the boy staggering a few steps and letting out a breathless, “Urf!”

“Nice doing business with you both,” he said, all chipper as chipper could be. “Be careful out there.” This part he directed to Sheridan. “The risk of accidents increases with these old, refurbished models.”

Then he hopped into his tow ship, powered up, waved at the two, and flew off.

“He was flirting with you, Sheridan,” Adley said as they watched him go.

“Well—if he was, he just killed his luck by kicking Myrna while she’s down. She might be used and refurbished, but she runs like a charm.” By and large, anyway, but Sheridan refused to give voice to that point. Adley had already won too many rounds in one morning.

“Myrna? You named your astro-cab Myrna?”

Sheridan waved Adley through the door of the astro-cab. “You laugh now, kid, but wait till you have your own astro-car.”

“Still—I’d rather name it Nigel or Elizabeth. And it’ll be new.”

“Sure, sure. You say that now. Wait till you get to that age where you suddenly realize the true value of cold, hard cash, and you start making painful choices. And don’t go around putting down un-hip names. They’ve got just as much personality as your highfalutin Nigel or Elizabeth.”

They were soon seated and belted, with Sheridan checking controls and tucking his beloved horseshoe back in its box. The damned thing might be utterly useless when push came to shove in the real world, but the novelty of such an item had never waned, and Sheridan clung to it like a security blanket. A failed security blanket, to be sure, but it still had too many nostalgic points going for it to be tossed into the garbage. Myrna powered up, letting out creaks and squeaks, shuddering a little before moving an inch off the ground.

As the ship rose, groaning, Adley muttered, “Yeah, she’s a Myrna, all right.”
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Chapter 5: The Curse of Old Myrna
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Since it was late morning by the time Old Myrna—it’d turned to “Old Myrna” by eleven o’clock—was back in business, there were no paying riders to be had. Sheridan did everything he could to ensure he’d be able to pick up passengers by parking Old Myrna at different busy spots in what passed for “downtown” on Cecilia. Everyone, however, was too busy working, eating brunch or an early lunch, drinking beverages at the popular Wormhole Café, or simply soaking up the two suns while window-shopping.

Once his patience had run thin, Sheridan powered up Old Myrna and flew to another spot, hanging around the area while silently willing passersby to take an astro-cab ride somewhere. It was shampoo, rinse, repeat for the next hour or so, taking a quick break for lunch and then parking the rattling old ship somewhere again. He also took care to keep an eye on Adley, who was this close to saying something smartass-ish every ten minutes, and had to buy him his good humor back with chocolate treats whenever that funny look crossed his face.

“Not only are you wasting what little money we have for the day, you’re also on your way to coming down with some chronic, debilitating disease from all that sugar and chocolate.” Sheridan tried not to think about how he’d also just blew some much-needed cash on sweet iced tea, but he also justified it as getting more for less, seeing as how iced tea was less than half the cost of non-watered-down coffee.

“You can always buy me something else,” Adley replied, gingerly wiping his chocolate-smeared mouth with a napkin. “But this is really good. I’m not complaining.”

Once he’d done, he discarded the trash and whipped out his electronic journal, his fingers flying everywhere with amazing expertise for someone so young. Then again, Sheridan thought dourly, he’d hardly ever been on top of trendy stuff his brother and his generation were eagerly into. His hours had always been filled with work, errands, and eagle-eyed care of a teenage brother. Staggering home drunk after a fun night with friends was a luxury he could afford for himself once in a double eclipse or a random equinox. Practical devices involving health and vehicles, however, were definitely up his alley.

“No, I’m sure you’re not.” Sheridan sighed heavily, raking his fingers through his hair as he gazed around them. The two of them were just hanging around, standing next to Old Myrna and people-and-alien-watching for a good twenty minutes or thereabouts. Still no signs of interested passengers. Sheridan tried not to look up because the air was busy with astro-cabs that’d been a damned sight luckier. He contented himself with listening to the familiar whooshing and whizzing noise above.

“Maybe you should call it a day,” Adley said after another moment of exasperating silence. “Or maybe go home, wait for three o’clock or even four, and then head on back out. I’m sure you’ll have better luck then.” When Sheridan opened his mouth to respond, Adley quickly added, “And I’m not staying home. I’m going to ride around with you when you decide to leave the house again. I purposefully saved this day for a field trip like I told you earlier.”

“And what a lovely, educational experience it’s been for you.”

“Well—it’s really adding nothing new to what I know about your habits,” Adley replied dryly. “Besides that, I’ve been observing plant life and stuff and logging all that in my journal for further study.” To prove his point, he gave his device a quick look-see before holding it out to his brother, showing off a clutter of files on his screen.

“Stuff? You mean the way your day’s unfolding so far?”

“Yeah, that’s right.” Adley pulled his hand back and gave his device a very loving glance. “It’s really good therapy, you know, spewing in my journal like this. Better do it this way than spend my day in a foul mood, right?”

It was pointless grounding the boy any more even if the temptation was excruciatingly high. Smartassery aside, he really took his education (and, apparently, mental health) seriously, and Sheridan was forced to give him credit for that, at least. The same thing couldn’t be said about Rufus, wherever he might be right now with his paranoid, brick-brained wife and future jackass of a baby. Barely giving the electronic journal a glance when it was being shown to him, Sheridan nodded, tousled Adley’s hair, and muttered something halfway affirming. He supposed he could put up with his brother’s lip till the end of the day. It was only once, after all. If Adley were to request another joy ride in Old Myrna, it’d have to be at least a year or two down the line. That ought to give Sheridan enough time to recover. Besides, he’d make damned sure it’d be at least a year or two down the line. Maybe—just maybe—he’d have also found a new guy, and life wouldn’t be so bleak anymore.

“Let’s go to one more place,” he said, “and then we can take a long break somewhere. I don’t want to go home, truth be told. I want to stay out here and keep an eye out. But I get your point.” Sheridan glanced at his brother, who was tucking his device back in his pocket, and grinned tiredly at him. “And I appreciate it, but we can’t eat if we don’t earn money.”

There was also the pesky monthly rent to think about—and that damaged little part of his bedroom wall he now needed to repair, thanks to his attempt at obliterating a clock he shouldn’t have purchased. Yes, Ian continued to dog his life even when he’d left it a good while before.

The two scrambled back inside the astro-cab, and they were soon back in the fly zone, zipping smoothly over widely scattered houses and businesses—by and large, anyway. Old Myrna sputtered now and then, a definite warning sign if Sheridan had seen or heard one. He frowned as he slowed down a tad, but the ship still jerked and coughed as though she were about to run out of fuel.

“Damn it,” he hissed, slowing down some more. “Did that jerk just rip us off?”

He glanced down at the controls, eyes expertly scanning numbers and symbols.

“Everything looks good, though. This thing’s fully powered, and nothing’s flashing at me.”

Adley leaned toward him and stared at the control panel, frowning. “You’re right. Everything checks out.” He straightened up in his seat and looked at Sheridan. “Maybe Old Myrna’s just dying. I’m surprised it’s taken her this long to give up the ghost.”

“If she is, Adley, she’d be giving me little warning signals here and there,” Sheridan retorted, pointing at the controls. “See anything weird? No? There you go.”

The ship shuddered—a new experience, to be sure, drawing another round of colorful language from Sheridan as he quickly pulled up a map on the control panel. Navigating through it with one hand, he eventually found a highlighted little area on the map, indicating a desired landing spot for Old Myrna according to the ship’s computer. He gave the directions a brief but keen glance and then rerouted the ship accordingly.

They flew clear across some of the most populated areas on Cecilia and were soon flying over a canyon, at the bottom of which cut a winding river. The canyon’s rims were uninhabited and offered the ship a good amount of space for a safe landing. With a heavy sigh, Sheridan directed Old Myrna toward a flat-ish area.

With a few more groans, mechanical spluttering, and almost-human wheezing, the ship descended, shook, and then settled herself on solid ground with a rough bump. It was sure a surprise that the ship didn’t throw a wailing fart into the mix. Sheridan let the engine idle for a bit and then killed it, sagging against his seat and glaring at the scene outside.

“Want me to check to see if anything looks funny?”

“Huh? What?”

Adley didn’t even bother to wait for permission. He unbuckled, opened the side door with a quick push of a button, and hopped out. Well—at least he wasn’t hovering around, breathing down Sheridan’s neck while Sheridan grappled with the situation from the inside. They were in a pretty deserted area as well. Adley wasn’t in danger of being harassed by hardened, skeezy humans and friendly aliens who could very well be on their way to being as hardened and skeezy as their human peers, having mingled with them for so long.

Sheridan sighed and stared out the window. The longer he took in the general lay of the land, the more puzzled he grew.

“How weird,” he said under his breath. “This spot’s really out of the way.”

An astro-car’s emergency map was supposed to lead the ship’s pilot to a safe, open area that was close to a tow zone. This one left them in a wide open area, all right, but they were well beyond the borders of what passed for Cecilia’s nearest urban center, where help could be had.

“Old Myrna brought us to a canyon.” Sheridan had to shake his head. “Shit. Don’t tell me her emergency program’s malfunctioning now.”

For the next moment, Sheridan busied himself with his astro-meter for a quick diagnostic scan of Old Myrna’s systems. Nothing. The same numbers appeared again and again, no flashing lights indicating trouble anywhere. Sheridan was about to join Adley outside when he heard his brother yell something from somewhere behind the ship. Then came the sounds of scurrying footsteps, and Adley appeared, catapulting himself inside, and scrambled to his feet to throw himself at the door control panel. With another little cry, he banged his fist against the button, the door slid shut, the lock engaged, and Adley sank to the floor, panting.

“What the hell, Adley?” Sheridan demanded, gaping at him. “What did you do this time?”

Adley could only hiccup in answer, raising an arm and pointing somewhat weakly at the passenger’s side door.

Sheridan got his answer soon enough. Odd noises from outside drew his attention, and he turned to find bodies that were obviously dead rising out of the ground surrounding the ship.
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Chapter 6: Unwanted Visitors
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It felt like a good while before Sheridan managed to pull his tongue back from his trachea. That he managed not to drool a bucket while gaping at the things shambling around outside said something about his prior history—and resulting expertise—in gaping.

“What in Satan’s fiery asshole are those?” he cried.

“Dead things rising from the ground where they were obviously buried,” Adley replied, smartassery still on full power despite his badly shaking voice. He’d seated himself and looked halfway dazed.

“Well—why? What the hell did you do to wake them up?”

“Scrape dried mud off my shoes.” Brother and brother looked at each other; one glared, the other looked quizzical. “No, really. I noticed dried mud on my shoes, picked up a twig, and started scraping the stuff off. And then this.” Adley paused and waved a hand at the scene unfolding beyond the cockpit window. “The ground around the ship started to move and then bulge out in places, and those things popped out. What, did I just violate sacred burial ground? Or did we just do that by parking Old Myrna on it?”

Sheridan stared at him, ignoring the scraping and scratching of his ship’s exterior as those freshly risen dead-undead things clamored to get his attention by ruining Old Myrna’s paint job. Said paint job really wasn’t much to begin with, so Sheridan could only shrug the current outrage off as a redundancy.

“Adley, I don’t think you fully grasp the concept of death. When humans or humanoids die, they’re gone. Pfft, bye-bye. These things are up and about for a damned good reason. And, no, parking Old Myrna here didn’t do this.” He paused. “Did Mom and Dad ever sit you down and give you that talk about death? They sure as hell did with me.” Almost immediately after they had their heart-to-heart talk about sex, too. Sheridan had yet to figure out why, though he suspected the psychological fallout from that showed itself in his shit choice in ex-boyfriends.

“Wanna bet? I don’t believe in coincidences that are too handy-dandy. It only means there’s something fishy going on. Case in point, you forgetting to recharge the ship. That got things started. Second—”

“Don’t even go there. I don’t want to hear it. I already know how my day’s coming along, thank you, and there’s no need to rub my nose into it, let alone blame me.” Besides, he already knew a losing fight when he saw it. Best to use the age/authority card with impunity and keep his brother in line.

Sheridan turned his attention back to the creatures outside. Yes, they were dead-undead things, all right, with no two physical manifestations of decomposition alike. Some appeared to be fresher, and some looked about ready to explode in a burst of dry bone and crumbling tissue. Everything else ran the gamut in between the two extremes. Some had features appearing as though they were melting, exposing bone and tissue underneath. Some had appendages fall off their bodies as they moved. After a quick mental judgment, Sheridan decided that the fresher ones were the most disturbing since they still looked far too much like live people who walked around with closed or half-closed eyes. And horribly discolored and/or scarred skin. And badly tangled hair if they had any left.

“Those things must reek,” Sheridan muttered, grimacing and feeling his stomach turn. A thump just off to his left caught his attention, and he turned in time to find one of those creatures pressing what was left of its face against the pilot’s side window, leaving a disgusting brown smear behind when it pulled away.

“You’re pretty mellow about being surrounded by zombie things,” Adley piped up, drumming his fingers and glaring at Sheridan. “Wouldn’t it be good for everyone involved to power up and leave? We can go somewhere safer and figure out what’s going on with your astro-cab there—and then see if we can come up with a really good, logical explanation for the sudden zombie apocalypse we’re having.”

“We were led here, in case you’ve forgotten.” Sheridan paused and pointed at the cockpit, specifically the map screen. “This place was highlighted for us to go to. It’s in the middle of nowhere, it’s an area I’m not even familiar with, and I’ve no clue why we’re suddenly in the middle of an undead block party. All this means something, you know. I just need to figure out what.” He paused. “Other than Old Myrna’s emergency program going kablooey on us, anyway.”

God, he could barely think with hardly any food in his already shrunken stomach. He didn’t even make any sense to himself. He was simply regurgitating what Adley had been saying, albeit in a more convoluted way, and he plain hated when he did that.

“What about figuring things out in the air—or somewhere farther out? I mean, can you actually think with those things out there?” Adley jumped in his seat when a near-skeleton fell against the window closest to him, shattering its lower face against the glass and effectively losing its entire mandible in the process. To its credit, the thing pulled away, staggering back, and seemed to regard the window with a hint of apologetic ruefulness that wasn’t lost on Sheridan, though Adley seemed to be on the verge of wetting himself.

Sheridan decided then to keep Old Myrna from further annoyances. Adley might be horrified beyond measure, but the boy was only fourteen, and he had a good chance at getting over the moment in a matter of seconds. Old Myrna, however, couldn’t really defend herself, and she wasn’t getting any younger. Besides, given the outrages the ship was now suffering from all those creatures falling against her and leaving all kinds of vile marks, Sheridan refused to waste any more of what little free time he had, washing all those off. He only hoped none of those dead-undead things left rotting body parts sticking to the ship’s exterior.

Sheridan powered up, allowing the engine to idle for a moment as he went back to watching and pondering the creatures outside. There was something extremely odd about the whole thing—the sudden appearance of dead-undead things aside—and if he wanted to get to the bottom of the problem, he needed some quiet time, and that meant calming a terrified brother down without the use of more money spent on chocolate. He could feel something in his food-deprived gut. It was a soft, insistent buzzing (definitely unlike hunger), but it refused to let up (definitely like hunger), and Sheridan knew there were only two logical courses to take in order to shut it up: solve the mystery, get rid of those creatures, and eat, or do nothing then shrivel up and die of starvation, utterly ignorant of the cause of this sudden drama.

“God, the stupid, obvious things that go through my mind when I’m stressing,” he grumbled.

With a resigned little sigh, Sheridan slowly raised Old Myrna off the ground, taking care that none of those freshly risen dead things were holding on to the ship. They might be dead, but Sheridan firmly believed in showing respect and care for even those that’d just risen from the
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