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Excerpt

Chapter 2
My little space galley adjoins the common area and has a hot plate, a microwave and cupboards designed for canned and freeze-dried food only. A little fridge crammed forehead-high, mostly unused, though Kanye has flown for years. It’s not like I cook steaks or anything fancy like that on a hot plate, and a six-pack would use the space all by itself if I bothered. Only one person can work in the kitchen at a time, so I made all the meals for my small crew. Nutrient paste, protein paste, herbs and spices, canned beans, canned franks.

After three days, Veronica finally deigned to speak to me again. She stayed in the common area most of the time, watching saved Lester Lightley broadcasts. I tuned in from time to time. Mostly Terra reports (must have been a slow news cycle), but also news of the Federal Navy moving away from Alpha Centauri and back to the solar system. But I gave her space until she approached and accepted peace. I think Skylar coaxed her into it. They'd started sharing the guest bunk the first night, though from what I could tell, all platonic-like. Skylar was in no shape to be hitting it and he’s my bro, regardless. If he were interested, he’d wait until we were alone and ask my blessing—not my permission, which he doesn’t need, cause bros are bros. But nonetheless, their sharing a bed seemed to have mellowed her out some and she struck up a conversation over yet another serving of space beans and franks.

I really don’t want to know what the franks are made of.

“So, you and Skylar,” Veronica began as we dug into wasabi-and-Jupiter-flaxseed franks, “you’re illegals?” She spoke quite slowly, as if she didn’t trust the words coming off her tongue. 

“We’re not strictly legal, no, though we’re not strictly illegal either.” I thought about my credit chits and my contraband passports. She’d seen them all when I checked in and I knew she would bring it up because they didn't look contraband at all.  

“I do not understand. Are you not citizens of the Federation? You have money. You had the Luna card.”

I sighed and put my bowl of ghetto chili down on the low checkered table we used for meals, wished the viewscreen wasn’t darkened. During the long hours, we’d been watching a lot of television. Screwboy, before he went AWOL, managed to find a deep repository of 21st century media and downloaded them to the ship’s computers. He mostly watched pirate movies, space age or otherwise. He had this deep fantasy of being a marauder. Screwy shit.

“It’s a long story,” I began, “but there are many ways to be in the system and not be ‘citizens’ or 'fully legal.' There's like, layers, to this shit."

"Can you tell me?"

I debated internally: would she believe? How could it make sense to her if it didn't make much sense to me? I shrugged. It didn't matter. It wasn't as if I kept secrets. Our history was public record. "Sure, let’s start at the beginning.”

She placed a hand atop of Skylar's. “Will this be difficult for you?” she gulped, her eyes liquid and huge. He opened his mouth, held up a finger—wait a minute—but then mumbled agreement. I stifled my irritation and admiration, wondered if he ran the long con. Homeboy might have been sick and recovering from Pluto, but he had so much game left in the tank.

I excused myself to check the tactical display in the cockpit, promising the story when I returned. Not that I worried about running into pirates or nothing, but it didn’t pay to be careless. Space was, for lack of a better word, big, and the chances of anyone stumbling upon my little ship, infinitesimal. But infinitesimal odds pay off like half the time. I heardstories of pirate hijackings , of the Federation Navy impressment, of darker encounters only hinted at (and might be total lies), like space spiders—those reports rung out all the time.

The display was full of data so I spent a few busy moments making sure I plotted an optimal course.  I scanned the nearby quadrant with the best radar and space-radar available on a budget. All signs negative except for a little blip outside Neptune’s fifth moon, Larissa. I fiddled with the route to steer clear and hammered the autopilot in. Larissa (and Neptune itself) were hours away and not much to worry about, much like West Virginia in a lot of ways. Nothing to be scared of.

Back at the table, I sat across from Veronica and said, “So, you want to know about us?” She nodded and I continued, “It’s a long story. Are you sure you want it?”

“Yes,” she said, biting her lip. Her cheeks flushed. “Tell your story, please.” Skylar touched her back and her breathing, which had amped up, calmed.
“Woah,” I said. “Are you two hitting it?”
Her eyes flashed. “Are you serious?”
“Yeah. Because I had dibs and—” Her slap rocked my head back and I remembered something my ex had said early on in our hitting it. I’d told her how I got first crack at her with my buddies and she almost lost it. We’re not your fucking belongings, you lackwit. She gave me a get-outta-jail-free card and I thanked her for it.
Veronica stood to leave. I held out my hand and said, “I’m sorry. You two are consenting ass adults and whatever you do is no business of mine.”
She coughed, glared and resumed sitting. “Continue.”  

I gave Skylar a respectful nod and relinquished my jealousy. I'd had my chance and game respect game after all.
He mouthed back, nah bro. But regardless, I settled down on the vinyl cushion and reached under the seat for a case of beer, the only place I had room on Kanye to store it. Warm, but still beer. I handed one each to Veronica and Skylar, and cracked mine open. “It started, as so much else does, with this.”

“It was a warm day back at USC campus. We’d all been home for vacation—Michigan here—and we were excited to be back. Half the brothers were training with the baseball team in Arizona and a bunch hadn’t gotten back yet. Maybe they had Tuesday-Thursday classes and planned on a last-minute return. It’s hard to remember.”

“Only a handful of us had the weekend to kill: me, Skylar, Frisco, Screwboy, Teddy T, Keif, O'Sullivan. We discovered something really important. While we all knew each other casually, there was a missing element. Brothers, but we weren’t friends.”

“Part of it might have been age; me and Screwboy were juniors; the others sophomores. And part of it might have been location, in that we didn’t have a background in common. I was the only one from the Great Lakes and the others were spread out from the East Coast (Frisco) all the way to Puerto Rico. But also, we didn’t know each other that well. Teddy T and Keif took Chemistry together, and Skylar had a radio show with the other one, but there weren’t any tight friends in the house. The seven of us hung out in the common room and sat in near-silence for almost an hour while Screwboy played Final Fantasy and Frisco and Keif played on their phones. It wasn’t until I brought out a half-case of beer that everyone began talking and having a good time.”

I leaned back and remembered the scene. The common room of the frat house had been large enough for two sectional sofas that met together and formed a giant U in the center of the room. A 72-inch television a couple feet away from the U. Ceilings 10-feet tall.  The walls in wood-paneling, and along them group pictures of past classes of Alpha-Delts. A plush white carpet beneath our feet. Six video game systems hooked up to the tv. Two easy chairs in the corner of the room, a mini-fridge stocked with beer beside them. It had been glorious.

I came back to the moment and continued. “We drank until midnight and then ran out of beer. So we all went to sleep, bonding not completed. The next morning, we all ate in the kitchen. I made flapjacks. O'Reilly brewed coffee. And we decided to have a party.”

I stopped and looked at the beer in my hand and the ones Veronica and Skylar held. I sloshed the liquid around. I lifted it in a cheers. They saluted back, Veronica a bit hesitantly. She clearly didn't like beer. Not Budweiser anyway (don't get me started on how hard it is to convince future-brewers to make Budweiser).

“You have to understand,” I said, “fraternities are about brotherhood. We might have been brothers in one sense, but in another, we were dudes who didn’t know each other. Screwboy only talked about video games and Teddy T. only discussed his Psych classes. What did they have to talk about? We needed to become friends and quick! So why not have a party? None of us had classes yet, none of us had work. Eat, drink and be merry, right?”

I wondered if Veronica even understood any of the context, if the translator worked effectively in Tagalog (or Mandarin, French, Swahili, Mexican: the other Big 5). They didn’t have “college” in the year 3K. Instead, everyone took classes until age 10, at which point they were divided into “schools.” The bright ones got formal training in the sciences and shit, the handy ones became laborers and the dumb ones became like, clerks and front desk workers. Each system handled it differently, but across the galaxy and Alpha Centauri, the Feds saw to as much uniformity as they could squeeze.  

“There weren’t many students on campus, but we called up the Sigma-Deltas—our sister sorority—and did our normal fliering of the freshmen dorms. We put out announcements on social media and called up all of our friends. Most people were still out of town, but Keisha, our sorority liaison, told us not to worry. She said small, intimate affair balanced the ragers? And then—,” I got quiet and massaged my temple.

She put the beer down. “What happened?”

I took a breath and continued. “Well, Teddy T. went to the Psych building to talk to some professors about a class and he ran into some buddies who worked in the Advanced Mathematics department. A closet case underneath, Teddy T. invited the nerds to the party. I think he secretly wanted to go into the hard sciences but I think he also liked pussy too much.” I finished my beer and cracked open another.

“Keisha came early with the Sigs. Sig-Delts were all hot pieces of trim and really good about being nice to us. It’s important to have good connections on campus, you know?” Veronica shook her head and I had to remind myself that all the common knowledge I had was usually useless in this time. When would I learn? “Well, think of college campuses as mini corporations. Like where you worked. It’s important to know the right people so you can get the best shifts. What’s the best shift at Reginald’s hotel?”

She looked at the ceiling. “There is no best shift. Eighteen hours on, 10 hours off, six days a week.”

I flinched. Work weeks varied. Mercury went by Jamaican time: you did your work, you went to the beach. Not done your work, still go to the beach. Pluto (and Jupiter and Neptune and Ganymede) were on totalitarian shit. Work until you die and then you work some more because your ass belongs to the corporation and didn’t you read the fucking zombie rider? No? Get back to work.

I continued with my metaphor. “And you have to know the right people to get those shifts, right? Like the managers or whatever.”

She pulled a strand of hair to her mouth and began to chew with tiny little teeth. “My bosses, yes, they gave out the shifts. You have to be nice even though they are bad people.”

“Exactly,” I said. “The same at USC. Important to be friends with the right people, the people who could get you places. And that’s the Sigs and Keisha: all the cool, connected, motivated bitches. Accepted at Harvard and shit, Keisha chose to come to USC to party. She’s a smart chick and knows what’s up. She founded the Sigma Delta sorority out at USC her freshmen year. You know how hardcore that is?”

Her eyes blank, Veronica looked to Skylar for support. Skylar, however, resembled white trash, unemployed husband, head thrown back, jaw slack and open, snoring. She asked, “How hardcore is it?”

I snapped my fingers. “That shit is stupid hardcore! Keisha basically founded an entire organization on her own. She understands the value of planning and connections but also knows how important a beer bong is. She gathered around her all the coolest freshmen girls when she started it and made them all join, all with the power of her will and the tag line, ‘Fun times will be had.’ I mean, that’s some Jedi mind shit.”

Before Veronica could ask, I said, “I’ll tell you how later. It’s not strictly relevant to this conversation. But what I can say is—,” I stopped when I felt the Kanye's floor vibrate like it had run into something. It’s not totally unusual for it to do that. Space is really empty, but it’s never completely empty. There’s tons of little rocks and trash and debris from former spacecraft hurtling through the void. Kanye had pretty good particle deflectors, but it didn’t deflect everything.

There’s a certain sweet spot to avoid the deflectors. Anything larger than a watermelon raises the deflector shield and gets batted away like Mtombo. But that leaves anything smaller than a watermelon, like grapes, or oranges. And when a ship travels at several hundred thousand miles an hour, even an orange-sized impact can shake the motherfucking house down.
       
Fruit is always on my mind when spaceing. I worry about scurvy sometimes.

I ran back to the cockpit and checked all the systems. Green, green, green. Only one system turned up yellow, and I spent some time fiddling with it to get it answering my questions. The space-radar looked glitchy, showing half-a-dozen blips out by Larissa where before it had only been the one. And they weren’t as near Larissa as they had been. They were much, much closer and moving quickly. I frowned and looked at the reading: yellow. Of the three levels, green and red were my favorite: working and not-working were easy to parse. 
I slapped the nav-console a few times and boom, the blips disappeared. 
Skylar's had disappeared in the short time I’d been gone. “Sorry about that,” I said. “Everything looks tip-top, though.” I looked around. “Where’d Skylar go?”

She nodded toward the commode, by far my least favorite part of the ship, made from castoff tin and jury-rigged plumbing. The old version of the ship had one of the fancy one-in-all stalls with zero gravity and then mists came out of inset panels and sucked everything away, cleaning in the process. Such a weird system. I tore all that out and made good old-fashioned water installations and a toilet. It didn’t work right and the extra gravity cut into storage space, but God in Heaven, I’m not a savage. Not like these future folks.

“Well, once Keisha got there, the party began. Ten sisters and the seven of us, three kegs and an entire night of debauchery ahead of us. Random freshmen from the dorms showed up once night fell and then finally, the science nerds. An epic party. The music was loud and everyone wore smiles. Maybe 50 heads all told, but it had all the energy of spontaneity and lack of responsibility. People could really relax. You know that feeling?”

The edges of Veronica's mouth curved, her eyes half-lidded. “I feel relaxed now,” she said. “I haven’t felt free since childhood. Reginald and the corporations,” she shuddered, rubbing the inset of her wrist, “they are not kind. There are cameras, everywhere.”

“And you feel good now, right?” I said, pointing. She nodded again. “Exactly. Now imagine an entire house and lawn full of people relaxed and chilling. Our backyard was filled with games, so chicks in bikinis played badminton and dudes bounced on the trampoline. And inside the party raged. Keisha had taken charge—all of our officers still off campus —and had whipped up some impressive-ass dance partying. Until the science nerds got there.”

Skylar returned then and sat back down, close to Veronica. Her hands automatically reached out and interlocked with his. I felt jealousy rise, but I tamped it back down with a smirk. Jealousy is for pussies. Let my bro have this girl. What did it matter?

“What about these ‘science nerds’ made a problem?” Veronica asked.

Before I could answer, there was another shake and a violent throbbing in the ship’s deck. I felt it under my feet. I searched for the red alarm over the doorways, but nothing happened. I began to run to the cockpit, saying, “I’m going to check on the system,” but Veronica half-stood, grabbed my hand and pulled until I fell back to my seat. With her leaning over, I took the opportunity to look down her dress.

“Finish the story,” Skylar said, his eyes still closed, head still leaning back. “You said it yourself, it’s probably nothing. The chances of anyone finding us out here—” he trailed off.

My shoulders ached and I wanted to turn around and check the system anyway, but I settled in my seat instead. How many times had I freaked out in the middle of a trip while sleeping or watching a show or even reading? A lot, that’s how many. About time I stopped reacting and lived.

“Well,” I said. “The science nerds are the ones who, holy shit ohmyGod,” I yelled when the ship suddenly rolled and the impact against the hull sounded like a pimp-giant smacking it around with an open pimp-hand. When I got my feet working again, I darted back to the cockpit, slapping the autopilot off.

I groaned. The space-radar was full yellow and the blips back, this time bearing down on us. I slapped it again and this yellow disappeared and red took its place. When I slapped it a third time, nothing changed on the monitor, but overhead, the alarm began to glow and a siren filled the Kanye. The blips were upon us.

Veronica strapped into the co-pilot seat. I’d scavenged it from a derelict fighter in the asteroid belt and the (useless) maneuvering handle moved with every touch. Veronica's knuckles were white as they held it. “What’s going on?” she asked.

In the background, I heard Skylar groaning. He’d fallen out of his seat when we were hit and I knew he would be useless. I ignored him. “Looks like we’ve picked up some attention.”

“I thought you said the chances were …” She looked at the buttons before her with eyes narrowed and pressed one with a careful probe. A weapons display popped up on her view screen.

“Be careful with that,” I said even as I typed in possible coordinates and avenues of escape from the five blips that travelled inexorably closer. Every route I punched in came up as flawed. I turned to Veronica and said, “The chances were infinitesimal. But making infinitesimal chances possible are the jobs of these assholes. They probably picked us up when we left the habitat and tracked us the whole way.” I cut off her next question before she asked it, “It’s not as easy as that, of course. If you aren’t looking in the right direction, if you don’t have a ship in a reasonable trajectory, if you don’t keep tracking ... it’s insanely easy to lose someone. It’s why we weren’t followed by Reginald or other Pluto-ships. But these guys caught us good.”

I looked at more displays and grunted in irritation at the 3-D rendering of the ship's hull. “Looks like they hit us with pingers,” I said, pointing at two glowing red spots—no larger than a football. “They tack on a ship and take preliminary info that is then transmitted back to wherever its home is. If I’d been paying attention, I coulda fried the little shits and maybe we coulda avoided this.”

Veronica frowned and read my weapon specs, nodding and shaking her head in turn. I had a decent array of guns and missiles, but Kanye didn’t make its bones fighting. We used Kanye mostly as a personal transport and freighter. We Alpha-Delts did courier work, so I had lots of legs and lots of shields and some stealth shit. But these guys came on like gangbusters. And while I had lots of legs, I had civilian legs. Anyone with military or military-surplus made Kanye look like a damned moped. And when I compared their speed with my speed, I knew I had a little moped. They were going to overtake us in a matter of an hour, tops.

Time then moved very quickly and very slowly. We were in the middle of space between the orbits of Pluto and Neptune, close to neither, no major planetary bodies anywhere in the vicinity. We couldn’t run, so we had to fight. I cut power from the thrusters and shifted everything to our shields and to our forward guns. Veronica armed the EMPs. How she picked up on weapons so quickly, well, that became a question for later.

I read our missile rations. I should have stocked up when I had the chance.

Firing controls in the year 3K are way, way more complicated than video games would have suggested. With battle stations activated, a huge holoscreen appeared in the middle of the cockpit, fully interactive. As tall as me, but wider by far, red grids and green moving objects swayed with the movements of battle. The missile bays and forward guns were fully articulated and with a touch on the holoscreen, swiveled and fired. Veronica stood and played with it, her nimble fingers calculating, moving, experimenting. Had she had training?. She no longer seemed to be a front desk worker. 

“Do you know what you’re doing?” I asked.

“Shut up,” she said. “I’m concentrating.”

Five thousand clicks out from our visitor, Kanye shuddered as the tip of Veronica’s index finger touched the glowing black “fire” button and the missile lurched. It would take several minutes before it connected (or missed), so she went into another flurry of activity, recalculating every possible trajectory. Then she pressed the fire button again. And again.

The warning displays activated on my dashboard. “Oh crap,” I said. “Incoming.” A half-dozen blasts screaming at piercing velocity. My long-range scanners identified them as Chimeras, decommissioned EMP missiles of much higher quality than Kanye's. They could hurtle at near the speed of light, given enough time to accelerate. Even if we moved, we’d likely not be able to outrun it, not without a full tank and a few days to get up to speed. Which we didn’t have.

“What’s going to happen?” Veronica asked.

I tapped our shield’s meter. It had 10 vertical bars. “We hope this stops them.”

“If it doesn’t?”

I tapped my chin with a pinky. “Then we’re proper fucked.” 

Many EMP missiles came with mini-tactical warheads, designed to disable and then fry. I doubted these guys (raiders, I still assumed) would have done that. They probably wanted us captured. They probably assumed we hauled important cargo or that we were important cargo.

It got very silent except for the thrum of the shields and the blipping of the space radar as the missiles got closer. Sweat trickled down my face; nervous heat emanated from my crotch. I turned to Veronica. “You don’t want to bone right now?” Her jaw opened. “In case we die?”

She made that sound that women make when they’re so disappointed and disgusted that they can’t even. It doesn’t have an exact translation, but even this far into the future, the definition remained obvious. Turning back to the situation, I put one hand on the thruster toggle. When the missiles traveled half a minute away, I jammed on the power and swore under my breath, rerouting energy from life support. Artificial gravity, lights, heat, all dropped away as the ship lurched into movement. I hoped it would be enough to dodge. I closed my eyes and braced myself. Veronica muttered some curse.

The shields held against the first two explosions, but buckled under the third and flickered mightily for the fourth. One of the missiles missed thanks to my last-minute acceleration and I opened my eyes and looked at Veronica. “I think we’re out of it,” I began to say when the sixth and final missile exploded, shorting the shield, the excess blast catching us. Kanye rolled and rocked, the power disappearing from my displays all at once.

My ears rang and my eyes could barely focus while we drifted with emergency power only. The thrusters tried to fire, but emergency power ain’t enough for that, so we barely did more than lurch. I gathered myself from the captain’s chair. I pressed some buttons and got life support fully powered. Soon I felt the tug of gravity again and the distinct sound of air recycling. It sounded a lot like the HVAC and reminded me of home.

Veronica was still strapped in, unconscious. Blood trickled from her forehead above her right eye. I brushed the blood away and said, “Dude. Wake the fuck up.” She didn’t move, and my heart beat-beat-beat faster and faster. “Wake up, please.” I shook her, just a bit. And after I shook her harder, her hand, as if unbidden, swept up onto my cheek.

“What happened?” she asked, blinking awake. She regarded her raised hand in confusion. Attacking in her sleep? Weird.

“We’re waiting to be boarded,” I said. Clanging sounds reverberated in the hull and gears turned and knocking and drilling and metal-on-metal. “Shouldn’t be long.”

Her head tilted and her eyes glassed up. “What happens then?”

I shrugged. “It depends, homegirl. If they’re slavers, we’re super in trouble. If they’re Feds, then we’ll be fine. My papers aren’t strictly ‘in order,’ but they’re not going to like, rape and murder us.”

She shuddered. “No one would do that, right?”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her about the colonies of Deimos or the souls that had colonized the asteroid belt generations ago and had turned feral. So instead I said, “Look. Chances are that these are simple pirates and they’re looking for some booty. They’ll probably take the ship and set the three of us down on the nearest habitat—probably Larissa. And we’ll be stuck there for a while until I can get in touch with Keisha and then she’ll figure it out.”

Again, I’d left a lot of truth out of it. Kanye wasn’t worth enough to have merited this kind of attack. Slavers wouldn’t harm the merchandise and the Feds wouldn’t harm us at all, not really. The ferals were as likely to kill and eat us as anything else, but they at least wouldn’t torture us.

No, the pirates were the worst possible outcome. Bastards who had lost all their compassion and their laws of decency living out in deep space, floating in cold and blackness. Pirates wanted profit so they could buy fine goods and whores and more weapons and shit. Pirates who score are kindly disposed. Pirates who didn’t get profit, but instead waste time and weaponry? They would be very, very disappointed. Three bodies, a half a case of beer and a bunch of clothes from 2015. That and 20 credits would buy lunch.

In the few minutes remaining to us, I gathered Skylar from the common room, assembled my meagre pile of valuables and my credit cache. Then I grabbed my disruptor and charged it to full, though I kept it holstered. Using it in the close quarters of Kanye was essentially suicide, but it’d be better than some of the alternatives. We waited at the decompression bay door that, soon enough, would lower. We’d deal.

Veronica’s hand darted out to comfort me. Skylar, through a veil of concussion, mumbled support. Then the wall fell. And for some reason, I thought of Screwboy. How was he doing? He always wanted to be a pirate. 
Screwboy didn't know shit about pirates. I was about to find out, though.

I drew my disruptor, but a small spherical thing lobbed before our eyes and then a bang and a flash and I remembered nothing.
