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 Welcome to Earth-Vegas

Golem ran down the clock as
second shift approached. He’d been at work for nearly eight hours
straight. Being an android and also the chief of the Engineering
Section meant that, at least ostensibly, he didn’t take breaks.
Physically he didn’t need them and as the boss he wouldn’t get a
chance. Well, when it was busy, anyway.

He’d spent the last half hour running
diagnostics on the forward scanner array. This was a perfect job
for him today, because the screen of his tablet kept scrolling past
with impressive looking graphs but it also required almost no
thought. Big spike? Tap the data scrubber icon. The graph goes
straight? Tap the data scrubber icon.

Someone came up behind him. But that was the
beauty of running diagnostics on the forward scanner array. You’d
have to be an engineer to understand that those pretty graphs
signified nothing.

“Sir,” Lieutenant Gomez said, “Do you have
anything to report for the next crew shift?”

Lieutenant Gomez was a junior chief in
Engineering. If it had been any of the other junior chiefs Golem
would have jumped out of his transparent skin, but Lieutenant Gomez
never questioned Golem. In fact, it was Golem who got him the
gig.

“Nothing,” Chief Golem said, “We’re just
cooling our heels until that diplomatic party is done on
Mackenzie-Beta. Everything operating in normal parameters.”

“In that case, you are relieved, sir,”
Lieutenant Gomez said. “Have a good one, dude.”

Golem nodded and walked out of Engineering.
He briefly thought about a trip to the Ship’s Pub, but it hadn’t
been a terribly stressful day. And he was down to thirteen percent
power. He had to recharge his batteries.

So he continued to his quarters. The door
slid open for him and he sat down on his recliner. A cable emerged
from the ceiling and hooked itself up into the back of his
neck.

He sat like this for a few minutes, waiting
for his batteries to charge up but finally he grew bored. He
checked his personal message archive.

He had new mail.

It had come from Galactic Union Command from
one of the central systems. Only a hub or two away from
Earth-1.

. . .

Thought you might want to hear about
this.

Golem, long time. Met any new girls?

Life on the Science Ship Socrates is pretty
boring. I arranged some shore leave on Earth-11 and when I was
there I heard about something. There’s this Zifneb tourney going on
this weekend. I know you’re more into wine and women than gambling,
but I think you might want to investigate this one on account of
the prize.

They’ve got a Sigma-4 memory core. That get
your attention? And they say that it came directly out of a damaged
Kelley-Class android. They got one of your brother’s brains.

Anyway, Ziffy is probably a bit out of your
pay grade. I’ve been playing card games for years and I can barely
hold my own for a couple hands. I’m thinking you can go and ask
them if you can download the data from the memory core, though.

Big ups, Lucas Brinks

. . .

Colonel Dart sat across a table from his
executive officer, Elorg. They were in the Victory’s cafeteria, but
hadn’t told the computer to construct a meal for them. They had
more important business.

“How about Lieutenant Second Class Miller?”
Colonel Dart said.

“He,” Elorg said, “gets the job done. I don’t
think he’s ready for more responsibility. Too immature.”

Colonel Dart scratched his beard. It had
mostly grown back in the month since they left Earth-57. He’d
contracted a nasty bug there that caused it to fall out. Now, for
the first time since then he felt like himself.

“And Lieutenant Second Class Varley?”

Elorg said, “I’m tempted to say we should
bust her back down to ensign, but I think most of the trouble she
gets into is Lieutenant Miller’s fault. Let’s give her an adequate
grade.”

The colonel grunted.



“That’s Security done,” Colonel Dart said,
“What about engineering?” He scrolled to the next page on his
tablet.

Elorg immediately said, “Ensign First Class
Burroughs is an exemplary officer. We should bump him up to
lieutenant and make him junior chief of first shift.”

“Now, now,” Colonel Dart said, “Isn’t that a
bit much?”

“I can tell by the look in your eyes and the
configuration your blood is flowing through your capillaries what
you’re thinking sir. No, he’s not just another pretty face. I don’t
even think he likes dudes. Or cyborgs.”

Elorg’s cybernetic eye buzzed as he changed
vision modes.

“Then why do you want to give this poor lad
so much more responsibility?”

“He freaking does Golem’s job for him. We
wouldn’t be giving him more responsibility. We’d just be
acknowledging what he does now.”

Colonel Dart sat back in his seat and
thought. “Computer,” he said, “Give me a xenospresso.”

. . .

It was well into second shift, but Security
Chief Kylie Hayes still hadn’t left her station on the bridge. This
wasn’t terribly unusual, especially in the run up to a big security
action. Soon the ship would be buzzing with ambassadors from
Mackenzie-Beta and Chief Hayes wanted her say in everything the
Security Section did.

Junior Chief Xhao listened just enough to
keep his boss happy.

Ensign Martinez’s tablet rang out. She said,
“We’ve got an incoming message from the Science Ship Stephen
Hawking.”

Chief Hayes immediately forgot about Junior
Chief Xhao and turned to face the holographic projector in the
center-front of the bridge.

“On screen,” she said.

A familiar sight emerged from a swirl of
light, the upper body of one of the officers Chief Hayes went to
the academy with, Josh Wilson. If his uniform was to be believed he
was now a lieutenant colonel.

Chief Hayes tried to suppress a snarl, but
still let it out just slightly. Lieutenant Colonel Wilson
chuckled.

“Kylie,” he said, “Looking good.”

“What’s this about?” she said.

“Still the same, okay. Galactic Union
Engineering has just been refitting the Stephen Hawking’s engines.
I noticed that your ship was in the quadrant. Anyway, I was
wondering if you’d fancy a race to test out our new
capabilities.”

“Absolutely not,” Chief Hayes said.

“Well,” Lieutenant Colonel Wilson said,
“Please relay the message to your commander, at any rate.”

“He’s going to say no too,” Chief Hayes
said.

“How’s starship duty treating--”

Chief Hayes cut off the message. She rubbed
her forehead. A race would just be a waste of time and energy.
Except, it wasn’t hers to decide such things for the ship. Sure,
she was the ranking officer on the bridge, but Colonel Dart had to
have the final say.

“Forward his invitation to the Colonel,”
Chief Hayes said, “I’ll be in my quarters.”

. . .

Colonel Dart sat on his bed tuning his
guitar.

He didn’t know how long he’d been at it. At
least an hour, probably more. Every time he tried to play he got
this bite of anxiety. It was lessened in the privacy of his
quarters, but still present.

He’d already activated the sound dampeners so
that any other senior officers in their quarters wouldn’t be able
to hear him.

Finally, after much internal debate between
the different sides of his consciousness, he decided. Now was the
time. A gross and ugly chord rang out around his quarters--and the
door chime sounded.

Colonel Dart sighed and said, “Come in.”

Engineering Chief Golem entered his room and
paced around. He looked like he was sweating, but that was
impossible. His transparent skin was mostly made from elaborate
plastics. And androids don’t sweat. Still, Chief Golem seemed
fidgetier than normal.

“Why have you come to my quarters?” Colonel
Dart said.

“Shore leave,” Golem said, “I need to get to
a Ziffy tournament on Earth-11.”

The gears cranked in Colonel Dart’s brain.
How much vacation time had Chief Golem accrued? A hell of a lot of
it. That he knew. He’d been a part of the Galactic Union for almost
as long as Colonel Dart had been alive and no matter how much time
he spent in the Ship’s Pub, Golem rarely left the ship.

“Couldn’t this wait?” Colonel Dart said.

Golem said, “I need to leave in two hours if
I am to make it by shuttle craft.”

“Alright. Permission granted,’ the colonel
said. “Now get out of here.”
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