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If the universe made any kind of sense, a girl could discover the most powerful ancient artifact in Imperial history and then return to Earth for ticker-tape parades, holopics with the Emperor, and a liaison with handsome, muscular men who just happened to be stripped to the waist and oiled to a fine sheen. Sadly, as any expert will tell you, the universe doesn't make any sense at all.
So even though I did my part, all I got was a swift kick in the teeth.
Thank you, universe.
Sometimes disaster springs upon you in an instant, like a mountain lion dropping out of a tree, all tawny muscle and razor claws and three-centimeter canines. Disaster came upon us in just this way when our captain, Candace Blackman, reached down to shut off the matter-antimatter intermix valve and it blew up in her face. There we were, stranded on the wrong side of the Horsehead Nebula with no replacement valve, and our captain in medical stasis. That's just how disaster is sometimes.
But not always.
Sometimes you can see disaster coming a thousand light-years away, drifting towards you no faster than a man can crawl, but there's just nothing you can do about it.
That's what happened to us after the valve blew.
My name is Melanie Li. My publically acknowledged billet is chief engineer on the commercial freighter Hera. My publically unacknowledged duties are generally more varied and more interesting than those of your average chief engineer.
I managed to hold Hera together long enough to make port at a Karanin orbital station whose name included a lot of clicks and buzzes and unnecessary consonants. Lovely people, the Karanin, bipeds with more reptilian DNA than might be strictly necessary, but still very friendly.
We stood on a trading deck surrounded by Karanins and miscellaneous other aliens, all come to haggle. Creatures pushed and jostled, bellowed and rustled, trumpeted and whistled. And the smell. Like wet dog and burnt popcorn and chewed tin foil mixed in with the grit of metal dust and the greasy feel of vaporized lube oil.
I was there because I needed to procure a new intermix valve. William Templeton-Post IV was there because with Candace in stasis he was suddenly the ranking officer and obviously we couldn't do anything without his expert guidance. Dan Garret was there because Templeton-Post was there and Garret would sooner extract his own kidney with a spoon then allow T-P to make a decision without his constant hectoring.
I swear, I just wanted to get the valve as quickly as possible and be on my way. My hopes were dashed when T-P took charge of the negotiation.
"No, my good man, please listen." William Templeton-Post IV held up the fried intermix valve. 'We need something like this."
I desperately hoped the translator wasn't passing on his arrogant, officious tone.
The alien avatar peered at the proffered valve and rubbed its holographic chin thoughtfully. The alien program was obviously designed to project an image of the species it was negotiating with to put its trading partners at ease. Since the Karanin had never seen humans before the program must have averaged the appearance of the three of us, which explained why it had Dan Garret's swarthy good looks, my breasts, and Templeton-Post's stiff, marionette posture.
"Hmmm," said the avatar. "The principle seems simple enough, but it will take much extra effort to replicate this burned-out circuitry here and the blackened streaks of carbon there."
Templeton-Post blinked rapidly, his mouth opening and closing. Normally, his face had the consistency, shape, and color of a hard-boiled egg, but his skin was rapidly changing color. Right now we were at pink lemonade.
When it hit cherry tomato, there would be an explosion.
"That's not necessary," he snapped.
"Ah, good," said the avatar, "because we would need a temperature of over six million dretnas to perfectly replicate these characteristics."
Templeton-Post's complexion darkened to pomegranate. "We don't want to replicate the damage. We want to--"
Dan Garret grabbed his shoulder.
Templeton-Post wheeled around. "What do you want?" he snarled.
Garret shrugged. "Look, Bill, this isn't working. Let's go talk to one of the natives."
"Bill. Bill? I am the acting captain now, mister. And it would do you good to remember that." He turned to look at me. "Ms. Li doesn't seem to have a problem with addressing me properly."
"Whatever you say, Bill," I said innocently.
Templeton-Post winced.
"Look--" said Garret.
"No, you look," said Templeton-Post. "It takes years of experience to deal with alien species. The slightest cultural misunderstanding can have devastating consequences. So I will thank you to mind your place." And then, with a self-important flourish, Templeton-Post turned away.
Garret just stood there, a deeply unhappy look on his ruggedly handsome face.
The moment Captain Blackman was hurt I knew this was going to happen. Candace was the only force in the universe that could make these two knuckleheads work together. Hera's exec hated Garret because he was the kind of guy who got straight A's without studying. The smart ass who always got the girl. The gambler who always rolled sevens and elevens. He was an affront to everything Templeton-Post stood for: hard work, playing by the rules, being a good boy.
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