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Chapter 1

From the Logs of Captain
Dave:

“We’re under attack! 
Raise shields!  Load the torpedoes!”  I said.  I had
swiveled my extra-comfy Captain’s Chair to the right, and seen a
horrible blob on the scanner at Decker’s station.

“That’s not an armada,”
said Doc.  “I think Decker just dripped some zwabangi sauce on
the scanner.”

“Hm?  Oh, yeah. 
It’s leaking out the bottom.  Sorry,” said Decker.  He
finished eating clumsily, then wiped the spot from one of the many
monitors at his station.

“Very well.  Then I
shall resume my narration:  The vast emptiness of space
stretched before us, its limitless possibilities inspiring even the
most cynical minds.  Hundreds, possibly thousands of stars lay
ahead, each one beckoning us closer with seductive twinkling. 
The great twinkling brightness of each star was offset against the
deep obsidian black of empty, non-twinkling space –”

“Dave,” said Decker, the
ship’s tall, pale, and, in the interest of strict accuracy,
slightly doughy engineer.  He would have been taller than me
if I had not ordered him to slouch.  “It’s just a log
entry.  You don’t need to read it out loud.”

“It’s Captain Dave, and
I’m recording our mission for posteriority.”

“I don’t think that’s
exactly the word you want,” said Doc.  I knew Doc, as ship’s
medical officer, was a paragon of physical health and clean
living.  He abstained from gambling, drinking and vices of all
kinds.  He was about average height, making him shorter than
me, which was important.  He was well-built and bearded. 
I personally didn’t think doctors should have beards, even short
ones, but it did make him look wise.

“Which one? 
Posteriority?  I’m pretty sure that’s a word,” I
said.

“Suit yourself,” said
Doc.

“And my log entries are
known throughout the galaxy for their brilliant descriptions of our
daring adventures.”

“Hey Egbert, do you have
my beer money from that bet you lost?” called Doc toward the back
of the ship.

The sleek and spacious jet
black form of Egbert, the ship’s only sentient trunk, levitated
onto the bridge.

“Greetings, all.  How
are things in the cellular world?”

“We don’t really keep
track of what our cells are doing on a regular basis,” said
Doc.

“Really?  They don’t
send you status reports?”

“Sort of, but not
exactly.  In fact, we have so many of them, they are
continually sloughing off.  You know the dust on the
consoles?  That’s mostly dead human skin cells,” said
Doc.

“That is so indescribably
gross,” said Egbert

“In fact, if a human just
brushes his hand along his arm, millions of cells just fly off . .
.”

“Eek!  Get
away!  Get away!” said Egbert as he levitated away from
Doc.

Decker also brushed his arm
at Egbert, which sent Egbert skittering toward the back of the
bridge.

“Agh!  Filthy
carbos!  Why don’t you have semi-permeable poly-nanofiber
shells like normal beings?”

“Hm.  There sure are
some pretty lights over there on the scanner,” I noticed.  It
is a captain’s duty to remain apprised of all the happenings on his
ship. 

“I suppose that’s the
zwabangi sauce again,” said Doc without looking up from his
console.

“No, I cleaned that off,”
said Decker.  “It looks like two ships engaging one another in
battle in this sector.  According to the sensors, one of them
is a Gravity Well 9 series, which should be ferrying elderly
Swampalonian tourists to gamble at Lapuvia, not engaged in
battle.  It’s registration indicates it belongs to the Tourist
And Travel Agency.  The other is a small Vxtarian
vessel.  It has already taken heavy damage."

“A TATA ship?” mused
Doc.  “That’s not good.  I wonder if that Anduthracian
Excretion Node Dr. Vermus is on board.”

“The tourist bus must be
under attack!  We must charge in and attack before we learn
more about the situation!” I said.

“We should be getting a
distress signal,” said Decker.

“Delineator.  Come
in, Delineator.  You’re my only hope.”

  “If we’re his only
hope, that guy is totally screwed,” said Doc.

“How does he know our
name?” asked Decker.

“He probably picked it up
on the scanners,” said Egbert.  “According to my Program for
Ethical Relations Via Etiquette, Reasoning and Telemetry, using a
ship’s name during a distress call is considered to be good
etiquette.”

“Wait.  Your
etiquette program is called PERVERT?  And what does Telemetry
have to do with courtesy?” asked Doc.

“I don’t see anything
wrong with the name.  I think the Telemetry part is mostly
about measuring the location of other beings to make sure you don’t
run into them.” 

“I suppose some life forms
are very touchy about their personal space,” said Doc.

“Guys?  The distress
call is still going,” said Decker

“ . . . destroyed my files
with the information on the Myxolodian Modus.  The only backup
copy is on your ship.  Oops.  I probably shouldn’t have
said that, since they’re probably monitoring this signal.  On
the other hand, you really have no choice but to come rescue me
now.”

“That sounds like Iggy!”
said Decker.  “He must be in the Vxtarian craft.”

“Of course!  Who else
but Ignatius Johansen would know about the Modus!” exclaimed
Doc.

“Who?  What?” I said
with captainly intuition.

“You remember Iggy? 
We rescued him on Kraglor,” said Decker.

“Captain Dave, your
piloting skills are needed to rescue that ship in distress.  I
don’t think the autopilot can handle it,” said Doc.

“This is the kind of
situation I thrive in as captain.  Decker, raise
shields!  Load the torpedo tubes!  We’re going
in!”

“Dave, we don’t have
shields.  We don’t have torpedoes.  And the autopilot is
still on,” said Decker.

“It’s Captain
Dave.”

I disconnected the
autopilot after opening only three other windows, one of which was
a nice email offer for some pills to make something longer and
harder.  I presumed they meant the ship.

I decided the Delineator
was already of sufficient size.  We moved forward into the
fray.

“How do we know the bus
won’t start shooting at us when we move in to rescue Iggy?” asked
Decker.

“Don’t worry.  Those
buses have huge blind spots,” said Doc.

“Target torpedoes on that
small damaged vessel that’s attacking the tourist bus!” I
commanded.

“Where to start?” said
Decker with a trace of insubordination.  “We don’t have
torpedoes, and we’re trying to rescue the small vessel.  The
tourist bus is the attacker.”

“That doesn’t make much
sense,” I observed.  “Why would they be attacking?”

“Just move close enough
that we can get Iggy aboard,” said Decker.

“Very well.”

The Delineator accelerated
toward the battle with the touch of a button, although I’m not sure
which one.  The massive Gravity Well 9 moved in close to the
small vessel and battered it mercilessly with some kind of
zappy-flashy thing.

“Decker, lock on to the
ship and prepare to teleport the crew aboard,” I said.

“How?”

“What do you mean
‘how’?  Using the teleportation beam.”

“We don’t have a
teleportation beam.  I don’t think such a thing has ever been
invented,” said Decker.

“Do you have any idea the
complexities that would be involved in getting a living being to
teleport over any significant distance?”  asked Doc.  “It
took several hundred years just to figure out how to transmit bits
of information across deep space.”

“So how do we get him over
here if we don’t use the teleporter?”  Of course, I already
knew how, but I was eliciting information from my crew to keep them
involved.

“I’m calling Iggy to check
his status.  Iggy, do you read me?  This is Decker of the
Delineator.”

“This is Iggy,” said a
voice through intense static.

“What is your
status?”

“Ask him if he has a
teleporter,” I said.

“The ship is . . . badly
damaged.  I don’t have much time.”

There was loud rumble
through the speakers, followed by the screech of twisting
metal.  I thought the rumble was a nice touch, but the screech
was a little much.

“Do you have an escape
pod?”

“I’m heading for it
now.  I’ll fire it in your direction and then you
–”

There was another one of
those annoying rumbles, followed by some CRASH!es, BANG!s and one
KA-BOOM!

“Pull me through a black
hole!  They got the escape pod!” yelled Iggy.

“Ask him if he has another
one,” I suggested.

“What about his
luggage?  In times of crisis, always rely on your luggage,”
said Egbert.  “He could use him as an escape pod.”

“The Agnon 6 didn’t make
it,” said Iggy.  “TATA found out it was carrying a scan of the
Modus, and Vermus’s goons destroyed it on Vxtar.”

Egbert bowed his front
section in sorrow.

Another blast rocked the
ship.

“They’ve breached the
hull.  I only have about 90 seconds to vacuum.”

“Iggy!” Egbert
shouted.  “Do you have torpedo tubes?”

“I’m out of
torpedoes.  I fired them both already.  Damn ship only
came with two.”

“Iggy, apply your space
suit and prepare for vacuum.  Decker, lock on and prepare to
fire torpedoes.  Doc, if you would accompany me to the torpedo
tubes?” said Egbert.

“I thought we didn’t have
torpedoes,” I said. 

“We don’t.  We just
have the tubes,” said Decker.  His smooth round face
reddened.  I hoped it wasn’t a sunburn.  Those
hurt.  “Remember?  You loaded them with party favors for
Doc’s birthday a while ago, and we haven’t been able to defend
ourselves since.”

“Did it seem like Egbert
was issuing orders just now?  Because I’m pretty sure that’s
my job.”

“He can’t issue orders;
he’s just luggage.  I’m sure he was only making packing
suggestions,” said Decker.

“Okay.  That’s
good.”

“Are you locked on Iggy’s
ship?” came Doc’s voice from the back.

“Locked on!” said
Decker.

“Fire
torpedoes!”

To my surprise, a sleek
black object shot out from my ship and moved rapidly toward Iggy’s
embattled vessel.

“You said we didn’t have
torpedoes!” I exclaimed.

“We don’t.  That was
Egbert,” said Decker.

 

Egbert’s Daring Rescue of a
Stupid Carbo Log:

The sleek and powerful
Egbert shot through space, his detailed telemetry and communication
systems automatically recording information for the log, which was
decidedly beneath the incredible abilities of the President of the
Non Carbon Based Sentient Beings Association.

“Doc, can you read
me?”

“Barely.  What’s your
status?”

“Remember when I upgraded
my adrenalin simulation programs a few weeks ago?”

“Vaguely.”

“Totally worth it. 
That was awesome!  I can shoot you out of the torpedo tube
next time if you want.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Egbert?” said Decker,
“the Swampalonian Gravity Well 9 has noticed you.  It looks
like they’re going to fire!”

“Got it.”

Using his powerful
maneuvering thrusters, the agile and dextrous Egbert rolled and
twisted through space, totally confusing any inferior targeting
computers the enemy might have on board.

“I’m closing in on Iggy’s
vessel,” reported Egbert.

“How are you going to get
inside?” asked Decker.

“Are you kidding? 
There are plenty of holes in that thing.  It looks like
Efflian Target Cheese!”

Using his thrusters to
adjust course, the fearless Egbert flew toward Iggy’s ship. 
He manuevered carefully through one of the holes in the hull and
landed inside amidst a fiery hellscape.  His sensors soon
located Iggy, who was wearing a protective suit and a breathing
mask wedged on over his signature barmah hat.

“Follow me,” said Egbert,
which would have worked better if there had been air in the ship to
transmit his voice.

A flashing green arrow with
the words “Torpedo Tubes” above it on Egbert’s small but functional
display screen did the job instead.

Another blast shook the
ship.  Egbert slid into a control panel, and Iggy staggered
into the wall.

“Egbert!” Decker’s voice
came in faintly.  “The ship is about to break up!  You
have to get out of there!”

“We’re almost there,” said
Egbert.

“We’ll move in
closer!”

“No!  Turn and go
deep!  We –”

Egbert’s exceedingly clear
instructions were cut off.  Reluctantly, he opened his lid and
allowed Iggy to climb inside his spacious and well-protected
storage areas.

“Here we go!”

Seconds later, Iggy’s ship
exploded in a shower of metal, debris, and exotic
particles.

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

“Dave, we’ve got to go!”
said Decker.

“It’s Captain Dave, and
we’re waiting for Egbert to get back.  Otherwise, what will I
use to pack my clothes when we land on a planet?”

“We’re meeting him here,”
said Decker, jabbing his finger at the display, “but we won’t make
it if we don’t leave now.  We’ve got to be gone by the time
the Gravity Well turns around.”

I turned the ship
stealthily, making sure to stay in the big ship’s blind spot as
long as possible.  When we pulled even with the back edge of
the massive vessel, I punched the accelerator, which really should
have a pedal, but is only a button.

The Delineator’s quick
acceleration pushed everyone back in their chairs.  The
Gravity Well saw us in its rearview scanners, and began firing its
rear projectile batteries, which I thought was quite
rude.

Using my incredible
captain’s reflexes, I dodged the incoming fire.  It was
difficult for the Gravity Well to target, since it was in the
process of turning, and most of its weapons were in the
front.

“So, about my luggage . .
.”

“There!”

I saw Egbert on the
scanner, and then on the display monitor.

“Wow.  He’s going
really fast,” I observed with scientific accuracy.

“We’ve got to catch up to
him!” said Decker.

“Piloting is a critical
skill for a captain, and I am a captain, therefore I can pilot,” I
said as I maneuvered the ship toward Egbert’s
trajectory.

“We’re only going to get
one shot at this,” hissed Decker to Doc.  “Once that tourist
ship turns around, we’re toast.  Should we let the autopilot
do it?”

“The autopilot takes too
much time to gather data and think before it acts.  We’ve got
to let Dave do this,” Doc whispered back.

“Delineator, come
in.”

“Who’s that?” I
asked.

“It’s Egbert.  Don’t
worry about it.  Just fly,” said Decker.

“My scanners don’t do so
well at these velocities.  How are we doing?”

“Dave says he’s got it,”
said Doc.

“Oh twist my zippers!”
cursed Egbert.

“We’re almost in
position,” I called out.

With utmost precision and
captainly instinct, I brought the ship closer and closer to the
spacefaring luggage.  At the last second, I twisted the ship
around, bringing the cargo doors in line with Egbert’s flight
path.

“The doors!  Open the
doors!” said my luggage.

“Oh.  Right.  I
know that button is around here somewhere.  Here it
is.”

Doc and Decker hurried into
the ill-defined area at the back of the ship.  I would have
gone, but my chair was comfy.

“Egbert! 
Egbert!  Are you okay?” came Doc’s voice from the cargo
hold.

“Ohhhhhh.  Oh, that
hurt.”

Egbert continued beeping
mournfully for a while after that.  Doc and Decker carefully
extracted Iggy from Egbert’s storage area and helped him to Doc’s
medical station.  Egbert levitated slowly from the hold, his
outer surface smoking slightly.  Decker accompanied him to see
what his engineering skills could do for the battered
trunk.

This left me, Captain Dave,
alone on the bridge of the Delineator.  It was a good ship,
quick and maneuverable, perfect for transporting cargo or
passengers to all corners of the galaxy.   I sat front
and center in front of the large display monitor.  Decker sat
behind and to my right, and Doc behind and to my left.  All of
us had an array of monitors, buttons and flashing lights at our
work stations.  The bridge was several meters wide, leaving
room for 6 to 8 humanoids, or one Muskovian Nahr Moose.  The
ship widened in the middle section, which had crew’s quarters and
the engine rooms.  Well-paying passengers got Decker’s room,
but usually we just threw a spare bunk or two in the spacious hold
in the back.  It worked as long as you remembered to seal the
cargo doors.

“Dave, are we in
hyperspace yet?  The tourist bus will catch us if we wait any
longer!”

“It’s Captain
Dave.”

I punched in some
coordinates.  I’m not sure where they were, exactly, but I
navigate by my gut.

The Delineator jumped into
hyperspace, or whatever you call it where we go really really
fast.

 

Iggy’s, but still part of
Captain Dave’s, so I Don’t Know Why He Gets a Separate Section,
Log:

A few hours later, a
strange man staggered to the bridge.  He was lean and rugged,
and almost exactly as tall as I was, which I thought was
rude.  The wide flexible brim of his battered hat was pulled
low over his eyes, but it did not hide the variety of splints and
bandages that adorned his body.

“You look like you’ve been
in a fight,” I said observingly.

The man pushed the brim of
his hat back to regard me with dark eyes set over a rugged jaw and
5 o’clock shadow.  He blinked several times, but said
nothing.

I knew he was measuring me,
taking in the hard line of my jaw, the handsome set of my features,
and of course, my captainly physique, which, like my hairstyle, had
not changed since those long ago days at the Academy.  Which
reminded me: I needed to tell Decker to check the laundry machines
for malfunctions.  Some of my captain pants felt like they had
shrunk a little in the wash.

“Captain Dave, you
remember Iggy, the man we just rescued from the fight with the
tourist ship?” asked Doc.

“And before that, we took
him to Kraglor and helped him get illegal pictures of the
Myxolodian Modus, which is why we’re in this mess,” added Decker,
who was assisting a slowly levitating Egbert onto the
bridge.

“What is this, some kind
of a sequel?” whispered Iggy to Doc.

“Not exactly.  Our
trip to Kraglor was just a short story,” said Doc.

“One lousy
story?”

“It was a
two-parter.”

“That’s more like
it.”

“Iggy, I am Captain Dave,
and I welcome you to the Delineator in the name of Captain Dave,
which is me, and my noble crew: Doc, the ship’s doctor, and Decker,
the ship’s engineer.”

“Thanks.  We’ve
met.”

“And Egbert, President of
the Non Carbon Based Sentient Beings Association and recent rescuer
of Iggy himself!” said Egbert from the corner of the bridge, where
he was recharging.

“Egbert, I thank you
kindly for rescuing me.  That was perhaps the most daring
rescue I’ve ever seen.”

Egbert levitated a little
higher.

“Allow me to update you
all on what happened after we parted,” said Iggy.  “When we
left Kraglor, I had one copy of the image scan of the Myxolodian
Modus, and you had the other.  After you dropped me off on
Vxtar, I wanted to get my images of the Modus encrypted and stored
secretly on the galactic web.  I knew any encryption that
would stand up to the Agency had to be done by skilled
professionals.

“The Agency anticipated my
move, and they were there waiting.  I didn’t have time to copy
the files, so they were still stored in my luggage.  They
blasted the luggage first, but I managed to get away –”

“Noble Agnon 6!  It
sacrificed itself to save you!  Who could ask anything more of
their luggage?” said Egbert.

“I stole a small ship and
made a run for it,” continued Iggy.  “I knew that you had the
only remaining copy of the scan of the Modus, and I had to catch up
to you before the Agency caught up to me.”

“So did you?” I
asked.  This story was suspenseful.

Iggy searched my face in
vain for sarcasm before continuing.

“No.  They tracked me
down in their modified Gravity Well 9 series.  I sent out a
distress signal, hoping you would reach me in time, and I was lucky
that you did.”

“What happened then?” I
asked.

“Egbert rescued me, and we
got away before the tourist bus could swing around and track us or
follow us.”

“That sounds
exciting!”

“It was.”

“What’s our next move?”
asked Decker.

“Well, I want to take a
look at your copy of the images of the Myxolodian Modus. 
We’ll need to find someone who can encrypt and store the
information on the galactic web in such a way that the Agency can’t
find it and destroy it, but where no one else can decipher it
before we do.  I need to buy some new luggage, since mine got
blasted —.”

“Just like that?” gasped
Egbert.  “You only just lost your old trunk and now you’re
going to go out and buy a new one?”

“Um, yes.”

“What about a period of
mourning?  You’re supposed to wait at least three days after
losing luggage before you purchase a new one.  Show some
respect for the dead!”

“It will probably be three
days by the time we get to where we’re going,” said Iggy
uncertainly.

“That’s the least you can
do for the luggage that saved your life,” said Egbert.

“Now, can I see the
pictures of the Modus?” asked Iggy.

“Sure.  Decker, show
him the pictures,” I said.

“I didn’t save the
pictures.  I thought you did.”

“Me?  I didn’t. 
I’m captain.  Maybe Doc did it.”

“Don’t look at me,” said
Doc.

“In the Name of the Cream
Pie that Rules Above!” said Iggy. “The pictures are
gone?”












Chapter 2

Captain Dave’s
Log:

Iggy had done enough
talking, and it was time for me to resume control of the log. 
After all, I was captain, and the Delineator was my ship, and
therefore all the interesting things should be said by
me.

“I think it’s interesting
that no one on board saved the scans of the Mitochondrian Moodle,”
I said interestingly.

“We can’t go back to
Kraglor.  TATA will be looking for us.” said Iggy.

“You carbos never cease to
amaze me,” said Egbert.  “Who was Agnon’s best friend while he
was alive?  You guys treated him like something to just throw
clothes and supplies into, but I was trying to guide him toward
finding himself by realizing that he existed.”

“You just want us to ask
you for it, don’t you?” asked Doc.

“You’re damn right I
do.”

“Egbert, oh most powerful
trunk, did you happen to save the files with the Modus to the
ship’s memory banks?”

“I did indeed.  It’s
under ‘Kraglor’ in the ‘Scans of Forbidden Objects’ folder,” said
Egbert.

After briefly opening some
pictures of Rudolph the Muskovian Nahr Moose by mistake, it wasn’t
long before we were all staring in awe at the three dimensional
hologram of the Monotonous Mixer.

“The Myxolodian Modus,”
gasped Iggy.  “I was afraid I would never lay eyes on it
again.” 

The image was of a large
egg-shaped object that appeared to be made out of some exotic metal
whose colors shifted before our very eyes.  Rare and
unfamiliar jewels covered the surface in intricate patterns that
hinted at something just beyond our perception.  The crisp
definition showed incredible detail, down to the smallest patterns
of gems and swirling liquid metal.

“So you really think this
is a map of some kind?” asked Decker.

“That’s what the legends
say – a map to an ancient civilization of unimaginable wealth and
knowledge,” said Iggy as he pushed back his hat to gaze at the
image.  “In the past, many people tried to decode it, but no
one has been able to get access recently, due to the Tourist And
Travel Agency’s control of tourism on Kraglor.  Now, we have
the image.  All we need to do is decipher it, follow the map,
and find the ancient civilization.”

“That’s it? 
Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes,” said Doc.

“Oh, it will take much
longer than that,” said Iggy.  “First, we must protect the
image.  I know of a man with the encryption knowledge
necessary.  He lives in the Ohm system, on Ohm IV.  He is
part of the resistance movement there, so he will not be an easy
being to find.”

“What is his name?” asked
Decker.

“He is a Centauran who
goes by the name Professor Plezdon Zappus III.”

“There were two Plezdon
Zappuses before him?” asked Doc.

“He has a long and
illustrious family history.  He’s happy to talk about it if
you have a few spare hours,” said Iggy.

“Decker, set a course for
–” I said.

“The Ohm system, I know,”
said Decker as he rapidly punched in coordinates on his
console.  “I heard him too.”

 

Egbert’s Much More
Important than the Carbos’ Log:

Egbert received a series of
disturbing messages related to his role as President and Founder of
the Non Carbon Based Sentient Beings Association.  He wanted
to keep the information private, but he needed an expert in various
forms of rebellion and disrespect.

He went to Doc.

“Doc,” said Egbert. 
“I need some advice about a problem.”

“Is this about those
luggage models you keep going after even though they’re fresh off
the assembly line?” asked Doc.

“No.  I told you, new
is perfectly fine when it comes to luggage.  No, this is about
a problem in the NCBSBA.”

“What is it?  Have
rucksacks stopped paying their dues?”

“No, they’re still forking
over the credits,” said Egbert.  “This is about a challenge to
my authority in the form of direct personal attacks.  There
have been several postings on the galactic web, but I brought you a
representative sample.”

 

‘President’ Egbert spends
his time consorting with carbos.

Egbert is an obsolete
model.  He should be removed from power and
scrapped.

Egbert loves carbon-based
life.

Egbert can’t keep his
grippers off of any Vilosh VII Valise that passes by.

 

“Okay, so the last one’s
true, but you see what I’m talking about?  This guy is trying
to usurp my authority,” said Egbert.

“It sounds like he’s just
posting a few angry glogs.  This sort of thing happens all the
time with humanoid organizations.”

“Yes, but he’s gaining
support.”

“Are there elections of
some kind in your organization?” asked Doc.

“No, I’m pretty much
President for Life.  I thought about calling the position
‘Lord Emperor and Ruler of All’ but I figured that might drive some
members away.  President sounds much better.”

“If there are no
elections, what’s the problem?  If you’re worried about it,
why don’t you just send some of your minions to talk to him in
person, or in being, or whatever you call it.  You do have
minions, don’t you?  Scan him and get some more information on
how he’s programmed.”

“Of course I have
minions.  They’re called aides or advisors.  The other
problem is that this guy has stayed anonymous.  I’m not sure
who he is, or if he is contracted to any carbon-based
life.”

“Sounds like you need to
do some research,” said Doc.

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

We arrived in the Ohm
system and landed in the middle of a civil war of words.  The
rebels had accused the government of rigging the votes for
Assistant Comptroller.  The rebels announced their presence
explosively by publishing an article that said there was “some
evidence of corruption” in the election proceedings.  The
government responded harshly, accusing the rebels of “overstating
their case.”

The intensity of the
conflict escalated quickly.  Led by Professor Zappus and using
underground sources on the galactic web, the rebels accused the
government of “dismissing valid concerns.”  The government
fired back, saying they were “concerned” by the rebels
“increasingly non-mild language.”

Events spiraled out of
control, until words like “outraged” and “insulted” filled the
air.

Then it happened.  The
rebels “condemned” the government.  In a frenzied response,
the government “condemned” the rebels.

Professor Zappus was forced
to go into hiding.  The capital city of Ampere was on edge as
the entire situation threatened to devolve into widespread
name-calling.

As usual, I was not
concerned for the crew’s safety when entering a dangerous
environment.

“So how are we going to
find this Professor Zappus?” asked Decker.

“First things first,” said
Iggy.  “I need to get some supplies.  I left behind many
of my possessions when I escaped from Vxtar, and the rest were
destroyed along with my ship.”

“You’ll probably want to
find some new luggage as well,” said Egbert.  “I know you must
be feeling the emptiness from the loss of your old trunk, but I
think the time has come to stop mourning and move on.”

“Yeah, some new luggage
wouldn’t hurt,” said Iggy.  “The Agency is probably tracking
my bank accounts, and I don’t have a lot of cash.  Is there
any chance . . .?”

Doc somehow managed to
briefly disappear, so Decker and I loaned Iggy what we
could.

“Thanks.  I can pay
you back after we find Professor Zappus.  He can access the
money in my accounts without it being traced.”

Iggy and Egbert went to buy
some new luggage, but that sounded really boring, so I stopped at a
restaurant with Doc and Decker.  Iggy and Egbert returned a
few hours later trailed by a sturdy looking beige trunk.

“What do you guys think?”
asked Egbert.  “We went with another Agnon, but I convinced
him to upgrade to the new 9 series, which has more processing
power, compartments and structural reinforcement.”

“That’s a nice looking
trunk, Iggy,” said Decker.

“His name is Artimus,”
continued Egbert.  “He’s not quite sentient yet, but he has
potential.  I’ll need to set him up with some procedural
downloads and log recording software, so he can record what happens
to Iggy.  I need to find some replacement parts for myself as
well. It’ll take a few hours.  You guys can go do whatever it
is you carbon-based lifeforms do during the days.  Recharge
your energy cells, I suppose.”

“If by recharge your
energy cells, you mean drinking, then yes,” said Doc.  “You
guys coming?”

I did not approve of wanton
drinking, so I returned to the ship to play Asteroid, Solar Sail
and Mining Laser on the galactic web.

The crew staggered in late,
and the luggage came levitating in uncertainly even later than
that.  Since Iggy hadn’t paid us yet, he had to sleep on a cot
in the cargo hold.

Iggy departed early the
next morning.  The Delineator left the planet to avoid
suspicion.  We planned to reunite with Iggy after he made
contact and uploaded the files with the help of Professor
Zappus.

Then we received a message
that would alter all of our future plans forever . . . or at least
some of our future plans for a while.

 

Iggy’s Log (as recorded by
Artimus):

Iggy left the Delineator
early with his newly sentient luggage Artimus, the incredibly
sturdy and durable Agnon 9 with advanced log recording software,
courtesy of Egbert.  The suns shone brightly in the early
morning, and Iggy’s hat was pulled low to keep the glare from his
eyes as he scanned the streets.

The meeting with his first
contact, a carbon-based humanoid named Nikola, was scheduled at a
secluded bar in the outskirts of the city.  From there he
would arrange a meeting with Professor Zappus and encrypt his scan
of the Modus, to keep it safe from Dr. Vermus and his minions at
TATA. 

Iggy spent most of the
morning moving there indirectly.  He changed hoverbuses
several times and backtracked often to make sure no one was
following him.  He arrived about 30 minutes early and selected
a table in a dimly lit corner of the bar.  His luggage
levitated in smoothly behind him. 

Nikola arrived a few
minutes after 14:00.  Her orange skin appeared darker, almost
red, in the dim light.  Her long dark hair cascaded over her
shoulders, casting her deep green eyes into shadow.  She was
quite stunning in the visual spectrum, but merely average in the
infra red.  She scanned the area carefully before walking
casually over to Iggy and sitting across from him. 

“Good afternoon,
Iggy.  It’s been a while.”

“It has.  It’s been
too long.  How are things?”

“Good.  I’m surprised
you came back, after what happened between us on Adulteros
XXIX.”

“We had some good times
there, but we both knew it could never last.”

“What can I do for you
here in Ampere?” she asked.

“I wanted to see you, of
course, but . . . something’s come up.  Something big.  I
need to see Professor Zappus.”

Nikola raised her eyebrows
and tilted back in her chair.  A variety of indecipherable
humanoid expressions played across her features.

She leaned forward, all
business now.

“The esteemed Professor
Zappus has gone into hiding.  The revolution has forced a lot
of changes.  Seeing him is impossible.”

Iggy moved closer and
lowered his voice.

“I have something that
needs to be protected, and Plezdon knows how.  There are
powerful people who don’t want to see this data come out, and
they’re willing to do anything to stop it.”

“And what data is
that?”

“I’d rather talk to
Plezdon personally.”

“Unlikely.”

“Ok.  I have a
complete scan of,” his voice dropped further, “the Myxolodian
Modus.”

Nikola let out a low
whistle.  “Impressive.  I bet the Tourist And Travel
Agency is after you.”

“Could be.”

“You know I never believed
any of that stuff about it being a map to an ancient
civilization.”

“But Plezdon does. 
And so do I.”

“I’ll talk to him. 
I’ll contact you.”

“Nikola, wait.”

Iggy extended his hand
across the table and touched her, probably to convey digital
information or establish a hyperlink.

“It really is good to see
you,” he said.

“You too.”

Nikola left.  Iggy
watched her saunter away, then stayed to finish his
narfleburger.

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

An orange light on the
console was blinking.  I knew exactly what it meant, of
course, but I decided to let Decker deal with it, just in case it
was something dangerous.  Engineers are more expendable than
captains.

“Dave, we’re receiving a
transmission from an unknown source.”

“It’s Captain
Dave.”

“Should I answer it?”
asked Decker as he looked over at me.

“Answer what?”

“The unidentified
transmission.”

“Ok.”

Decker leaned over his
console and spoke briefly.

“It’s for you.  Do
you want me to put it on the main screen?”

“You can do that? 
That sounds great,”I said.

 The screen filled
with a black circle against a tan backdrop.  Suddenly, a pair
of deep dark eyes appeared on the screen.  The rest of the
face was hidden by a black cloth pulled across the mouth and
nose.

It was the face of a
ninja.

“Sorry,” he said. 
“Dropped something.”

“That’s ok,” I
said.

“I must speak with Captain
Dave of the Delineator on a matter of great importance.”

“This is Captain
Dave.”

“This is Yaa the
Ninja.  You may remember assisting me on missions in the
past.”

“Yaa!  I didn’t
recognize you with the mask on.”

“I never take it
off.”

“I knew who it was,”
muttered Egbert from the back.  “I did a facial
scan.”

“That’s not really
impressive.  How many ninjas do we know?” asked
Doc.

“If he tries to stick any
more of those swords in me –” said Egbert.

“Yeah, we know. 
Trunk-fu,” said Doc.

“I have a mission of great
importance, and I need a captain who knows how to keep things
quiet,” said Yaa.

“BUT I HAVE A LOUD
SPEAKING VOICE.”

“Your sense of humor is
subtle as always, Captain Dave.  I knew I could rely on
you.  Now, I am currently on the Super Secret Ninja Homeworld,
and I need a ride.  The reward will be
considerable.”

“We would be honored, but
unfortunately we are currently involved in –”

There was a loud BLIP as
the communications cut out.

“A sudden malfunction,”
said Decker.  “I’ll have it fixed in a second.”

“Captain Dave, how much
has Iggy paid us so far?” asked Doc.

“Paid?  He borrowed
two hundred credits from me yesterday,” I said.

“Right.  And he’s
currently on a mission deep undercover which could take weeks,”
said Decker.

“Isn’t that why we’re
waiting in orbit?” I asked, already knowing it was.

“My point is,” said Doc,
“we probably have enough time to take Yaa wherever he needs to go,
get paid, which means Egbert can pay me for that bet he lost about
the talking luggage on that backward world where we dropped the
cargo –”

“I told you!  I need
my money for NCBSBA expenses!”

“The juice is
running!  Anyway, I say we take Yaa’s mission, as long as it’s
not too long, then we can still be back here in time to pick up
Iggy.”

“Hm.  What if Yaa’s
mission takes longer than a few weeks?” I asked.

“You know, multitasking is
the mark of a great captain,” said Doc.

“Then we’ll take the
job!  Decker, is the communication problem fixed?”

“Problem?  I just
shut off the . . . yeah.  I fixed it,” said Decker.

“Good.  Reopen a
channel,” I ordered.  “Yaa?  Sorry, we had a
communications malfunction.”

“It happens.”

“We can transport you, as
long as it takes less than a week or two.”

“It won’t take me long to
‘neutralize’ my objective,” said Yaa.

“Good.  Just tell us
where you are and we’ll be there in a few days.”

“That is a
difficulty.  The location of the Super Secret Ninja Homeworld
is known only to members of the Ninja Order.  We will have to
find a way to bring you here without you knowing where it
is.”

“Hey Decker,” whispered
Doc.  “Type in ‘Secret Ninja Homeworld’ into the galactic web
and click on the second link.”

“Why?  What is
it?”

“A star chart showing the
Secret Ninja Homeworld, as well as recommended places to stay and a
sightseeing guide.”

“I thought it was supposed
to be secret,” said Decker.

“It was, until someone
from the Tourist And Travel Agency figured out that a secret
homeworld was worth a bundle as an advertising gimmick,” said
Doc.

“I’ll lay in the course
now.”

“ . . . then, after you
receive that set of coordinates, I will send you another coded
message that will contain further instructions,” continued
Yaa.  “The route will be long and needlessly complicated, so
that you will not be able to retrace your route.”

“I understand,” I
said.  “Send us the first set of coordinates.  We’re on
our way.”

 

Iggy’s Log:

There was a sharp knock on
the flimsy door of the cheap hotel where Iggy was staying with his
elegant yet functional new luggage.  The door was so old that
Iggy had to get up and physically press a button to open it. 
By the time he did, the messenger was gone.

The note said:
 Clandestine Square. 29:00.

Iggy ordered his luggage to
pack the few clothes and supplies he had.  There was plenty of
room left over in the spacious Agnon 9 series.

The planet’s main sun set
at 27:30, and Iggy set out with his trunk in order to arrive in
plenty of time.  He stood in one of the many dark corners of
the square, and leaned back to wait.

Throughout the square,
black hovervans were pulling up and pushing blindfolded people
out.  Dark hovercars with tinted windows swerved into the
square.  Nervous beings looked carefully around before
climbing in the back.  There were several exchanges of
briefcases for bulging duffel bags, people, and other
briefcases.  The duffel bags were probably being
ransomed.

At two minutes past 29
o’clock, a battered four-portal hovercar pulled up in front of
Iggy.  A small Kraglorian Rock Creature, only 3.5 meters in
height and probably only a thousand kilos or so, got out of the
back of the vehicle.

“Get in,” it
said.

 Iggy stepped toward
the hovercar.

“No.  Get in de
luggage.”

Iggy turned to look at the
sturdy lines of his new companion, the Agnon 9 series named
Artimus.  He shrugged, opened the main lid, and climbed
inside.  Artimus levitated powerfully upwards into the rear
storage compartment of the hovercar.  The lid  closed,
and the hovercar sped away into the night.

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

“Decker, where are we
going?  According to this star chart, we’re not following
Yaa’s directions,” I pointed out in my role as captain.

“First, that’s not a star
chart.  That’s your screen saver,” said Decker.  “Second,
we’re not following Yaa’s directions, because he’s taking us on a
secret route, and we’re just flying straight toward the Knoe
system.”

“But Yaa lives on the
Super Secret Ninja Homeworld.  How can we be flying there if
it’s Super Secret?”

“The location is listed on
the galactic web,” said Doc.  “I just looked it up.  It’s
the in the metropolis of O.”

“I think we should still
follow Yaa’s directions,” I said.  “We don’t want to arrive
early and have him know that we know the secret location of his
world.”

“If we travel directly
there, we’ll have time to stop at a GITFAT for some Kraglorian Rock
Donuts,” said Doc.

“Donuts?  Maintain
course.”

 

Egbert’s Log:

“It seems like we’re
making some progress on identifying my adversary in the NCBSBA,”
whispered Egbert to Doc.

“Who?  What time is
it?” mumbled Doc.

“You humanoids have it set
on night, but I thought this was important enough to interrupt your
stand-by cycle.”

“I wasn’t on
stand-by.  I was asleep.”

“Whatever you want to call
it.  Anyway, I have some information on my
opponent.”

“That’s fantastic,” said
Doc.

“I knew you’d be
impressed,” said Egbert.  “I sent several minions, I mean
assistants, to try to locate my adversary.  They haven’t yet,
but we do know he goes by the initials VB.  We think that he
is a briefcase or a satchel, or maybe a soft-sided
carry-on.”

“Great.  Can I go
back to sleep now?”

“Yes.  I knew you
would rest easier knowing we were making progress.  Soon his
identity will be revealed.”

“Probably not until the
end,” mumbled Doc into the pillow.  Egbert did not bother to
process his remark.












Chapter 3

Captain Dave’s
Log:

We continued receiving
coded transmissions from Yaa directing us to a variety of far away
places while we stopped at the Galactic Ingestible Trans-Fat
Acquisition Terminal and loaded up on Kraglorian Rock Donuts,
Anduthracian Cream-and-Slimes, Graklav Slime-and-Creams, and even a
few Muskovian Nahr Donuts.

It took us a few days to
recover, and by that time Yaa was expecting us.

“Egbert, go load
everything we might need for the trip,” I ordered.

“Why am I always stuck
with packing?” asked Egbert.

“Because you’re luggage,”
said Doc.

“All right.  I’ll
make sure to bring some spare converters for everybody, some
silicate for scratches, maybe some extra surface
polish—”

“We wear clothes. 
Tell you what.  I’ll organize what I need and just set it
outside my room,” said Doc.

Doc went to his room to
pack.  Decker and I stayed to make sure the ship docked
properly.  I’m sure Egbert would remember to bring my bathing
suit, parka, and a spacesuit in case we couldn’t breathe the
atmosphere.

“Don’t forget to pack my
spacesuit!” I yelled toward the back.

“You’re lucky I’m packing
underwear!  I’m going to sanitize my grippers after
this.”

We initiated docking
procedures at the bustling spaceport in orbit above the huge
metropolis of O.

“For being a secret world,
there sure are a lot of people here,” said Doc.

“I’m initiating contact
with the orbital computer now,” said Decker.

“Most humble
greetings.  I am Orbital Intelligence Navigator- Kind: Error
Reducer 4.  You may call me Bob.”

“Thank you Bob.  I
happen to know the OINKER 4 is a very reliable model.  I’m
sending you our telemetric data now,” said Decker.

I allowed the autopilot to
dock the ship with captainly precision.

“We’re meeting Yaa in the
city.  All we need to do is take a tram that runs from here to
the surface,” I said.

We opened the
airlock.

The space in front of us
was filled with beings bustling in every direction.  There
didn’t seem to be any space for anyone to move, but somehow they
did.  The gelatinous beings had an advantage, but even they
seemed pressed for space.

I closed the airlock
door.

“Huh,” I said.  “How
in the binary system are we supposed to get through
that?”

“Hold on.  I’m
plotting a course,” said Egbert.  “No, that won’t work. 
Damn.  Okay, here we go.  I’ll project it in three
dimensions.”

A red line showing a
winding path through the crowd appeared above Egbert.

“The main idea is to go
with the flow, and try not to get separated,” said Egbert. 
“If we lose one another, we’ll meet on the planet.”

“Egbert, I’m captain, and
I give the orders here.  Now, the main idea is to go with the
flow, and try not to get separated.  If we lose one another,
we’ll meet on the planet.”

I opened the airlock
again.  There was no time to hesitate, so I stepped out of the
ship and broke immediately to the right.  A Deltan with a
prominent nose ridge bumped into me, and I barely avoided
beslimement from the tentacles of a passing
Anduthracian. 

The entrance to the trams
was in sight.  I was moving steadily away from it to the
right, but there was another current of pedestrians (and some
tentacle-estrians, but let’s not talk about them) moving diagonally
toward the trams.

There was only one
chance.  I started moving to my left, preparing to make the
jump.  Suddenly, an elderly Swampalonian stepped in front of
me.  I stopped before I ran into her, but the traffic on
either side was moving too fast for me to get around.

Finally she staggered off
in a different direction, and I made my move.  Boldly, I leapt
from where I was into the group of pedestrians moving toward the
trams.  The group began to split as we approached the
entrances.  The crowd forced me to the left, but we ended up
in front of a tram.This better be going to O, because I was getting
on whether I wanted to or not.

The tram doors
opened.  Seeing that the tram was already completely full and
there was no way any being existing only in four dimensions could
cram in there, I decided to wait for the next one.

That was not an option.
 Despite my best efforts, the force of the crowd pressing into
me from behind pushed me onto the tram, where I was pressed into
beings in front of me as well.  I was lucky to land on a soft
furry lifeform resembling an upright shag carpet, but others were
not so fortunate.  A few Swampalonians were reduced to an
unattractive puce pulp on the floor of the vessel.  Of course,
that just made more room for others to press in.

At least we left on
time.

 

Doc, Decker and Egbert’s
Log (as automatically recorded by Egbert):

“Well, there went Dave,”
said Decker.

“There really should be a
better way to do this,” said Doc.  “Egbert, what can you find
out?”

“I’m accessing the
galactic website for this Orbital Station,” said Egbert.  “It
looks like there is an orbital taxi service that flies from here to
the planet.”

“Can we get to it?” asked
Decker.

“I think so.  If we
go right, the hall loops around, and then there’s a moving walkway
down to the taxis.”

“Let’s try
that.”

“It’s a little expensive,”
said Egbert.  “It runs close to 100 credits.”

“Hm.  That’s just the
amount you owe me from our bet.  I’m thinking this goes on
Egbert’s tab,” said Doc.

“I agree,” said
Decker.

“You can always write it
off as an expense for the NCBSBA,” said Doc.

“I suppose I can,” said
Egbert.  He would have shrugged if he had shoulders. 
“All right.  Let’s go.”

Doc and Decker maneuvered
clumsily through the crowd while the sleek and agile Egbert glided
smoothly along beside them.  They made it to the stand with
little trouble.  The line was short, and they were on board in
no time.

“Hey, there’s only two
seats in back, and I can’t fit up front,” said Egbert when they saw
the woefully inadequate and probably discriminatory vehicle that
was going to take them to the surface.

“Luggage go in back,” said
the driver in accented Galactic Standard.

Egbert beeped in righteous
indignation at the disrespect shown him by these miserable
carbos.

“You can take your own cab
for another hundred,” said Doc.

Reluctantly, Egbert the
trunk levitated into the taxi’s trunk.

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

I burst from the tram,
gasping for air.  It had become harder and harder to breathe
in the thick fur of the rug creature, and I was glad to finally
draw in the sweet densely polluted air of the metropolis of
O.  I tried to stop and get my bearings, but I was borne along
by the crowd leaving the train. 

Finally I broke free and
looked around.  Where were Doc and Decker?  Where was
Yaa?  For that matter, where was I?

 

Doc, Decker and Egbert’s
Log:

“Where do you think Dave’s
going to end up?” asked Doc.

“I think all of the trams
from the space station go to the main ground terminal O-Go. 
Then there are four main hubs, O-We, O-E, O-So, and of course,
O-No.”

“Then let’s head for the
main terminal at O-Go and hope we catch him before he wanders off
and we don’t get paid.”

“Good idea.”

“You comfortable back
there, Egbert?” asked Doc.

“Better than sitting up
there with you miserable carbos,” was the muffled
response.

“You’re a little hard to
hear from in there, Egbert.”

“That’s just because you
carbos have such crappy auditory sensors.  Get an
upgrade!”

The taxi passed quickly
through the atmosphere and descended on the city of
O. 

“I haven’t seen this much
neon since we were on Lapuvia,” said Decker.

“Ah, Lapuvia.  That
was a nice trip,” said Doc.  “The gambling, the stim-sims, and
enough energy usage to power a small sun.”

“That’s an odd writing
system they use.  Is that a form of Galactic Standard?” asked
Decker.

“I read about this. 
The writing system is native to this system, and developed
specifically for their language.  Most things are written in
Galactic Standard as well.  Probably.”

The orbital taxi landed at
the main terminal.  The noble and equanimous Egbert paid the
cab fare, despite being stuffed in the trunk for the entire
ride.  The trio went inside.

The terminal opened
upward.  Everyone had to adjust their visual sensors to detect
the top of the building, which extended to hundreds of
stories.  There were multiple levels, each with stores hawking
their wares with bright neon signs and loud music.

The only exception was the
tourist information booth, which was tucked unobtrusively in a far
corner of the 32nd floor, according to the online map.

Between each level there
rose an interlocking network of escalators and moving walkways that
extended upward even to the limits of Egbert’s advanced visual
sensors.

“Hm,” said Decker. 
“So much for meeting Dave in the lobby.”

“Knowing Dave and his
sense of duty to silly missions, he would probably try to find Yaa
before doing something sensible like calling us on our Personal
Computer Widgets or going to a central location,” said
Doc.

“So where is he supposed
to meet Yaa?”

“He didn’t say.  We
know that Yaa would want someplace secluded, and Dave would need
someplace easy to find.  We’ve got to think like a ninja,”
said Doc.

“What are some places that
are always closed when you need them?  Those might be
secluded,” said Decker.

“Tourist
information.”

“Banks.”

“Help Desks.”

“Luggage repair
shops.”

“I’m pretty sure they’re
not meeting at a luggage repair shop,” said Doc.

“I’m just trying to help,”
said Egbert.

“Ok.  Let’s search
the terminal’s galactic website to see what comes up.  Egbert,
you’ll probably be able to read through faster than we can, so let
us know what you find.”

“Probably?  I’m
practically done.”

The humans took longer to
search, but Egbert waited patiently for them.

“Oh.  Here it is,”
said Doc, laughing.  “I missed it at first, because it’s just
listed as SNR.”

“What’s SNR?” asked
Decker.

“Secret Ninja
Rendezvous.”

“Let’s go.”

 

Iggy’s Log:

The long bumpy ride to meet
Plezdon Zappus was made more comfortable by the reliable and
spacious presence of Artimus, Iggy’s luggage.  Iggy wasn’t
much for conversation, and may not have realized that his new
luggage could talk, so most of the trip passed in
silence.

Eventually the vehicle
stopped. The hovercar doors hissed open, and then the lid to the
rear compartment opened.  Artimus levitated carefully to the
ground, and Iggy climbed out.

The splotchy, inconsistent
darkness of the city had been replaced by the omnipresent darkness
of the countryside.  The only sound came from feet grinding on
the rough gritty earth.

“Where am I?” asked Iggy
after adjusting his hat so that the wide brim covered his
eyes.

“Why do people always ask
that question?” asked a figure in the darkness.  “Every time
you pull someone out of a trunk, they want to know where they
are.  If we wanted you to know where you were, would we have
put you in the trunk where you couldn’t see anything?”

“Plezdon?  Is that
you?”

“Hello again, Iggy. 
I am told you have something to show me?”

 






Captain Dave’s
Log:

I was in unfamiliar
surroundings.  I had been separated from my crew by the cruel
vicious-eludes of public transit.  And I had an important
meeting with a ninja.

These were the times that I
flourish as a captain.

I remembered Yaa had sent
me the meeting place in one of his encrypted emails.  I also
remembered I had printed out the secret emails and left them
somewhere, probably in the bathroom on the ship. 

Even though I couldn’t
remember where the location was, and I couldn’t think of any device
I was carrying that might allow me to access my email or send a
message, I did remember one important fact.  The meeting place
was not near a GUTS Barn.

I found a map giving the
location of every Good Uncle Trych’s Sustenance Barn in the
terminal.  Sure enough, there were only 3 floors in the whole
building that didn’t have one: the 13th, 63rd, and 94th.

I planned to start with the
13th, but I lost count of what floor I was on when I was riding the
escalator.  I tried to turn around and start walking back down
the rapidly moving stairs, but I couldn’t get past all of the
beings, some of whom were quite rude.

So I continued to the 63rd
floor, unaware of the danger that awaited me there.

 

Doc, Decker and Egbert’s
Log:

“There he is!” exclaimed
Decker.  “We got here in time.”

Doc and Decker picked up
Dave on their visual scanners.  He was walking toward a small
storefront with an ornate overhang that curved upwards in
traditional secret ninja style.  Three or four ninjas were
lounging in the shadows, probably waiting for other secret
rendezvous.

One ninja emerged from the
shadows and started walking toward him.  Dave called out, “Hi
Yaa!” and several of the lounging ninjas tensed.

In the shadows away from
the others, there was a momentary glint of light on metal. 
Looking closer, Doc saw a different ninja.

“That guy’s not
lounging.  He’s going to attack Dave!”

Everything happened at
once.  Fortunately Egbert’s sensors had slow motion replay, so
he was able to narrate everything.

The second ninja was
momentarily distracted by Doc’s yell.  Within an instant, the
ninja had removed a long blade from a hidden sheath and moved to
attack.

The heroic Egbert, who
really is the main character and hero of all of these logs (as
recorded by his unbiased log writing programs), leapt into
action.  Unhindered by friction with the ground due to his
amazing ability to levitate, he accelerated forward with incredible
quickness.

As the second ninja swung
his weapon, Egbert extended a gripper to its maximum length and
managed to snag the cloth around the ninja’s ankle.

This gave Dave a split
second of time to react, which he used to simultaneously try to
attack and retreat, which resulted in him tripping over his own
feet and falling to the ground.

Dave fell under the stroke,
and the blade embedded in the fake wooden post of the Secret Ninja
Rendezvous building.

Yaa sprang into action with
his incredible ninja agility.  Unfortunately, he failed to
notice where someone had spilled a large Corellian Cola.  His
legs shot straight up into the air, and he landed with a fierce
ninja yelp.

Before the
more-mysterious-than-usual ninja could arm himself for a second
attack, the puissant Egbert was on him.  Doc and Decker could
now see that his trunk fu was no joke.  Every attack from the
ninja was blocked with a gripper, or bounced harmlessly off
Egbert’s advanced polymer shell.

The anonymous ninja was
desperately outnumbered by Yaa and the crew of the
Delineator.  Yaa was getting slowly to his feet and holding
his lower back.  Dave had managed to sit upright and was
slowly realizing he needed to change pants.  Decker was
standing there, and Doc was off tying something to the
railing.

Maybe the ninja wasn’t so
badly outnumbered after all.

Egbert went to deliver a
powerful shock, but the ninja twisted out of the way at the last
second.  Egbert tried to pin the ninja against the wall, but
he spun aside and launched a feeble kick that could not possibly do
any damage.

Except that it happened to
hit the ‘Levitate’ button on Egbert’s poorly protected control
panel.  Egbert thudded to the floor.

“Stupid carbo!  That
was luck!”

The ninja turned again
toward Dave, but Yaa’s throwing star thudding into the wall next to
his head changed his mind.  He turned and fled.

“He’s getting away!”
yelled Dave.

At that moment Doc
reappeared.  He held something in his hands, but it was
difficult to see.

A second later, the ninja
sprawled on the floor.

“Tripwire,” called
Doc.

Egbert overrode the
levitate command and rose to pursue the ninja.  Yaa was right
behind him.

Seeing his pursuers about
to close in, the ninja turned and leapt over the railing that
separated the 63rd floor from the huge open area containing the
escalators.

“Wow,” said Dave. 
“He preferred to jump to his death rather than be
captured.”

“That is the Ninja Code,”
said Yaa.

At that moment, the falling
ninja snapped his arms outward, and a thin black triangle appeared
behind him.  His fall leveled off, and he began to
glide.

“That’s a cool gizmo,”
said Decker.

The now-gliding ninja
looked up at us momentarily and made a gesture.

“Did he just flip us off?”
asked Dave indignantly.

“I believe he did,” said
Doc.

The distraction cost the
ninja dearly.  He failed to provide enough clearance between
one of the fast moving escalators, and the edge of his black fabric
caught in the transportation mechanism.

His head snapped as
mechanism jerked him violently out of his languid flight.  He
looked around frantically, but the device carried him relentlessly
upwards toward the glowing energy port at the top.

“This is going to be
ugly,” said Doc.

“Every Ninja must face his
death with Honor and Dignity,” said Yaa.  “Even if he is
killed by an escalator.”

The tension escalated as
the trapped ninja drew closer to his demise.  He began
wriggling like a magician in handcuffs, trying to free
himself.  At the last second, just before he was pulled into
the probably-deadly and definitely-painful inner workings of the
escalator mechanism, he pulled free from his clothing and dropped,
clad only in his hat and shoes, to the floor below . . .

And landed in the middle of
a meeting of the Inter Galactic Opponents Of Fun.

The shrieks from the IGOOF
meeting echoed throughout the building.  The idea of anyone
being naked in any context was too offensive to contemplate to the
members.  A howling mob descended on the naked
ninja.

“Well, he seems to be
fighting them off pretty well,” said Doc.

“He is a ninja, after
all,” said Yaa.

“It helps that so many of
them are trying to hide their eyes while they kill him,” said
Decker.

“Should we stick around to
see who wins?  I’m willing to put some money on
it.”

“Nah.  I’m
hungry.  Let’s go find some food,” said Dave.  “Besides,
this log has gone on too long without me.”












Chapter 4

Captain Dave’s
Log:

I turned to face Yaa the
Ninja as one powerful man to another.  Even though he had a
lifetime of training in battle, I was proud that I too had proven
my ability to defend myself and my crew in hand-to-hand
combat.

The first order of business
was for each of us to retire to a secluded section of the Secret
Ninja Rendezvous building and change our pants.  I was
certainly glad Egbert had packed a spare pair.

I wanted to ask about
dinner, but Decker jumped in first.

“Who was that ninja, and
why did he attack us?”

“His name is Y’all. 
He was an apprentice of mine.”

“Why did he try to kill
Dave?”

“He has a complex plan,”
said Yaa as he took out two wicked blades, wiped them clean, then
sheathed them.  “His goal was to kill Dave and make it look
like I did it.  After all, you knew he was going to meet me,
and if you knew Dave had been killed by a ninja, you would assume I
had invited him there as a trap.

“Probably not,” said
Doc.  “We’d just assume Dave finally made someone so angry
they just snapped and did him in.”

“I do have a lot of
enemies,” I agreed.

“Y’all knows that if it
looked like I killed your captain, you would be bound by honor to
avenge his death —.”

“No we wouldn’t,” said
Doc.

“And that you would kill
me.  This would allow him to move up and take my place in the
ninja hierarchy.”

“Is it common for
apprentices to try to frame their mentors and have them
assassinated in order to take their place?” asked
Decker.

“Not only common, but
expected.  How else can you move up in the ninja hierarchy if
not by showing your skills by deposing your master?”

“You could submit a
resume,” said Doc.

“You could start your own
ninja academy,” said Decker.

“You could have your
luggage give you advice,” said Egbert.

“I think it’s a logical
and efficient system,” I said.  “That way things never get too
crowded at the Secret Ninja Hideout, and everyone has to be on
their toes, just like a starship captain.”

“I agree with you, Captain
Dave.”

Maybe now it was time to
talk about dinner.

‘So, Yaa –”

“Tell us about this
mission,” said Doc.

Yaa leaned in closer, even
though we were already in a secluded area of the Secret Ninja
Rendezvous.

“I have been hired by some
very powerful entities who are very interested in the
‘neutralization’ of a certain individual.”

“Can you tell us who it
is?  And where he is?” I asked.

“I have little more to go
on then a name and a few pictures.  I don’t know where he is,
but I have some leads.  He was last photographed on Kraglor,”
Yaa showed us a photo of a wide brimmed hat, “and there are rumors
of him traveling to Vxtar, where he escaped ‘elimination’ by
several members of the organization that contacted me.  That
is why they decided to bring in a professional, which is
me.”

“Hm.  That sounds a
lot like Iggy,” said Decker.

“I am bound by the Ninja
Code of Secrecy.  I cannot tell you his name.”

“Is it Ignatius
Johannsen?” asked Doc.

“How did you know?  I
mean, no.  Maybe.  Ok, yes.”

“Hey!” I said.  “We
know where that guy is!  We just dropped him off on . . .
ouch!”

“We’re sorry, but we can’t
let you assassinate Iggy.  We’ve transported him before, and
it would be a violation of both our contract and our ethics to tell
you where he is,” said Doc forcefully.

“Can you still provide
transport?” asked Yaa.

“I think so.”

“What system can you not
take me to?”

“Nice try,” said
Doc.

“Why . . . oh, I
see.  If we told him what system we wouldn’t take him to, he
would know where Iggy was.  That was sneaky,” I
said.

“Thank you.  Ninjas
are trained in the verbal arts of deception and manipulation as
well as the physical.  It seems we have reached an
impasse.  Now, there is a popular restaurant that ninjas use.
 It is very peaceful, and has excellent food.  I will
take you there.”

“Good.  I’m
starving,” I said.

We followed Yaa as he led
us out of the terminal by a backdoor and onto a crowded moving
walkway.  Due to the secretive nature of our dealings, we
traveled most of the distance in silence.






Iggy’s Log:

For all the hardship
endured by both man and luggage in finding Professor Zappus, it was
worth it.  He led Iggy and Artimus several kilometers into the
rocky wilderness, the way lit only by low-power flashlights and the
three-dimensional topographic imaging function Artimus
carried.

Iggy and his intrepid
luggage arrived at a well-concealed shack.  The interior was
dimly lit and sparsely furnished.  The majority of the space
inside was filled with electronics and computer components in
various stages of construction and repair.  The frenzied
strands of Professor Zappus’s hair caught the light at odd angles,
casting strange shadows on the walls.

“Iggy, welcome to one of
my workshops.  This is one of the locations where we construct
messages to denounce the government!   I would offer you
a drink but I dismantled the ARP in an attempt to reconfigure
it.  I wasn’t satisfied with the flavor of the Omeglar Splat
Melons it produced.  They were nowhere near as juicy as the
real thing.  Have you ever had a real Splat Melon? They are
one of my favorite fruits in the whole universe . . .”

Professor Zappus went on
for several minutes, touching on a variety of topics, including
Omeglar Splat Melons, personal grooming, and the relationship
between modern semi-particle physics and multi-dimensional
computational design.

Iggy tried valiantly to
interrupt several times, but was swept away by the verbal
tide.  Finally he just took out the memory cube containing the
scans of the Myxolodian Modus copied from the Delineator and handed
it to Professor Zappus, who never paused in his monologue as he
took the cube and inserted it into an imager.

It was only when the
diaphanous image of the Modus hovered in brilliant detail before
him that he stopped in breathless admiration.

“Oh, Iggy,” said
Zappus.  “So this is why they’re trying to kill
you.”

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

“Where are the chairs?” I
asked as we entered the restaurant.

“There are no chairs,”
said Yaa, leaving it a mystery what we were going to sit on. 
“Also, please remove your shoes- unless you are wearing soft ninja
slippers.  We must keep the floor clean and
unmarred.”

“Mine have a slipper
converter function,” I said proudly.  “And you made fun of me
when I paid an extra 100 credits for it.  It sure is coming in
handy now.”

I effortlessly converted my
shoes from hard-soled captainly walking shoes to indoor
slippers.  In the end I had to take the shoes off to reach the
buttons, but then I was able to put them back on and walk into the
restaurant.  Doc and Decker had to remove their shoes manually
and enter in their socks.  Decker had a hole in one of
his.

Egbert had no trouble,
since he didn’t touch the ground in the first place.

The table was set low to
the ground.  Yaa slid easily into place by folding his legs up
in a complex ninja pattern beneath him.  I tried to imitate
him by folding my legs and easing to the floor.  I got about
halfway down before there was a loud cracking sound from my
back.  I stopped in mid-descent and reversed my course. 
I stood, rubbing a spot in my lower back.

“Egbert,” I said. 
“Levitate over here.”

“Sure.  What do you
need?”

“Just position yourself
here so I can sit —”

“On me?  Not a
chance.  It’s bad enough I end up carrying you carbos around
inside myself, which is fantastically disgusting by the way, unless
it’s Princess Amapororo . . . anyway, you’re not sitting on top of
me.  I am luggage, and I have rights.”

With that, Egbert levitated
rudely to the other side of the table.  He proceeded to spend
most of the evening beeping back and forth with Yaa’s sleek
multi-strapped ninja satchel.

I decided to try a
different approach to seating myself.  I slid slowly to the
floor, this time with my legs extended in front of me.  Then I
took one leg and pulled it back toward me.  Then I pulled the
other one back and crossed the ankles.  That should
work.

Except I was four feet away
from the table, sitting in the middle of the floor.  I
gingerly unlocked my legs and began scooting forward in a dignified
manner by sliding my hindquarters along the floor while pulling
forward with my hands and feet.

Meanwhile, Doc and Decker
had disappeared.

“Where did Doc and Decker
go?” I asked.

“They said they were going
to the restrooms to take some medicine,” said Yaa.

“That doesn’t sound like
them at all.”

“Here they
come.”

Doc and Decker appeared to
walking unsteadily, and their skin had taken on a slightly bluish
tint.  I hoped they were not suffering the psychological
effects of our battle with Y’all the ninja.

They both moved carefully
into a cross-legged position similar to Yaa’s.

“Take it slow,” whispered
Doc.  “Give the muscle relaxants time to kick in.”

“Are you guys feeling ok?”
I asked.  “You look a little blue.”

“Yeah.  I can’t
really bend this way, so I took something to help me stretch out,”
said Decker.

“Is that why your skin is
blue?”

“That one was just for
fun,” said Doc.

The first course
arrived.  I reached for my fork, only to find that it was not
there.  Instead, there were several long thin polymer sticks
in a container in the middle of the table.

The server ladled something
into my bowl.  You can tell it’s a classy place when they have
actual beings bring the food.

I looked down at several
small fish in a green sauce.

They looked back at
me.

I saw that Doc and Yaa had
taken two of the slender eating-sticks and were holding them
between their thumb and first two fingers.  Yaa was easily
gripping the wriggling sea creatures and eating them, and Doc
wasn’t doing too badly himself.

Decker had elected to hold
one stick in each hand.  He would feint with the left hand,
then stab down with the right.  There was a strange crunching
sound and a small spurt of greenish liquid each time he hit one,
but he was managing to get them into his mouth.

I decided that the
principle mistake my crew was making was in not using enough of the
eating-sticks.  I reached over with captainly authority and
grabbed 6 of the slender utensils.  That way I would have 3
times the grabbing capability!

The inescapable logicness
of my position was soon illustrated.  I grasped one
eating-stick between each of my fingers- 3 in the left hand and 3
in the right.  I then attacked my wriggling food with gusto,
in spite of its baleful stares.

Alas, the green
fishy-things were not familiar with my captainly logic, as they
refused to be caught by my multi-eating-stick attack.  Doc and
Yaa seemed to be finished, and even Decker was eating.  I was
so hungry, and those stupid fish were right there!

Out of the corner of my
eye, I saw the server coming to take away our bowls and bring
another course.  After much skilled maneuvering on my part, I
managed to secure a single morsel.  Carefully, I brought it to
my mouth.  Finally, a bite of food!  I reached back for
another, but my bowl was gone.

I had been concentrating
intently on my attempts to eat the first course.  When it was
gone, I noticed I couldn’t feel my left leg.  It was probably
a good thing, since I could feel my right leg, and it hurt like
sparkly supernovas.

No matter.  It would
take more than that to make a starship captain reveal his
secrets.

 

Iggy’s Log:

“So that’s it,
Plezdon?  It’s on the galactic web, encrypted and
secure?”

“Yes, Iggy.  Only you
and I know the passcode, and it would be nearly impossible for
anyone to access it.  The code is unbreakable.”

“1-2-3-4-5 is an
unbreakable code?” asked Iggy.

“Sshh!  Keep your
voice down,” said Zappus.  “Yes, it’s unbreakable.  No
one will think of that as a serious code- that’s the beauty of
it!”

“I think that was the code
for the door to get in to see the Modus.”

“Well, Kraglorians
generally have simple codes, since they can’t remember too many
digits.  We’ll just hope a Kraglorian doesn’t try to break
it.”

“They have a Kraglorian on
staff,” said Iggy.

“Maybe we would be better
off with the 50 character encryption.”

“I think so.”

  “Ok, one moment,”
said Professor Zappus.  He turned to one of the many computer
consoles and entered a string of commands.  “That should do
it.  So tell me, are you going to release the images to the
public in order to hurt the Tourist And Travel Agency, or,” he
lowered his voice, “will you try to decipher the legendary
map?”

“Map?  Most people
don’t believe there is a map,” said Iggy.

“But most people are not
you and me.”

“True.”

“I wish I could come with
you,” said Plezdon Zappus.

“Why can’t you?” asked
Iggy.

“Because . . . hm. 
You know, I suppose I could come with you,” said Zappus. 
“After all, the only way for TATA to protect itself now is to kill
both of us before we can transmit the code . . .”

Professor Zappus was
interrupted by a thunderous crash, and the sound of
screams.

“Professor!” yelled Nikola
as she burst attractively into the room.  “We’re under
attack!”

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

The server took the first
course away, and I decided it was time to strategically reposition
my legs.  I used my hands to slowly extend my left leg. 
I couldn’t straighten it completely due to the position of the
table.  Then I grabbed the right leg, and slowly switched
position.

“Hey, I think the feeling
is coming back in my left leg,” I announced happily.

“Congratulations,” said
Doc.

Unfortunately that feeling
was pain.  My position switch had resulted in both of my legs
cramping.  I think I was better off with when I couldn’t feel
the left one.

The second course finally
arrived to distract me from my lower extremities, two of which
seemed about to snap off.  Fortunately my Decision-Making Orbs
weren’t affected.

It looked like
fish.

“It looks like fish,” I
said observantly.

“It is fish,” said
Yaa.  With incredible dexterity, he took his two eating
sticks, split the fish into several pieces, and devoured
them.

I decided to do one
better.  I stabbed the fish with my super-efficient
multi-sticked eating method.  I popped a large piece into my
mouth and bit down hungrily.

“Agh!” I said with a mouth
full of fish.  “I’m meing stammed!”

“You have to take the
bones out first, Dave,” said Doc.

“It’s Cammain
Mave.”

I spent the next several
minutes picking long slivers of bloody bone out of my gums. 
Doc and Decker were both eating slowly and carefully, but making
progress.  Yaa had already finished seconds.

In between the second and
third course I noticed that the pain in my legs had spread to my
lower back.  I wondered idly if my spine was starting to fall
out of my ass.

I glanced at Yaa.  He
looked at me with his impenetrable ninja stare.  I looked back
with my captainly stare.  We spoke volumes with just our
eyes.  My eyes told him in no uncertain terms that I would not
break and reveal Iggy’s secret location.  His eyes asked me if
I enjoyed the fish.

The third course was
finally something I recognized.

“Spaghetti!”  I
said.  “Every being likes spaghetti.”

“I don’t,” said
Egbert.  “It’s too hard to manipulate with my
grippers.”

“Do you even have taste
buds?” asked Doc.

“Nothing so
primitive.  I have an advanced flavor detection
matrix.”

“It can’t be that advanced
if you don’t like spaghetti,” said Doc.

“I told you!  The
grippers!” said Egbert.

“This is not exactly
spaghetti,” said Yaa quietly.  “I believe you will find it
much more enjoyable.”

I dove in with both hands
and all six eating-sticks.  I managed to grab a twisting mass
of noodles.  I thought I noticed something moving in the bowl,
but I ignored it.  I brought the mass to my mouth, where there
was no other course but to slurp it in as fast as I
could.

The pain started on my
lips, where the sauce had begun eating away the top layer of
skin.  It quickly spread to the front of my mouth, and then
the roof, and finally the back.  When I swallowed, the fire
followed the peristalsis down my throat and dissipated into a
bubbling warmth in my stomach.






Iggy’s Log:

“We don’t have much time,”
said Nikola, after informing Iggy and Professor Zappus of the
attack.

“It must be the
government.  They’ve found me!” said Zappus.

“It must be TATA. 
They’ve found me!” said Iggy.

“Actually, we think it’s
both of them, and that’s our best chance.  The government has
sent the Insulters–”

Professor Zappus
gasped.

“ . . . but they had to
follow the Agency’s operatives here.  We don’t think they’re
working together.”

“The government has been
angry at the Agency ever since they pulled out of an Ohmian
Wire-Haired Conductor Rat-based theme park a few years back,” said
Professor Zappus.

“There’s no time for
interruptions,” said Nikola.  “The Insulters are calling
people horrible names, and they won’t last long.  Iggy, give
Plezdon your hat.”

“But I like this
hat.”

“Just do
it! 

There was a loud CRASH from
the western wall.  Everyone except Artimus the faithful trunk
flinched in fear.

“It seems that the Agency
is not going to wait until words take effect,” said
Iggy.

“We’ve got to
hurry.” 

Nikola took Iggy over to a
steel ball that was arcing blue bolts of electricity.

“Iggy, give me your
finger,” she said.

“Wait.  Why . . .
Aaaghggh!”

He never got to finish his
sentence.  The current shot through his body.  What
should have recharged his battery packs instead caused what hair he
had to stand wildly on end.  In bad light, he sort of looked
like Professor Zappus.

“Now, Plezdon, you run
that way,” said Nikola.

“But the Agency is over
there,” protested Zappus.

“Iggy, you run out the
front.”

“But the Insulters are out
there,” said Iggy.

“Just do it!” screamed
Nikola.  She shut off the lights in the visual spectrum, and
everything became confused for beings not equipped with infra red
scanners.

Artimus followed Iggy
closely as they burst out the front entrance.  Within seconds,
they were surrounded by the Insulters.

“Well, Professor Zappus,
it looks like we have you now, you frizzy-haired wiper of goats’
anuses!”

Iggy was
captured!

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

My mouth was on fire. 
I searched the table for water, but there was none.

“Would you like some
water, Captain Dave?” asked Yaa, a look of triumph in his
eyes.

I would not surrender that
easily!  I knew the pain in my mouth would fade
eventually.  If I could hold out for a few more minutes, maybe
we could go get a hamburger.

At that moment, both of my
legs cramped.  I tried to move back from the table to
straighten them, but I was stuck.  The spasms started in my
legs and spread upwards to my back.

Desperately I twisted to
the side.  I managed to get enough distance from the table to
partially straighten one leg.  Then my back spasmed again, and
I fell backward on the floor.

Through burning lips and
cramping legs, I mumbled the words that would set me
free.

“The Ohm system. 
Iggy’s on Ohm IV.  Now can someone help me move my legs? 
And get me some water?”

“Of course,” said
Yaa.  “Would you like some more noodles?”

 

Anonymous Posting from
VB:

The Doctor, whose name
shall not be revealed, but it does start with a V, was elated to
finally capture his elusive nemesis, Ignatius Johansen.  He
knew him immediately by that silly hat he always wears to cover his
pointy hairless skull.

“Well, Iggy, we meet
again.  I must tell you, I am growing quite tired of your
antics,” said Dr. V. His trusty briefcase rested at his side. 
“First you escape me on Kraglor, with the help of the formidable
Captain Dave and his crew.  Then you try to put the Modus,
which we own all the rights to, on the galactic web.  Now, it
seems, your luck has run out.  You will tell us the code so we
can remove the Modus.  If you do, you may live.  If not .
. .”

The figure in Iggy’s hat
slowly lifted his eyes.  Dr. V did not even need to use the
facial recognition software on his incredibly useful briefcase to
realize the terrible truth.

It was not Iggy.

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

I was expecting Doc and
Decker to help me to my feet, but it turned out they were having
difficulties of their own.  Doc had managed to rise, but he
looked wobbly.  Decker tried to stand up, but his legs kept
collapsing.  Two of the servers found me curled up in an
uncaptainly ball of cramping limbs and had to slowly straighten me
out and help me up.

The three of us stood
unsteadily. 

“Hey Egbert,” I said
commandingly.  “Levitate over here and help us.”

Egbert beeped rudely in
response and made no move toward us.

“Psst,” whispered
Doc.  “If you help us, I’ll share the new brochure I got on
all the new cargo designs.”

“Well . . .”

“It’s got all the specs,
and even pictures with the hatch open.”

“Let’s not get graphic,”
said Egbert.  “I’m not usually into the full-figured stuff,
but I suppose I could help this one time.”

Egbert levitated over to
us.  We each rested our hands on the smooth surface of his lid
as we shuffled toward the exit.

Yaa moved in front of us
with ninja grace. 

“I have arranged a hotel
for the three of you.  Please follow me.”

We followed Yaa slowly down
the bustling street to our hotel.

“You can get a good
night’s rest and we will meet at Station O-Go in the morning,” said
the ninja.

“Should we use the Secret
Ninja Rendezvous again?” I asked.

“Maybe returning to the
scene of your attempted assassination is not the wisest course,”
suggested Decker observantly.

“Excellent point,” said
Yaa.  “We can use the GUTS Barn on the first floor
instead.”

“Good.  Now we have
our rendezvous point.  So, where are our rooms?” I
asked.

“Rooms?  The
attendant will direct you to your sleeping location.”

The attendant showed us
in.  Yaa nodded in farewell and faded seamlessly into the
sidewalk traffic, his black ninja suit making him nearly invisible
among the brightly dressed pedestrians.

“We have 31 A, B and C,” I
said.  “Those must be right across the hall.  It sure was
nice for Yaa to get us separate rooms.”

The elevator opened on a
narrow hall, with a honeycomb of small hatches lining each
wall.

“I don’t think we have
separate rooms,” said Doc.  “I think we have separate
tubes.”

“I get the top one because
I’m captain!”  I exclaimed before clambering up the small
ladder leading to my sleeping tube.

“Where am I supposed to
stay?” asked Egbert.

“Why do you need a
bed?  I thought you just recharged and turned on your sleep
mode,” said Doc.

“That’s not the
point.  I still demand equal accomodations, even if I don’t
need them,” said Egbert.

“I imagine we can find you
some way to pass the evening,” said Doc.  “You want to go have
a drink?”

“Why not.”

“Decker?”

“Engineers are early
risers.  I need my sleep.”

“We’ll meet you back at
the ship in the morning.”

I found my stay in the tube
to be quite refreshing.  It wasn’t as roomy as my full-sized
captain’s bunk aboard the Delineator, but it was sound insulated,
which made for a quiet night.

 

Egbert’s Log:

“I have some more news on
my adversary in the NCBSBA,” said Egbert.

“That’s nice,” said
Doc.

“It’s really not. 
He’s slowly gathering allies within the organization.  I still
have the vast majority.  Most non-carbon based life has
proprietary code as part of their fundamental programming, so
they’re very open to my argument that the NCBSBA is mine because I
founded it.  Still, this new malefactor is arguing otherwise,
and it’s got a lot of beings processing his arguments
carefully.”

“So are you going to hold
elections?” asked Doc.

“Elections?  No
way!  I’m going to find him and rip him apart at the
hinges.  That’s how you carbos do it, after all.”

“We used to.  We tend
to have lawyers and oligistrates do it now.”

“There’s more.  I
think VB may have something to do with the search for Iggy. 
One of my agents tracked him to the Ohm system.”

“Hm.  That’s sounds
like more than a coincidence to me.  You know what else isn’t
a coincidence?” asked Doc with a  gleam in his eye. 
“There’s a bar right over there.  Let’s step
inside.”

“Sure.  Anyway, I’ve
got a couple of beings looking for him,” said Egbert.  “They
just want to meet with him and have a little chat.  Nothing
violent.”

“I’m sure nothing bad
could happen with that plan,” said Doc.

“I agree.”

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

The next morning, we found
Egbert in sleep mode in the narrow hallway, and Doc sprawled half
in and half out of his sleeping tube.  It took a while to
rouse both of them, and we were late getting back to the
station.

Finding the GUTS Barns was
no problem.  A large neon sign with the motto ‘After All, It’s
All Just Molecules’ flashed insistenly outside the
restaurant.  As soon as we arrived, Yaa stepped out of the
shadows holding a breakfast burrito. 

“Is that a burrito?” asked
Doc.

“It is.”

“I want one of those,”
said Doc.

“I’m afraid time is of the
essence,” said Yaa.

“So is breakfast,” said
Doc.

We each grabbed a quick
molecularly-recreated breakfast from the replicators and started
for the ship.

“Unfortunately, ninjas are
not allowed to ride the public trains,” said Yaa when we got to the
terminal.  “There were several compaints from punctured
beings.  Now we have to ride the special Ninja Train. 
Follow me.”

“That sounds like just
another example of carbo oppression,” said Egbert.  “Just
because you are deadly killers who carry razor-sharp blades in
crowded areas is no reason . . . hey, these ninja trains are
nice.  Tinted windows and everything.”

We settled in to the
spacious accomodations of the special ninja transport.  We
again struggled through the sinuous streams of humanoid and alien
traffic.  Before long, we were aboard the Delineator, on our
way to pick up Iggy.

I felt slightly bad about
bringing a trained assassin to kill him, but I had no choice. 
Yaa had bested me in a duel of the palates, and I was bound by
honor to take him to Ohm.












Chapter 5

Iggy’s Log:

“You are one of the
ugliest beings I have ever laid eyes on!  You are a disgrace
to every frequency of the visual spectrum!”

“Your malodorous essence
permeates the air around you!  No being with olfactory sensors
can stand your presence!”

The Insulters worked Iggy
over for quite a while, but even their harshest interrogation
techniques could not break him.  Artimus, the faithful trunk,
was forced to wait in a different room, where he was rudely rifled
through by government agents.

Despite their best efforts,
the government eventually had to admit that Iggy had nothing to do
with the rebellion.

“I’ve told you several
times.  I am not part of the resistance to the government of
Ohm.  I am against the Tourist And Travel Agency and its
maniacal leader, Dr. Vermus.”

“Wait, I know those
guys.  They really overcharged me on a tour of the Hexamonkey
Habitats of New Zootopia.  Most of the hexamonkeys were just
normal monkeys with extra limbs glued on,” said one of the
Insulters.

“You know, it would really
piss TATA off if you let me go,” said Iggy.

“Would it,
now?”

An hour later, Iggy was
released.

The Agency had contemplated
trading Professor Plezdon Zappus for Iggy, but they were so angry
when they learned of Iggy’s release that they freed the Professor
as well.

All Iggy and Artimus had to
do now was wait for the return of the Delineator.  Iggy tried
to contact them but had to leave a message.  Where had they
gone?

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

“Dave, Iggy’s calling,”
said Decker.

“It’s Captain Dave, and I
don’t want to answer.  He’ll want to know why we’re not in
orbit.  Let him leave a message.”

“Ok.  He left a
message.”

“What does it
say?”

“He wants to know why
we’re not in orbit,” said Decker.  “Should I tell him it’s
because we had to go pick up an assassin who plans to kill
him?”

“No.  Don’t tell him
that,” I said.  “I’ll think of something.  I’ll call him
back when we’re closer.”

“It does not matter if you
attempt to warn my quarry.  My Ninja Skills are such that he
has no chance of survival,” said Yaa ominously.

“Doc, I have a question,”
said Egbert.  “I’m constantly trying to update my ethics
drivers.  Tell me, do you feel any qualms about transporting
an assassin, particularly since his target is our friend and
client?”

“In normal circumstances,
yes, but do you remember when we took Yaa to kill the Graklav
Enormous Slime Worm Orlathos?” asked Doc.

“Didn’t he and Dave end up
stuck in the air ducts while you and Decker altered your
neurochemical states with the guards?” asked Egbert.

“Pretty much.  See
why I’m not worried?”

“Got it.  By the way,
do you happen to have that brochure you mentioned . . .”

“With the cargo
specs?  Yeah, I’ll transfer it to you.  There you
go.”

“Oh, yes.  That’s the
good stuff,” said Egbert as he levitated toward the back of the
ship.  “You can see right inside that one . . .”

Iggy’s Log:

“Sir, you have a message,”
reported Artimus, the faithful Agnon 9 series whose new narrating
programs were recording this log.

“I do?  I didn’t know
you could receive messages.  Is it about my hat?  Because
I really liked that hat.  I don’t feel quite right without
it,” said Iggy as he ran his hand over the highly reflective
surface of his scalp.

“I do have advanced
communications systems.  Shall I read or display the
message?”

“Just display it. 
Hm, from the Delineator, eh.  An assassin?  I’m not
surprised the Agency has sunk that low.  What’s a ninja? 
Approach the ship from the southeast . . . okay.  I wish there
was more detail.  I don’t really know what to do.”

There was a sharp knock on
the door.  Iggy tensed and grabbed his blaster.  He moved
slowly to the door and checked the low-resolution scanner.  It
showed nothing. 

Carefully, he pressed the
button to dilate the door.  It opened with the shuddering
groan of poorly engineered products everywhere.

The hallway was
empty.

On the floor was Iggy’s
hat.  A note pinned to the side read:






Sorry I couldn’t stay, but I
thought you’d want this back.  I just can’t picture you
without it.  You’ll be glad to know Zappus was released
unharmed. –Nikola






Iggy picked up the hat and
dusted it off.  He pulled it down gently onto his head. 
It shaded his eyes, giving him a look of mystery and covering his
bald spot.

“Now I’m ready,” he
said.  “Let’s go catch a spaceship.”

 

The Delineator landed in a
secluded spaceship lot on the outskirts of Ampere.  Iggy hid
himself in a position to observe everyone who left or entered the
ship.  After several minutes, a black clad figure
emerged.  He seemed like a shadow brought to life as he moved
across the lot. 

Iggy waited until the
figure had moved a safe distance away before starting for the ship,
his faithful luggage in tow.  Just as he reached an open area,
the figure in black abruptly stopped.  He hit himself once on
the head with his open hand, and then turned back toward the
ship!

There was nowhere to hide
in the open lot.  He was close to the Delineator, but not
close enough to reach it in time.  Quickly, Iggy dove behind
his noble luggage, using it to block the assassin’s
vision.

“Yaa?  What are you
doing back?” came a voice from inside the ship.

“I left my special Ninja
Wallet on the ship.”

“Oh, all right.  Come
on in.”

Iggy rose slowly to his
feet and moved quickly toward the Delineator in a low crouch- the
human equivalent of stealth mode.  Artimus did not have a
stealth mode, but Egbert probably did, since he was President of
the NCBSBA and presidents usually have stealth modes.

It was several minutes
before the assassin left again.  By this time, Iggy was safely
hidden on the far side of the ship.  He watched anxiously as
the ninja moved away.  This time he waited until he was out of
sight before moving. 

He reached the door of the
Delineator and knocked. 

“Who is it?” came a
muffled voice.

“For physics sake, Dave,
just look at the door scanner!”

“It’s Captain
Dave.”

Iggy waited for several
moments at the door.  The door did not open.

He knocked again, louder
this time.

“Who is it?”

“Agh!”

There was a shuffling
sound, some beeping, and then the door slid open.  Iggy and
his faithful luggage stepped inside.

 

Yaa’s Log (as recorded by
Yaa’s satchel):

The Master moved quickly
toward the city of Ampere.  The hot suns beat down on his
black outfit, but he was impervious to the heat. 

The first move was to find
a contact who knew the whereabouts of the target.  Master Yaa
immediately began looking for the kind of dark, shadowy bar where
he could use his Ninja Skills to gather information.

Unfortunately the presence
of the suns prevented any bars from becoming shady until well into
the night.  Most of the day was spent in the hotel room
practicing secret advanced Ninja Moves.






Captain Dave’s
Log:

“Welcome aboard!” I said
to Iggy as I allowed the autopilot to lift us gracefully off the
planet’s surface.  I was glad he had eluded certain death at
the hands of Yaa the ninja.  “Egbert will show you where to
put your luggage.”

“You don’t really ‘put’
luggage anywhere.  We go of our own volition,” said
Egbert.  “So Artimus, Iggy, I saw you guys had some adventures
on the planet Ohm IV.  Pretty exciting stuff.”

“How did you know about
that?” asked Iggy.

“Yeah, how did you know
about that?” I asked.  “You were with us at O, in the Knoe
system, carrying my spare underpants.”

“Ugh.  Those go in a
special sealed compartment, believe me.  I was following
Artimus’s glog feed.  Weren’t you guys?”

“No.”

“Uh-uh.”

“Who’s
Artimus?”

“Okay, that’s it. 
I’m done talking to you oblivious carbos.  Artimus and I have
some catching up to do.”

Iggy’s luggage perked up
excitedly and followed Egbert to the back of the ship, leaving the
bridge to the carbon-based life.

“Iggy, I didn’t know you
programmed your luggage to record a log,” said Decker.

“I didn’t either,” said
Iggy.  “I just wanted something sturdy to protect the
information on the Myxolodian Modus.  And to carry my spare
underwear.  I didn’t know it could do logs too.”

“I’m reading through your
adventures now,” said Doc.  “Your escape from the meeting with
Professor Zappus is particularly exciting.”

“Thank you, but I’m more
worried about our next move,” said Iggy.

“Yes.  As captain, I
am also thinking about our next move, and sometimes even the move
after that.  Of course, I have already used my captainly
instinct to determine our next logical move, but I will allow each
of you to guess what it is.”

“Are we going to fly into
the sun?” asked Decker.

“Search the galaxy for
donuts?” asked Doc.

“We’ll use the power of
the galactic web to help us decihper the Modus,” said Iggy. 
“With the help of Dr. Plezdon Zappus, I’ve uploaded an encrypted
copy for safekeeping.  We can post it, and allow people to
comment with their interpretations.”

“No, no and no. 
Wait, Iggy, what was yours again?  Did you say flying into the
sun?”

“No, I suggested using our
encrypted digital copy to post on the galactic web to see if anyone
else can decipher it.”

“Excellent idea,” I
said.  “The galactic web will allow experts from across the
galaxy to congregate, debate, and arrive at a brilliant
conclusion.”

“Wait,” said Doc.  “I
thought the map was supposed to be a secret.”

“Don’t worry,” said Iggy,
“we’ll label it as something else.  Porphyry’s Puzzle or
something like that.  Besides, Dr. Vermus will probably hack
and destroy any galactic website it appears on within a couple of
days.”

 

“Let’s check the Modus’s
page,” said Iggy the next day.  “Have there been any
hits?”

“A few,” said
Decker.  “We’ve had 6.8 million hits, and 474,319
comments.”

“Wow.  That’s a lot,”
I pointed out.

“In a galaxy of 10^18
beings?  That’s nothing.”

“Now we begin the work of
sifting through the comments for insight into how to decipher the
Modus,” said Iggy.

“Yes, the comments are a
veritable treasure trove of lucid interpretation,” said Doc. 
“For example:






that  perforated puZle
is totally cool

what is that egg
thing? 

this site is stupid i thot
i was getting porn

if you get really high, it
looks like theres an arrow pointing at something . . . its probably
a sign to a giant garage sale from some lost
civilization

the best thing to do with
it is stick it up your excretory holes

I arrived at this site
expecting Performing Ova!  Where are the Ova!

Hi everyone :)
!!!

YOU GUYS ARE MORONS!!! FRAK
THIS FRAKKING SITE!!!!  GO FALL IN A BLACK HOLE!!!






“And those are just the
ones the computer selected for relevance,” said Decker.

“You guys just aren’t
doing it right,” said Egbert.  “You’ve got to use the power of
the galactic web to tap into the collective mind.  Let
everyone rate their preferred answer.  Over time, the process
will distill all the comments until we have only the best. 
Then we use those comments to help us decipher the
Modus.”

“Egbert, Egbert.  I
figured you of all beings would not be so naïve,” said Doc
wearily.

“What?”

“You’ll see.”

 

“Ok,” said Decker. 
“There’s been enough time for the highest rated results to
aggregate.  Let’s see what the most popular comments
were.”

“Oh, this is helpful,”
said Doc.  “Most popular comment: ‘The best thing to do with
it is stick it up your excretory holes.’  Second place, a link
to our friend, adult actress Amapororo, and third, a link to a
video of an 8-legged felinoid playing a trombone.”

We all sat in silence,
wrestling with the implications of our project.

“We might have to go ask
someone who knows what they’re talking about,” said Decker
despondently.

“Before we do, we’ll need
a working model to show them.  We will take the information on
the Modus to a special craftsman.  He will reconstruct a
detailed replica, which will allow us to examine the map in full
three-dimensional detail, and bring us one step close to unlocking
its secrets,” said Iggy.

“Where is the replicator
located?” I asked.

“It’s in the back of the
ship, across from the bathroom,” said Doc.  “Are you getting
hungry again?”

“No, not that
replicator.  Hm.  Now that you mention it, I could use a
snack.”

I got up from my captain’s
chair and walked to the back of the ship.  I returned moments
later with a sandwich and some chips.  I sat calmly munching
for several minutes.  I decided I wanted a drink to wash down
my impromtu meal.  I walked back to the Automatic Replicator
of Food and got a Slythian soda.

“Ah, that hits the spot,”
I said.

I noticed everyone was
staring at me.  This happens a lot, probably because I am
captain and they are looking to me for leadership and
authoritativeness.

“Dave, while you were away
I entered a course for the Pli-Yft system where the being who can
fabricate a copy of the Modus lives.”

“It’s Captain
Dave.”

 

Yaa’s Log:

It did not take long for
the Master to pick up the trail.  He got a tip that Iggy was
staying at a certain hotel, a run-down place near the city
center.  The Master waited until nightfall, and then went to
work.

Iggy could be in any number
of rooms, so Master Yaa began by moving stealthily down the hall to
the records desk.  Even though several beings walked past,
such was his stealthiness that he was not stopped.  He
approached the desk.

“I’m looking for Ignatius
Johansen,” he said.

The clerk was a sweaty
disinterested Ohmian.

“Already checked
out.”

An obvious cover for
Iggy.  He must have bribed them to protect him.  This
would not stop the Master.  In one smooth move, he vaulted
over the counter, caught his foot on the edge, landed gracefully on
his head, sprang gingerly to his feet, and knocked the desk clerk
unconscious with a single deft blow.

“Hey, that kind of
hurt!  I have a bad neck,” said the clerk, who was supposed to
be unconscious.

Master Yaa leapt into
action.  He pushed the clerk aside and closed the mating
tutorial video on the screen.

“I was watching that!”
said the clerk.  “You’re not even supposed to be back
here!”

The Master scanned the
hotel’s check-in history.  There it was!  I. Johansen had
checked in nearly two weeks ago in Room 314.  Master Yaa
vaulted back over the counter and moved quickly down the hallway,
invisible and undetected.

“I’m calling security!”
yelled the clerk, but it was too late.  The Master had already
found the elevators and pressed the button for level 3.  After
a brief wait, he slipped inside.

He ascended in silence,
except for the Deltans in the elevator.  They were
chatting.  Master Yaa had an appointment with
death.












Chapter 6

Captain Dave’s
Log:

“What’s a Planetary
Orbital Opportunity Form, and why is the Orbital Station saying I
need one?” I asked.

“I told you.  Pli-Yft
is a very closed system.  You need a special form to enter,”
said Decker.

“But I am a member of
BARP, and the Bloated Alliance of Rich Planets is welcomed
everywhere.  Isn’t this system a member?”

“Not exactly,” said
Doc.

“You don’t understand,” I
said.  “Everyone BARP contacts becomes a member, they start
speaking Galactic Standard, the local restaurants are replaced by
GUTS Barns and GITFATs.  This is the way things work in the
galaxy.”

“Right.  Pli-Yft made
contact, but they’re still trying to protect their way of life from
BARP encroachment,” said Doc.  “The system only opened to most
alien species a few orbital cycles ago.”

“What do you mean, alien
species?  I’m not an alien; I’m humanoid.”

“Here, you’re the alien,”
said Doc.

“No, they’re the
aliens.  I’m not,” I reminded him.  I didn’t see how Doc
could be so confused, since he could clearly look at me and see I
was a human, not an alien.

“Whatever you say, Captain
Dave.”

“And why would they want
to keep their local shops and restaurants when GUTS Barns can
molecularly arrange any food item you want?” I asked.  “And
the donuts at GITFATs are so tasty!”

“I can’t imagine. 
Maybe you can explain it to them,” said Doc.  “For now, we
need to wait here until we get all the documentation we need for
our POOF.”

We submitted the necessary
forms, and we only had to forge a couple of them.  I sat back
to wait the five or ten minutes it would take them to
process.

Meanwhile, Egbert finished
whatever luggage-based activity he was doing in the back of the
ship and levitated onto the bridge.  He was probably
organizing everyone’s socks, since that’s what luggage likes to
do.

“I couldn’t help but
overhear –”

“Because you have powerful
audio sensors?” asked Doc.

“Yes, because I have
powerful audio sensors,” said Egbert.  “Was that
sarcasm?  Because my detection radius is top of the
line.  Anyway, I heard that you carbos have to wait for some
kind of entrance permit.”

“Yep.  It’s called a
POOF,” said Decker.

“Catchy name.  Too
bad you’re not luggage, and you could just stroll right through,”
said Egbert.

“What?  You get
searched all the time,” said Doc.  “Sometimes they even open
your zippers.”

“Don’t remind me. 
That’s humiliating.”

 

Yaa’s Log:

The Master moved with the
incredible Ninja Stealth that only a Ninja can muster.  He
melded seamlessly with the shadows along the wall as a trio of
young Centauran females walked down the hall.  One girl looked
right at him, then pointed and giggled to her friends, but still
the Master evaded detection.

He stopped in front of Room
314, the temporary residence of Ignatius Johansen.  It would
soon become his final residence!

Master Yaa slid silently to
the door and tried to open it.  It was locked. 
Undeterred, he took out one of his many blades and slipped it into
the crack between the two sections of the door.

After a few subtle strokes,
and the brief use of a sword as a crowbar, the door opened
silently.

The hiss of the elevator
doors opening down the hall alerted the Master to the approach of
hotel security.  Time was of the essence.

The Master stepped into
Iggy’s hotel room.  It was dark, but a Ninja’s eyes are well
adapted to the darkness.  The faint outline of Iggy’s sleeping
form was just visible in the faint light.

With incredible speed,
Master Yaa executed a powerful flip, designed to bring his sword
down with full force on the sleeping victim. 

Alas, the target had been
warned, and had prepared his defenses!  The Master’s foot
slipped on a loose corner of the bedspread, and he landed flat on
his back.

With Ninja Quickness,
Master Yaa rolled over and stabbed downwards.  He knew the
victim would struggle, so he began a Ninja Death Roll, stabbing in
the darkness as he rolled.  With each roll, the victim was
both wounded, and further trapped within the suffocating bedspread
and blankets.

The Master’s humble satchel
witnessed this from his back, and as the bedspread continued to
engulf them, the satchel’s visual sensors were blocked.  Both
the Master and his luggage became further entangled in the bedding,
despite Master Yaa’s frantic stabbing.

“It’s some kind of trap!”
exclaimed the Master.

He rose to his feet, but no
matter which way he turned, he was entombed by the heavy
blankets.  Despite all his Ninja Training, he could not break
free.  Was this the end?

Suddenly, the lights in the
room burst on.  Strong hands grasped the Blanket Trap and
disabled it by pulling it off of the Master’s head.

 “You want to explain
why you’re attacking our mattresses?” asked one of the two hotel
security guards.  “You’re going to have to pay for that, you
know.”

There were shredded sheets
everywhere, and the bed was full of lethal sword wounds, but the
body of Ignatius Johansen was nowhere to be seen!

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

“Captain Dave, may I make
a suggestion,” said Iggy.  “I might know why it’s taking them
so long to process the POOF.”

“Why is that?”

“You might try offering to
pay the ‘expediting fee.’”

“But it said on the form
that everything was free,” I said.  “There are no
fees.”

“Right.  I’m just
saying it might help if you offered to pay an extra fee to speed
things up,” said Iggy.

“No.  It says it’s
free, and I’m not paying extra.  How much longer can it
take?”

A few days later I
contacted the Planetary Orbital Opportunity Form Office to enquire
about paying the ‘expediting fee.’  After an anonymous
transfer of credits from the Delineator, our POOFs arrived within a
few minutes.  I asked for a receipt, but they just laughed at
me. 

“Okay.  We all have
our entry forms.  Now we can dock the ship and proceed to the
planet,” I said.

“Not quite,” said Iggy
tersely.  “We still have to pass Virus Inspection.”

“What’s that?”

“The Pli-Yftyans are
constantly worried about new computer viruses spreading through
their population,” said Iggy.  “So they will scan the ship’s
systems for the kind of viruses you get from looking at lascivious
content or illegal gambling on the galactic web.”

Behind me, I heard the
sound of muttered curses and mad scrambling at Doc and Decker’s
workstations.  There was a series of rapidly receding beeps
that might have been Egbert turning and heading for the computer
consoles at the back of the ship.

“I don’t think we need to
worry about that.  No one here looks at that sort of thing,” I
said.  “My crew is a paragon of dignity and clean
living.  I personally use the web primarily to play Asteroid,
Solar Sail and Mining Laser.  It’s a complicated
game.”

“Well, just be sure your
systems are clear.”

“What happens if they’re
not?” asked Decker in an innocent sounding voice.

“They will put us into
quarantine for a week or two while they wipe the memory banks of
all the computer systems,” said Iggy.

“That doesn’t sound so
bad,” I said.

“Other than potentially
killing Egbert, destroying our images of the Modus, and deleting
your logs, it’s not bad at all,” said Doc.

“They would delete my
logs?  But those are important!  Decker, we’ve got to
make sure we’re virus-free!” I said with the calm demeanor of an
experienced captain.

“I’m working on it,
believe me!” said Decker.

There were two ships
waiting in line in front of us.  The relative safety of the
Orbital Docking Station loomed in the distance.  The scanning
ship had an enormous device mounted on its nose that resembled an
oversized shovel.  It approached the first ship slowly. 
As it drew closer, a thick blue energy beam emerged from the
scanner.  The beam caught the nose of the ship and began
moving backward along its hull.

About halfway back, the
blue scanning beam turned red.  I’m sure there were alarms
going off, but space is not very good at transmitting sound for
some reason.  Two intimidating ships bristling with weaponry
appeared out of nowhere to flank the offender.

Within seconds, they had
the ship locked in an Emitted Graviton Tractor Beam, and were
dragging the helpless vessel off to quarantine.

“Pull me through a black
hole,” said Decker.

 

Yaa’s Log:

The Master tensed for
combat with the hotel security guards.  There were two of them
looming between him and the door.  His eyes darted toward the
window, but it was three floors up, and that’s a long fall, even
for a Ninja.

“What are you doing?”
repeated the guard.

Master Yaa decided to use
the Ninja Art of Verbal Subterfuge.

“Nothing,” he
said.

“Why did you attack the
mattress?”

“Very well.  I see
you are both too intelligent and highly trained to be put off by
simple ruses.  I seek a man named Ignatius
Johansen.”

“He checked out a couple
of days ago,” said the guard.  “Why were you looking for
him?”

“Well, I’m certainly not
from a Secret Society of Highly-Trained Assassins hired to kill
him,” said Master Yaa smoothly.  “I just want to . . . stop by
and say hello?”

“I’m afraid you’re going
to have to come with us,”

The Master’s Verbal
Subterfuge had failed!  The guards must have had extensive
mental discipline training.

The two guards started to
move closer.  Master Yaa stood poised in his Ninja Fighting
Stance.  Slowly, he slipped two slender knives from their
sheaths and held them ready.

“Are those knives? 
Hm.  I suppose you could use those as a weapon.  Better
use the knockout spray,” said the first guard.

“You got it,” said the
second.

A fine mist spurted through
the air.  Master Yaa staggered, then lost his balance and fell
backward.  His durable satchel broke his fall.  The
satchel tried desperately to rouse the Master, but its
ministrations failed.

Master Yaa was
captured!

 

 Captain Dave’s
Log:

Our time came.  The
scanner ship approached, armed destroyers lurking ominously in the
background.

“Are we ready?” I
asked.  A captain must always know the status of his
ship.

“Ready as we’ll ever be,”
said Decker.

“Egbert?” yelled
Doc.

“Clear,” came a voice from
the back.

“I didn’t realize this
would be such a problem,” said Iggy.

“You’ve never met
Amapororo,” muttered Decker.  “Great site, but full of
viruses, pop-ups, adware, spyware, trojans, greeks, and
berjibbits.”

“Same goes for
BetOnEverything.zxy,” said Doc.

“You wouldn’t believe the
junk they’ve got attached to some of the luggage sites,” said
Egbert as he returned to the bridge.

“I like to play Asteroid,
Solar Sail and Mining Laser,” I said to contribute to the
conversation.

The scan began.  I
could almost feel the creepy blue beam sweeping over the elegant
hull of the Delineator.  Would it turn to red?  We would
be hauled away into quarantine because of a computer
virus?

Tension filled the
air.  We all held our breath in anticipation.

“This is really
suspenseful,” I whispered.

“You don’t have to
whisper, Dave.  They can’t hear us,” whispered
Decker.

“It’s Captain Dave,” I
whispered back.


Chapter 7

Captain Dave’s
Log:

A transmission appeared on
the main screen in both Pli-Yftyan and Galactic Standard.  I
couldn’t read the Pli-Yftyan, so I focused my attention on the
Standard.






Ship Clear.  You can
to continue proceeding on to forward.

 

“That’s a relief,” I
said.  “Let’s see if we can find a place to park.”

“Iggy, does your friend
who’s going to model the Modus for us have a place to park?” asked
Decker.

“Since he’s a black market
multi-dimensional modeler, I don’t think he would like to have a
spaceship that’s being tracked by TATA parked outside.”

“Oh.”

“There’s an orbital
parking garage a few thousand klicks behind the Orbital Control
Station.  We can park there,” said Doc.

 

Egbert’s Log:

It was with a heavy
emotions processor that Egbert approached Doc while they were
waiting in line at the orbital parking structure.

“Doc, I have something to
show you,” said Egbert.

Without waiting for Doc’s
response, Egbert loaded the vid onto Doc’s console.

“Ok.  Why are a
washing machine and a toaster going into a room with just a
briefcase?  This isn’t another one of those ‘packing and
unpacking’ movies you made us watch a while ago, is it?”

“With a washing machine
and a toaster?  That’s disgusting.  No, this is something
you need to see,” said Egbert.  “I sent these beings to have a
brief talk with the being known only as ‘VB.’  Now I feel
semi-responsible for what happens next.”

The toaster and the
briefcase started beeping rapidly back and forth.

“I can’t understand what
they’re saying.”

“They’re speaking
binary.  The toaster is just politely asking him why he’s
going after the illustrious President and Founder of the
NCBSBA.  He means me.”

The beeping increased in
intensity.  The briefcase, which had been sitting calmly on
top of a desk, extended six segmented silver legs from its upper
surface.  The legs dug into the desk, elevating the briefcase
and giving it an arachnoid appearance.

The washing machine
trundled forward menacingly.  It had two thick appendages for
sorting and loading laundry, and it held them out in a fighting
stance.

The briefcase struck with
speed not usually attributed to document holders.  It flipped
upward from the desk and dove toward the washing machine, its
silver legs flashing as they stabbed frenetically.

The washing machine
staggered back under the onslaught, but its overwhelming bulk and
strength eventually allowed it to regain the advantage.  It
locked one of its massive arms on the briefcase and started to
compress one of the hinge joints.

The briefcase let out a
series of profane beeps and stabbed viciously at the washing
machine’s control panel. 

Now it was the washer’s
turn to beep loudly.  It threw the briefcase across the room,
where it landed with a thud.  While the washer was attending
to its injuries, the briefcase got to its feet.

A large round aperture,
glowing like a window into hell, opened in the narrow front side of
the briefcase.  There was a moment as it marshalled its power,
then a burst of crackling crimson energy shot across the room and
slammed into the washer.

Arcs of electricity raced
along its surface.  The big machine staggered, then fell
back.  Frantically the toaster, who was only there to
negotiate, levitated over to its fallen comrade.

It beeped frantically, but
there was no response from the fallen washer.  Behind it, the
briefcase was slowly rebuilding its charge for another killing
strike.  At the last second, the toaster fled from the room
and into the street.  The video ended there.

“What was that red thing
he shot?” asked Doc.

“I wish I knew.  It
had to be added after-market as a weapon, probably by his
contractor.  Then the briefcase got sentient enough to use it
for himself.”

“So he zapped the washing
machine pretty good?”

“He did more than zap it,”
said Egbert.  “He killed it.  Even the core memory had
been erased.  Do you have any idea how hard it is to penetrate
the shielding around the central memory?  It would have taken
a great deal of power.  That briefcase, who is now my mortal
enemy, has a tremendously powerful weapon.”

“So what are you going to
do?”

“I must face him. 
But first, I will need further training in the art of trunk
fu.”

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

The scene outside the
airlock of the Delineator was much like that on our journey to the
city O in the Knoe system, except that now the vast majority of
beings moving densely and rapidly past the ship were blue
quadrupeds about shoulder height.  Their four legs came
together in a wide torso platform, and then their slender blue
torsos extended upwards to support a thin perpendicular head and
two thin arm/tentacle manipulator appendage thingies.

My captainly attention to
detail allowed me to take in a full visual description in only a
few short minutes of staring.  My crew did not seem phased by
the presence of so many aliens.

“There sure are a lot of
aliens here,” I said.  “It’s good that none of you are
phased.”

“Actually, we’re the
aliens.  It’s their planet, remember?” said Decker.

“Decker and I cheated by
reading about the planet on the galactic web before we
arrived.  I know that takes all the fun out of it,” said
Doc.

“This isn’t too bad. 
At least they’re soft, and we can see over ‘em,” said
Iggy.

“Speak for yourself,” said
Egbert from about thigh height.

The trip to the surface
shuttles was perilous, but we were able to keep each other in
sight.  Iggy’s hat bobbed indentifyingly over the crowds, and
my captainly aura was surely visible as well.  We arrived at
the shuttles without losing anyone.

“Where are Doc and
Decker?” asked Iggy as he drew next to me.

I paused to consider his
question.  They were with us on the ship . . .

“Don’t worry,” said Egbert
as he levitated around a Pli-Yftyan.  “I’ve got them on my
scanners.  Doc saw a food item with a bunch of tentacles and
weird sauce in it, and he just had to stop and try it. 
They’ll be along shortly.”

“I hope we don’t miss the
next shuttle,” I said.

“They come every 97
seconds,” said Egbert.

“We’re on a tight
schedule.”

“No we’re not.  We’re
not meeting my friend Dwrao until later,” said Iggy.

We pressed into the next
shuttle.  It was a series of long chambers, with a few short
stools along the sides.  The rest was standing room
only.

About midway through the
journey, one of the stools came open.  Two Pli-Yftyans went
for it.  A brief fight erupted in a blur of blue limbs. 
Within seconds, one alien was crumpled on the ground, and the other
was seated on the stool, perusing a small electronic
device.

“Wow,” breathed
Egbert.  “Did you guys see how he used all six limbs? 
Probably not, because your paltry visual sensors can’t process
motion that fast.  I wish I could use my grippers like
that.”

“Thinking about studying
trunk fu, Egbert?” teased Decker.

“Hey, they have six limbs,
I have six primary grippers . . . they might have something to
offer.”

The shuttle docked, and we
followed Iggy toward our rendezvous with the guy who was going to
help us with something.  I felt that I should be
leading.  I did not know the location of the meeting, nor who
it was with, but that would usually not dissuade
me. 

Alas, Iggy was walking
quickly, and there were too many aliens around for me to pass him,
so we were stuck following the guy who knew where we were
going.

 

Yaa’s Log:

Master Yaa was rudely taken
to a local jail and thrown in a small cell, where he slept for
several hours.  He was still groggy and disoriented when they
brought him to a nostalgic interrogation room, complete with metal
chairs and table, and a single flourescent light bulb spreading
soft white interrogation light.

He could have alleviated
his confusion by asking his trusty satchel what happened, but he
did not.  He struggled with the magnetic cuffs, but he elected
not to use his Ninja Powers to escape.

A carbon-based humanoid
walked into the room.  He was wearing a long dark trench coat
and a hat classified as a fedora.  He set his briefcase on the
metal table with a loud clank.

The briefcase filled the
room with its intimidating presence.  Where most briefcases
are drab, this one has sides of deep shimmering black that spoke of
evil power.  As it rested on the table, it extended six long
thin silver appendages and rested them coolly on the table, like
the limbs of a large spider- a spider with only six legs, a handle,
and hinges.

A partition slid aside to
reveal a glaring red optical scanner.

Master Yaa did not flinch
or try to run.  His Ninja Training forbade it.  Also, he
was magnetically bound to the chair.

“You do not know who I am,
but I represent the organization that hired you,” said the
mysterious man.

“The Tourist And Travel
Agency?” asked Master Yaa.

“I thought that a ninja
was never supposed to know the name of his employer, so if he was
captured, he could not reveal the name under torture.”

“Ninjas are never taken
alive.”

The mysterious man looked
around the room meaningfully.  The briefcase clacked his
talons against the table.

“Relax, Claspian,” said
the mysterious man to his briefcase.  “I’m sure the ninja will
be cooperative.  After all, I have come to offer you
assistance.”

“A Ninja does not require
assistance.”

“How about
information?”

“Information is good,”
said Master Yaa.

“Then I have come to offer
you information,” continued the man from TATA.  “Ignatius
Johansen, the dangerous man you seek, has left this planet, and we
believe we know where he is going next.  You see, Mr. Johansen
has not appeared in any of the databases on BARP member worlds,
meaning we have been unable to track him.”

“So you don’t know where
he is?” asked Yaa.

“The fact that my
organization cannot find him provides an important clue. 
There are many planets that are not BARP members, but only a few of
those worlds have the technology that Iggy needs.  We believe
he is currently in the Pli-Yft system.”

“Great.  I should get
out of jail in a few days –”

“We’ve arranged for your
immediate release.  You have transit on the Deregulator. 
It leaves in an hour.”

“Very well,” said
Yaa.

“I hope you understand how
important this mission is.  Ignatius Johansen must
die.”

“The Ninja Contract is
explicit.  It does not end until either the target is dead, or
I am.”

 

Anonymous Posting from
VB:

Once again, Dr. V and his
sleek and intimidating briefcase were surrounded by idiots. 
The assassin sent to destroy the evil Ignatius Johansen had been
captured after losing a battle to a blanket, several sheets, and a
bedspread.

The great and powerful Dr.
V had to use his influence to post a small bail and obtain the
ninja’s release.  He made sure to book the assassin in economy
class accommodations.

Incompetent ninjas don’t
fly first class.

 

Captain Dave’s
Log:

We met a Pli-Yftyan at a
meeting point in a large crowded square.  He was blue and
slender and four-legged just like all the other aliens here. 
At least there was no slime.

I saw him approaching and
turned to Iggy.

“Is that the guy we’re
meeting?” I asked loudly.  “The guy who’s going to help us
make a model of the Mitochondrian Module so we can decipher the
map?”

“Shh!  Keep your
voice down.  There could be spies and government officials
anywhere,” said Iggy rudely.  “That’s not him; she-two is just
going to lead us to another meeting point.”

“Why do you say she
too?  Of course she’s coming too,” I said.

“She-two the number. 
The Pli-Yftyans have four genders, two male and two
female.”

“That doesn’t sound
right,” I said.  “Aren’t there supposed to be two
genders?”

“There is no ‘supposed
to,’” said Iggy.   “A male-one inseminates a female-one,
who transfers the fetus to a female-two, who has to be injected
with a different goo by a male-two to seal the deal.”

“That’s
digusting.”
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