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The Beauty Snatchers




"So tell me, Captain Cave . . ."
Devlin's scruffy beard spread wide with his ragged grin. "How much
does it hurt?" He stomped on
Rick's belly.

Rick curled up tight under the pressure.
Holding himself together was all he could do.

“I mean,” Devlin continued, "being gut
shot has got to sting. Does it
hurt worse than knowing your girl is my toy?" Devlin glanced back
at the shadows.

The biggest man Rick had ever seen emerged
from the darkness. Tall and musclebound. A regular giant. In his
callous hands, he held slender, lovely Miho.

"Leave. Leaver her alone," Rick said.
Though he was dying, his voice remained sharp. "I'll
kill you."

"You're already dead, you sorry sack."
Devlin leveled his slug thrower between Rick's eyes. The weapon was
nasty looking. Primitive. It launched steel jacketed rounds powered
by a blast of ignited powder. Not a fifth as effective or efficient
as a modern laz-blaster. "I just let you see how everything'll turn
out." To the muscle bound giant, Devlin said, "We don't need her
brain box. Get rid of it."

The giant grimaced and released Miho's waist
to palm the back of her head.

"Don't," Rick said, but it was no use.

The giant twisted. Miho's eyes widened with
obvious agony. After a solid crack, the giant turned her head all
the way around. Spun it like a screw, until the whole head came up
and off. He tossed it aside like a bottle cap.

Her body flailed, arms waved, legs kicked.
No blood, though; androids didn’t bleed.

The giant laughed like a cruel god.

Hot water filled Rick’s eyes. Her name
caught in his throat.

"See you in Hell, Captain," Devlin said.

“Everyone hold position!” A new voice.
Thickly accented New-Slav speaker.

Devlin ran for cover. "Run, Meathead,
it's the Stars."



Together they made tracks. A few laz-blaster
reports pursued them, but the streaks of blue light peppered stone
and dock turf instead of the fleeing men.

Devlin’s goon ran surprisingly fast,
considering he weighed as much as an elephant and was burdened with
a headless android's body.

If Rick hadn't been trying not to die, he
might've laughed. Gut shots sobered a fellow pretty damn fast.

The Stars approached carrying flashlights
and pistols. Two officers. One crouched to inspect Rick.

"Are you alive, Meester Cave?"

Rick blinked through the pain. That voice.
Very familiar. Couldn't place it. Gut shots were inherently
distracting. "I'm still kicking," he said. "Dunno how hard,
though."

"Hold on," the Stars man said. He pulled a
radio from his belt. “We are need medical unit.” Flashlight swipes
revealed the ugly visage of a typical New-Slav Party man.

"Didn't you. Use to work. Dock
collections?"

“Da.” The Star
grinned. "You always paid well and on time, Kiptin, and I—"

Oblivion swallowed Rick before the Stars
officer could finish talking.

#

Medicine on Pioter's World wasn't the best
in known space. Old machines, old practices, old knowledge, and
service so slow as to be nearly criminal.

It was a microcosmic view of the New-Slav
planetary alliance.

Slow and bad as it was, the medic-wagon was
still fast and good enough to keep Rick Cave from tripping off into
the final dark.

He woke with a dozen plastic staples holding
his bowels together and blood filling his mouth.

Miho smiled and said, "Good morning, sleepy
head," from a nearby tray.

Seeing only her head, Rick’s rage pushed
away his agony.

"Did they get away?"

Miho frowned, but her eyes still sparkled
when they looked at him. "The enforcers of law—"

"Stars," Rick said. "Law is called 'Stars'
on Pioter's World."

"Yes. Well, the Stars did not put up much of
a chase."

"They got away."

"With my body, yes." Her large, lovely eyes
filled with moisture. Miho had special tear ducts for imitating the
human act of weeping. "They are not treating me well."

"You can still . . . Feel your body?"

"My programming was developed using quark
theory," she said. "No matter that they might be separated, my
brain and body can—"

"Simple answer," Rick interrupted, "is
'yes'."

"Of course." A warm, embarrassed red colored
her cheeks. "Yes, I still feel myself."

"And do you know where you are? The rest of
you, I mean."

"Yes," she said, obviously proud of offering
the simple answer this time around.

Rick sat up too fast and felt the sensation
of a serrated knife twist in his belly. Through the pain, he said,
"Where are you?"

"On a tray." She offered a tiny
chuckle. "And I'm on a spacecraft." She paused, and her eyelids
flutted momentarily. "The registration is Core Sys, the name
is Laurent."

Devlin’s tug. "En route to where?"

"No where," she said. "It's docked."

"On Pioter's World?"

"No,” she said, “On Planetoid SD-773.”

"Donovan's Luck?"

"You know it?"

"Unfortunately," Rick said. "If you thought
Pioter's World was morally bankrupt, wait until you experience that
burg."

"I think," she said, "I'm doing that right
now."

"What?"

"I'm being moved. Unloaded.
Transported."

He swung his legs over the side of
the table. Winced.

"But, you’re hurt—"

"No buts."

Miho’s smile was warm and full of life. That
she was an android mattered not one whit. "Yes, my Captain."
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