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Troels Pleimert



The unspeakable fate of the Star

Confederation awaits…

One word sprang to mind as Roger looked at the

colony of Klorox II: desolate. The whole place

looked empty. Unpopulated. In fact, the entire

colony had an air of abandonment about it. Blast

marks adorned the colony structures, the greenhouse was in shambles, and the shuttle (which was

supposed to be on the shuttlepad) was missing,

having been replaced by a large scorch mark.

Some meters away from Roger, an array of

mining tools had been carelessly discarded, as if…

as if their owners left in a hurry.

Something about this place made a chill run

down Roger’s spine, despite the heat.
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Captains Log, SCS Excalibur, Stardate

2709.69. Fleet Admiral Roger Wilco commanding.

The Excalibur is on course to investigate

the disappearance of several ships in the

region of space known as the Menudo Triangle. I no doubt have been selected for

this mission due to my great achievements

as a military leader and matchless diplomatic skills.

I go forward with total confidence in my

ship and my crew, and yet I am vaguely

uneasy. I cannot put memories of traveling

to the future and meeting my son out of my

mind. Each night my dreams are haunted

by the image of the woman he said would

one day be my wife. I know she’s out

there…somewhere.

But that’s not important right now. The

fate of trillions rides on the decisions I may

have to make in the next several hours. As

commander of the Star Confederation’s

proudest flagship, I must follow the Su-
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preme Guideline:

To Boldly Go Where No One Has—no,

no, no…

To Bravely Traverse Where No Creature

Has Traversed—uhh, that’s not it…

Aw, skip it.



*



*



*



Roger Wilco leaned back in his command chair and stared at

the viewscreen in front of him. White sparkly dots flew past

him on an inky panorama of blackness as the starship Excalibur made its way across the Menudo Triangle sector. This

was largely uncharted territory—most ships that had dared

enter this sector never returned.

Even though the mission was intriguing, and the prospect

of commanding the greatest starship known to beingkind was

exhilarating, Roger still had a gut feeling. A gut feeling that

he was doing something wrong. A gut feeling that he was

embarking on something he wasn’t capable of handling.

Maybe he should just back out…

No! This was not the thinking fit for what had become the

greatest diplomatic and strategic mind in the Star Confederacy. He would not give up. Those ships out there had to be

found; their fate had to be learned. It had to be done!

But would it get himself killed? What if he did get killed?

He would not only condemn the present, but also the future.

Should he die here, he would not be able to become the father

of his future son, who would in turn save his life in the past.

So if he died in the present he’d die in the past, condemning

Xenon to eternal dictatorship at the hands of the Super Biomech Computer.

It all sounded too weird to be true. But it was. He knew.
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He’d seen the destruction first hand. The time rippers, as they

called themselves, had fetched him from the time period of

Space Quest IV and brought him to Space Quest XII. His

actions were the direct cause of the disintegration of the Super

Computer and the insane Vohaul-personification it had

adopted. In other words, he’d saved the future. And should

he die today—or anytime before he would father his son—the

future would lay in ruins…forever.

He gave up this train of thought, not only because it was

depressing him, but also because he felt a serious headache

coming on.

He found difficulty in doing so, however. The holographic image of the woman his future son had shown him…the

woman who was to become his wife. He could not force that

image out of his mind. He didn’t want to. For the first time

since he could remember, he was in love. And he didn’t even

think of asking for her damn phone number.

Abruptly, his daydreaming was interrupted by one of the

console officers, who swiveled around on his chair and reported: “Admiral, strike ships are coming in at point threefive!”

This is it. This is where it all comes down.

Roger leaned forward. “Raise shields. Arm photonic dischargers and proton torpedoes.”

“Shields up,” acknowledged the console officers.

“Dischargers and torpedoes armed and locked, sir,” his

tactical officer reported.

A photonic discharge-blast hammered into the side of the

Excalibur, causing it to shake violently for a few seconds. The

red lights around the bridge went off, accompanied by the loud

wail of the red-alert klaxon.

“Shields are holding, Admiral,” his tactical officer yelled

over the noise.

Roger screamed, “Fire torpedoes and dischargers! Helm,



9



Troels Pleimert

hard to port!”

Another blast punched into the shields of the ship, causing

it to take another tumble in space.

Suddenly, every light clicked off and all the bridge crewmembers vanished instantly. The viewscreen, which up until

now had displayed a moving starfield occupied by several

evil-minded warships, was replaced by the angry-looking face

of Captain Raemes T. Quirk.

“Cadet Wilco, what in the name of the seventh star cluster

are you doing in the bridge simulator?!” he yelled angrily.

Roger didn’t have time to reply. “Get out of there and back to

class where you belong, space cadet! And if I catch you in

here again without permission I’ll have you tossed out of the

academy so fast you’ll get warp disorientation!”

With that, the image flashed off and was replaced by the

words SIMULATION TERMINATED in large, red letters.

The simulator, which had been suspended approximately

five meters above ground during the simulation, lowered itself

smoothly on the hydraulic pistons until it reached floor level.

The darkened chamber in which it was located was lit up

rhythmically by a rotating light on top of the ship-shaped

simulator, indicating a simulation in progress. As soon as the

simulator reached floor level and the doors opened, the light

shut off.

Roger turned around on his fake command chair and stood

up. Head bowed, he proceeded down the narrow walkway to

the door which led into the academy hallways.
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The door opened with a faint hiss into the classroom. Roger

walked cautiously through the doorway, located an empty

table, and sat down at it.

“Sorry I’m late, professor,” he apologized.

The professor explained to him, without any introduction,

any brace-yourself, any form of merciful wrap-in, that the

class was doing the final StarCon aptitude test today.

Roger nearly had a nervous breakdown.

“You

mean…today? As in, right now?” he managed to stammer

between hyperventilation breaths.

The professor nodded. Roger thought he noticed a disguised hint of sadistic pleasure in the eyes of the professor, but

it could just have been his imagination.

“By the way,” the professor inserted, “please come and

see me after class, cadet Wilco.”

Roger nodded, unintentionally hyperactively. “Yes, sir,”

he whispered.

The professor gave the signal to commence the test, and

the entire classroom plunged into a disturbingly uncomfortable

silence.

*



*



*
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1.



GRONKO IS COMMANDING A NOVA-CLASS

SCOUTSHIP WHEN HE COMES FACE TO FACE WITH

THREE HORAK BATTLE CRUISERS. HE SHOULD:

1. IMMEDIATELY OPEN FIRE WITH EVERY WEAPON AT HIS DISPOSAL.

2. PRETEND THEY AREN’T THERE.

3. BROADCAST WAGNER’S “RIDE OF THE VALKYRIES” OVER THE COM-LINK.

4. 3, THEN 1.

5. REBOOT.



The pixelized text on the StudentPad, imbedded into Roger’s

pupil desk, was staring back at him unceremoniously. It was

still the first question, and the test had now been in progress

for more than thirty minutes.

Roger had finally come to the ultimate conclusion that he

had no clue whatsoever. When looking back at the past several months, he reluctantly realized his mistake. It had been

some pretty rough months, what with having to deal with

skipping classes, snoozing through lectures, and spending long

moments considering the implications of actually opening a

textbook. And when it finally got down to it, Roger was,

essentially, screwed.

There was only one option left.

Cheat.

*



*



*



A proctordroid hummed diligently over the classroom, keeping an electronic eye on the students. Anyone caught peeking

so much as near another person’s test would immediately be

spotted and would automatically fail the course.

Fortunately, the scanning range of the droid was limited,



12



“The Next Mutation”

and it was constantly necessary to swivel 90 degrees in order

to keep an eye on the entire class. So what the proctordroid

did was to spend three seconds looking at one part of the

room, then turn and spend three more seconds looking at the

other part of the room, then turn again and look at the first part

for three seconds.

Roger made good use of these three seconds to stretch up

from his chair and peek at the StudentPad on his left side.

This particular StudentPad was currently being used by a cadet

whose name was unknown to Roger, but one look at him and

you’d instantly come to one indisputable conclusion: The guy

was undoubtedly smarter than Roger’s whole family. It was

probably the cranial configuration that gave it away—the

forehead portion of his skull was large enough to contain two

full-sized humanoid brains—and the overall intellectual look

on him indicated that he probably made full use of both of

them.

Thankfully, his reflexes weren’t all that quick, as Roger

managed to dive back down to a normal sitting position a

couple of nanoseconds before the nerd-chieftain would swivel

his head and gaze bewildered in Roger’s general direction. To

Roger’s great relief, he didn’t voice any objections throughout

the whole 10 questions of the test.

A loud chime indicated the end of the period, and students

rose from their seats and made their way to the door.

“The test’s over already?” Roger asked, smirking slightly.

He’d spent the past one and a half hour pretending to be hard

at work on the last question of the test, when in reality he’d

already solved it, with uncredited thanks to his new best

friend.

The professor proceeded to inform him that, as punishment for his tardiness, Roger was to clean the academy crest

in the main rotunda area. Realizing that refusing would result

in immediate failure, Roger acknowledged briefly with a
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clumsy salute and an almost incoherent “Yes, sir.” He then

stood up and made for the doorway.

*



*



*



After having procured a Scrub-o-Matic portable floor scrubber

and a set of what he initially had labeled as orange party hats,

Roger set out to perform his punishment. It seemed almost

ironic to him that the professor would choose that particular

form of punishment—janitorial job—seeing as Roger had

been a janitor all his life, before joining the academy. Or

maybe it was intentional. Maybe the sadistic grin hadn’t been

his imagination after all.

The rotunda was a massive, circular room, in which a lot

of drive components and critical machinery was housed, but it

was mostly made out to be a huge recreation area. You entered onto a circular, suspended walkway, which towered

fifteen meters above the ground floor, and which encircled the

whole room. Adorned on the walls were monumental viewscreens looking out into space. The academy was an orbiting

space station, so the view outside was, in all honesty, breathtaking. The floor far below was the main floor, and adorning

it was the gold-colored crest emblem of the Star Confederacy.

And boy, did it look dingy.

Immediately, several fibers in Roger’s body sprung to life

and lit up like a storefront in Christmas season and screamed

out for him to clean up that mess down there. Once a janitor,

always a janitor? No. He would become a starship captain,

no matter what it took. Once a janitor, soon-to-be commanding officer of his own ship and crew. But first, he had a job to

do.

He took a graviton-lift down to the main floor. Upon

closer inspection, the crest did indeed look extremely grimy.

The janitorial staff had, apparently, been slacking off on their
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duty, or… He didn’t like what he was about to think, so he

abandoned the thought and concentrated on the task at hand.

He placed the safety cones (which he now knew the party

hats were) at the three corners of the triangular crest image.

He placed the Scrub-o-Matic on the floor, unfolded it, sat on

it, and wondered to himself how the hell to get this thing

started.

One button marked “START” seemed like the most obvious

solution. Once Roger pressed the button, he was startled to

hear the floor scrubber come alive and zoom off madly at an

unprecedented velocity.

Soon, however, Roger got the controls somewhat under

control, and within a remarkable short time, the crest looked

sparkly clean. Roger moved the floor scrubber off to a corner

to admire his handiwork. He might be on the high road up to

fame and herodom, but he still had the golden touch.

At that point, he saw a familiar figure move towards him

in the corner of his eye, accompanied by another figure, totally

unfamiliar to him. The familiar figure, dressed in the all-too

familiar purple uniform, was none other than his superior,

Captain Quirk. His companion, who turned out to be female,

was dressed in a gray uniform, and was not bearing the usual

StarCon emblem.

Captain Quirk stopped a short distance from Roger and

proceeded to direct the woman’s attention to her surroundings.

“As you can see, ambassador Wankmeister, we run a very

tight ship here at the academy,” Quirk droned. “This station is

one of the most well-equipped and prized installations in the

Star Confederacy.”

“It’s nice to see our tax buckazoids aren’t going completely to waste, Captain Quirk,” the ambassador replied sarcastically.

“Here we are, ambassador Wankmeister,” Quirk continued

unabated, “this is the main rotunda. It was dedicated on star-
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date 09-2097.09…”

The ambassador wasn’t paying attention, however. She

was busy looking at the cadet sitting on a floor scrubber in the

middle of everything, gazing idiotically at her.

Quirk finally noticed that his companion’s attention was

no longer with him. “Ambassador?”

The ambassador moved towards Roger and stopped directly in front of him. “Excuse me,” she said, “but aren’t you

Roger Wilco, the man who foiled the Sariens some years

back?”

Roger gazed deep into her eyes. She was so beautiful, so

pretty…and somehow, she seemed so familiar. Then, it

dawned on him.

It’s her!

It was. It was the woman from the holodisk, which his future son had shown him, in the future of Space Quest XII. The

woman whom his son had said was destined to become his

future wife. Beatrice… Beatrice Wankmeister.

This is my big chance, he thought to himself. Say something clever and romantic.

“Uh, um…yeah…er, uhh, I mean, umm—yes,” he stammered.

Way to sweep her back on her feet there, buddy, his inner

voice was saying to him sarcastically. Nice to see you haven’t

lost your golden touch with women.

“Excuse me, ambassador,” Quirk interrupted, “but we really should be heading back to the conference now.”

Beatrice didn’t take her eyes off Roger, but her look had

changed somehow. “You’re…not all what I expected,” she

said. “See you around, Roger.”

“Hold on there, cadet,” Quirk growled. He looked sternly

at Roger’s clean-up work. “Looks like you missed a spot,” he

said, fixing his eyes on an imaginary stain.

“Uh, sir,” Roger stammered, “you’d better watch your
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step. The floor is still really wet, and just a little bit—”

Before Roger could say any more, Quirk had already lost

balance and performed a rather acrobatic airspin before falling

flat on his back. He fought his way to a sitting position, replacing a hair piece which had been jarred loose.

Beatrice was standing behind him. “Nice rug, Quirk,” she

laughed. “Is that a toupee or a roadkill?”

Quirk scowled at Roger like an angered schäfer hound,

still fighting to keep the jumpy hair piece in place. “You did

that on purpose, Wilco,” he sneered. “I’m placing you on

double secret probation. One more screw-up around here, and

you’re history…space cadet!”

With that, he got up violently and stomped off, the stilllaughing ambassador in tow.

Roger looked after them until they disappeared up the gravitron-lift and through an exit.

It was her, he thought as he got up from the Scrub-oMatic, folded it, and put it in his pocket.

*



*



*



Little did he know, as he exited into the hallway, a small,

quick space rodent made its way across the floor and squeezed

through the impossibly small ventilation shaft opening.

When it reappeared into open space a few seconds later, it

was inside a stunningly huge room, occupied by an equally

stunningly huge computer. The dark, almost blood-colored

red ceiling in the room was at least ten meters high, and the

machine was perhaps four or five centimeters away from

scratching the paint job off. It was red in color, and was being

attended to by a dozen attendants, dressed in white overcoats.

A large legend on the side of the machine read GRADEMASTER

3000.

This was where all tests were transferred after having been
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answered by cadets, to be graded electronically.

screen somewhere on the machine read:



A small



SAT

SCORES

GRADING

CURRENTLY

IN

PROGRESS:

GORDON, F.

— FAIL

EINSTEIN, A.

— FAIL

— PROCESSING…

WILCO, R.



It was undoubtedly due to Roger’s unprecedented level of

dumb luck that the space rodent chose that particular moment

to climb through another ventilation shaft, this time leading

into the interior of the GradeMaster.

After asserting the situation, the rodent came to the conclusion that the stringy, brightly colored things in front of it

must be food. It jumped them at chowed down. Immediately,

sparks flew everywhere and the rodent was zapped instantly as

it sank its teeth into what in reality was the main CPU processor cable.
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“Huh? What was that?” said Captain Quirk, in reaction to the

sudden stutter from the fluorescent lights in the ceiling. After

fighting for control for a few seconds, the lights regained

power and remained on.

The conference room he was sitting in was occupied largely by a rectangular table, which had room for four occupants

on each side. All eight seats were occupied by StarCon officials, mostly station administrators and other top brass representatives. The end of the table didn’t have a chair, but was

nevertheless occupied by a standing ambassador Beatrice

Wankmeister.

“Excuse me, Captain,” tweedled a nearby StarCon official,

“but you didn’t raise your hand.” He directed his attention to

the ambassador, whose facial expression didn’t exactly reek of

bliss. “Now, as I was saying, ambassador, we are a fairly

remote installation and I simply cannot spare the ships for the

kind of operation you suggest.”

“Admiral, I’m afraid you don’t understand the potential

ramifications of this problem,” Bea explained. “If the Sludge

Bandits continue to illegally dump toxic waste wherever and

whenever they choose, the environmental consequences could

be staggering. Entire planets could be devastated!”
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“Now, now, ambassador, there’s no need to get so agitated,” said the admiral calmingly. “StarCon already has

enough ships on patrol to put an end to these ‘Sludge Bandits,’

as you call them.”

“Look, ambassador,” Quirk cut in, “StarCon has some of

our most top-notch ships, staffed with the finest crews in the

galaxy, on the patrol…”

“No, you listen, rug head!” the ambassador yelled, her patience runneth over. “This illegal dumping in this sector is

going right under your poly-weave! Our patrols have located

four planets in the G6 quadrant alone.”

Quirk didn’t seem abated. “I would like to hear more

about these alleged dumping sites. Perhaps over dinner this

evening?”

Bea was unimpressed. “I’ve already transmitted the coordinates to StarCon Central Command, along with a list of

suspected sites we haven’t been able to check out yet.”

The admiral cut in. “Well, then, that settles it! Captain

Quirk, you are to go and investigate these sites. You’ll soon

see, ambassador, that there is nothing to fear, and that we have

the situation completely under control.”

“Admiral, I will be going along as an observer,” said Bea.

“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” said the admiral. “StarCon

regulations strictly forbid civilian participation in military

operations…”

“Actually,” Quirk cut in, “I think having the ambassador

along would be a good idea. I think the two of us could develop a very productive working relationship.”

“Admiral, may I remind you,” Bea continued, “that I am

the official administrator of the G6 quadrant with full ambassadorial status, and as such not subject to—”

“I’m sure that Captain Quirk will do everything in his

power to perform the mission,” the admiral interrupted.

“There’s no need for you to hinder him on this mission.”
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Bea practically exploded. “This is my system, and my

people we’re talking about here! I’m going on that ship and

that’s all there is to that! Case closed! We’re adjourned!

Good day, gentlemen!”

With that, she spun on her heels and headed for the door

behind her. As it opened, there was a loud “Doh!”, and the

sound of someone collapsing onto the floor.

“Oh great,” the ambassador growled irritated, looking

down on Roger with a look that almost made him jump up and

run for cover, “the savior of the universe in all his glory. Isn’t

there a mop somewhere with your name on it?!”

Roger looked on helplessly as Bea shrugged frustratedly,

left the room, and disappeared down the hallway. The door

closed behind him, and Roger suddenly found himself standing inside the conference room, with fourteen eyes staring at

him in bewilderment, and the two remaining—namely Captain

Quirk’s—glaring angrily in his direction.

*



*



*



A large crowd of cadets was huddled around the bulletin board

in the hallway, half of them reading their individual sheet of

paper, and the other half fighting their way through the crowd.

Roger recognized one of the cadets in the crowd. His

name was Schplock, and he was intensely studying his paper.

“This is awful!” he exclamated suddenly.

“What?” Roger asked, walking over to him.

“My test results!” Schplock whined, pointing to his sheet

of paper. “I totally biffed on my SAT test. I’ll never make

Captain now!”

“That’s too bad,” Roger said sympathetically.

“How’d you make out, Rog?”

“I haven’t seen my score yet.”

“They’re posted on the bulletin board there,” said
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Schplock, pointing at the board. “I sure hope you made out

better than I did.”

“Thanks,” said Roger, “I guess.”

Roger fought his way through the crowd and stuck in his

cadet identification card. The LCD screen on the board

printed “PLEASE WAIT, PROCESSING” and whirred for a few

seconds. Then, the small dot matrix printer in the board began

doing its work, and ten seconds later, Roger was holding his

test scores in his hand, along with an extra sheet: A letter

from the current academy commander in charge. It read:

Cadet Wilco,

On behalf of the administration I would

like to congratulate you on receiving a perfect score on your SAT. Never before in the

history of the StarCon Academy has a cadet

achieved such high marks. You should be

proud.

Based on the recommendation of our

test analysis computer system, you are to

begin training for captaincy on one of our

fine star cruisers. Captain Quirk will post

your assignment.

You’ve done the academy proud.

Sincerely,

[current academy

commander-inchief’s name here]

Roger re-read the letter four or five times, and still couldn’t

believe it.
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After spending a weekend of intensive captain’s training on

the planet Oakhurst, Roger was shuttled to his new command:

The SCS Eureka.

Judging by the name, Roger had assumed that the Eureka

must be one of the large ships in StarCon; one of the proud

possessions of the federation; one that would be not just a

pleasure, but an honor to serve on.

The blissful expression he’d so far been carrying on his

face gradually faded as the shuttle got closer and closer to the

ship that was to become his future command. When they

finally reached the hatch, Roger couldn’t help but exclamate

loudly: “That’s not a starship…it’s a garbage scow!” He

sighed. “Figures.”

SCS Eureka, in all its glory, was a ship whose main dedication was to pick up the trash of others.

Once a janitor, always a janitor?

Bingo, pal.

*



*



*



The door opened with a hydraulic hiss and Roger stepped

through the doorway for the first time into the bridge of the
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SCS Eureka.

His two bridge officers were busy doing something that

Roger was sure wasn’t in their job description.

The right chair swiveled around and the person in it, who

had previously been playing around with a small hand-held

games console, proceeded to introduce himself. He was humanoid in bodyshape, but his head looked like a big, red hood

that had been pulled over his head, with only two white, bulging eyes serving to inform where the front of his head was.

“Hello, sir,” said the man, though not in what sounded like

sheer excitement, “I am sub-corporal Droole, your weapons

and navigations officer on this heap.”

The other officer, who had been preoccupied with manicuring her fingernails, turned around. She was a female humanoid, with green skin and a skin texture that had more

wrinkles than a washed, undried table cloth. “And I’m Flo,

your communications officer, grade four.”

“Greetings, crew,” Roger said cheerfully, “I am your new

Captain, Roger Wilco. I know some of you may not be as

excited to serve aboard the Eureka as I am, but I promise you

this: We are going to be the best gosh darn garbage scow in

the entire Star Confederacy!”

The two bridge officers exchanged glances.

“We have nothing to fear but fear itself, so hold your

heads high, men, we shall overcome!” Roger droned on. “All

we are is dust in the wind, born free, with liberty and justice

for all. So let’s be all we can be. Remember, it’s not just a

job: It’s an adventure!”

With that, Roger walked forward, tripped over something

unseen, and toppled over the captain’s chair in front of him,

landing in a disoriented heap in front of the chair.

He stood up and straightened his jacket. Flo and Droole

didn’t take their eyes off him. He sat down, and the chair gave

out a flatulent sound of relief as all the air was pushed out of a
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hole in the inflated cushion.

“It was the chair,” said Roger. “Really.”

“Looks like we got a live one here, Flo,” Droole said under his breath.

“You said it, Droole,” Flo agreed.

Roger spun around in his chair excitedly.

After enjoying the sensation of sitting in his own command chair for a few seconds, he stood up again and went

through the bridge door into the Eureka’s engineering room.

The Eureka was a very small ship, only consisting of four

rooms. The first room was the bridge area, which was in

front. It connected to the engineering room, which was a long

and narrow room. This room, apart from the propulsion and

electricity systems, also housed the trash compartment in

which the collected trash was stored in. This room connected

into the Eureka’s science lab—which also doubled as the

transporter room. An elevation device in the engineering

room led down to the airlock room, which contained nothing

more than a series of lockers and cabinets, and a single EVA

pod.

In the engineering room, Roger’s chief engineer was

standing by the trash compartment. He turned around and

looked at Roger. “Well, well,” he said, “if it isn’t our brandspanking sparkly-clean new Captain.”

Roger put on his most friendly smile, went over to his new

chief engineer and extended his hand. “Hello there. My name

is Wilco, Captain Roger Wilco. And you are…?”

“Please,” said the engineer and shook Roger’s hand. “My

friends call me Cliffy, but you can call me Clifford. I am your

chief engineer aboard the Eureka.”

Roger retracted his hand when he felt something cold and

clammy on his hand. “What the hell?” he muttered.

“Oh, sorry about the muck, Captain. I dropped my wrench

down the head.”
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Roger eyed the engineer strangely.

“Well, if you’ll excuse me sir, I do have some work to get

back to,” Cliffy concluded and left Roger to go and pound on

some delicate systems.

Roger went back up to the bridge and sat down in his

command chair. Without further ado, he ordered Flo to hail

StarCon and request their orders.

Flo acknowledged, and a brief whistling sound was audible. Flo turned around. “We have clearance for departure,

sir,” she reported. “We have orders to proceed to Gangularis,

Peeyu and Kiz Urazgubi for refuse recovery.”

“Well, let’s get under way, then,” Roger chirped happily.

He turned to Droole. “Droole, set a course for Gangularis.”

Droole pressed a couple of touch-pad buttons on his console, then turned around. “Coordinates locked in, sir. Ready

to get underway.”

“Lite speed!” Roger ordered.

“We’ll go to warp as soon as we’ve cleared the station,”

Droole informed.

The hatchway doors in front of them opened and the Eureka glided easily out through them. As soon as they’d slid a

couple of hundred meters away from the station, Droole

punched a button on his console and the Eureka shot into warp

speed, on course for their first mission.

*



*



*



Just after their departure, a small, green ship decloaked off the

station.

The occupant—a metallic, female droid—

programmed the navigations computer to set in immediate

pursuit.

The ships engines powered up remarkably fast and

zoomed off in the Eureka’s direction.

A small screen next to the pilot displayed a digitized im-
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age of Roger Wilco, with the word ANNIHILATE printed below.
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“So, how are you holding up, Flo?” Roger asked, in attempt to

strike up a friendly conversation.

“My life stinks, and it’s all your fault, sir,” Flo replied

coldly.

“What?” Roger asked, stunned.

“You’re a man, right?”

“Uh…last time I checked, I was, yeah…”

“Well, there you go,” Flo concluded and turned back to

her station.

“You’ll have to excuse Flo,” Droole said, “she has a bit of

a problem with male authority figure.”

“Can it, lobster boy!” Flo spat.

Roger didn’t really know what to say. He figured Flo

wasn’t going to prove a sparkling conversationalist right now,

so he turned to Droole. “Tell me, subcorporal,” he began,

“how does the refuse recovery system work?”

“Well, very basically, sir,” Droole explained, “the refuse

recovery system—or RRS for short—works in conjunction

with the tractor beam to suck up the trash, and by means of a

pneumatic tube system places the trash in the trash compartment.”

“So it’s like a giant vacuum cleaner?”
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“If you want to call it that, sir.”

A bleep on Droole’s console distracted his attention from

Roger. He turned around, studied it, then reported: “We’re

approaching our destination, Captain.”

“Slow to regular speed,” Roger commanded.

A short, rhythmic bleep went off on Flo’s console. “I’m

tracking a waste beacon, sir,” she reported.

Roger ordered Droole, “Activate RRS.”

Droole complied, and Roger heard the tractor beam kick in

with a soft hum.

*



*



*



The sunlight broke out over the planet of Gangularis, slowly

illuminating the green surface. In orbit, a small, black trashbag with the legend “Husky” floated slowly, a miniature mechanical beacon fixture strapped to the top.

In a smooth move, the Eureka swooped in like an eagle,

sucked up the trash bag, and exited as quickly as it had entered.

On the bridge of the Eureka, Flo swiveled around on her

chair, her face suddenly flushed with a mixture of puzzlement

and alarm. “Sir, I’m detecting a life form reading from the

trash compartment!” she reported, almost stunned.

“What?” Roger exclamated.

Cliffy’s face appeared on one of the three overhang

screens. “Sir, better get your tail down to engineering,” his

voice said through the speakers. “There’s some weird scratching and whining noises coming from the trash compartment!”

Roger stood up, his puzzlement turned to excitement as

the prospect of his first adventure lying before him filled him.

He went through the door into the engineering room.

Cliffy was standing by the circuit breaker tube. He was
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clearly not going to get any closer to the trash compartment

than this.

“There’s definitely something in there, cap’n,” he said, his

voice unusually hushed. “It might be dangerous. You go

first.”

Roger eyed his chief engineer strangely, then began to

move down the narrow and cluttered aisle to the trash compartment.

He too could hear the high pitched whining noises and

strange scratching sounds from the trash compartment. Something wanted to break out. Something alive. It sounded weak

and pathetic from here, but also strangely menacing. Was it

something he would regret if he let it out? He didn’t really

have a choice, did he?

He pressed the button that opened the trash compartment,

half expecting some giant slobbering monster to leap out and

go for his throat. But nothing happened. No monster, no

nothing.

But the whining sound was still there. It still sounded

weak and pathetic.

Roger leaned over to look into the darkened chamber. He

could discern nothing at first.

Then, suddenly, he fell something slam onto his face and

he saw his vision go black. Something had attached itself to

his face, and it didn’t look like it was going to let go.

He clawed and pulled at the thing, trying desperately to

get it off. The suction devices on the creature’s tentacles,

which now had a firm grip around Roger’s facial contours,

were stronger than they appeared, but after a period of tugging

Roger could finally feel the thing losing its grip.

He pulled it off and held it at an arms length. After a few

seconds, his disgusted facial expression changed to amusement. The creature he was holding wasn’t exactly cute, but it

was small and looked fairly harmless. It looked like an over-
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sized, red scorpion with tentacles.

“Hey,” Roger grinned, “he’s a cute little bugger. I think

I’ll keep him.” He looked in Cliffy’s direction, still grinning.

Cliffy eyed his Captain with a look usually reserved for the

mentally diseased. Roger’s smile didn’t fade. “I’ll call him

Spike.”

At that moment, Roger’s new pet managed to release himself from Roger’s grip and Spike fell to the ground. He immediately wiggled away on his tentacles, into the inaccessibly

small cracks of the ship.

“Hey, where are you going, little buddy?” Roger called.

He thought about chasing him, but he could be anywhere on

the ship now. If he could fit through the small crack he just

went through, he could fit through almost any passage on the

ship, and it should be a small matter for him to gain access to

any room on the ship.

Roger shrugged. The little guy should be fine on his own.

It wasn’t like he could run away anywhere.

He turned around and went back onto the bridge.

In the Eureka’s science lab, Spike reappeared through the

wiring leading from the transporter pad. He waddled over to a

clear area on the floor, sat down as if to rest, and performed a

couple of odd wiggles. When he moved on, he left behind a

large, gaping hole that led straight down to the Eureka’s airlock room.

*



*



*



Roger heard a strange scream from a room behind him and the

sound of something collapsing. He could hear someone struggling to make his way through something, and several thing

clashing onto each other. After several seconds, Cliffy’s

ragged face appeared on the leftmost overhang screen.

“Captain,” he said angrily, “better get in here now. Your
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little critter’s running havoc on the ship.”

“What do you mean, Cliffy?”

“That alien thing you found in the trash compartment!”

Cliffy snapped. “It’s got a real bad case of diarrhea. And I

mean real bad!”

“How bad?”

“Come out and see for yourself.”

Roger stood up, went through the door, fell, and collapsed

into a disorganized heap on the floor of the airlock room. He

looked up through the gaping hole in the floor and saw Cliffy’s face. “I see your point, Cliffy,” he said and got to his

feet.

When he reappeared on the floor of the engineering room

after having taken the elevator up, he looked around and saw

two holes in the floor. Apparently, something had burnt

through the metal.

“What did this?”

“Your little pet thingy. It’s shitting acid, and it’s taking

me forever to patch up these holes.”

“Colorful choice of words, Cliffy,” Roger remarked.

“Yeah, well, you’d better do something about your little

critter, else he might corrode through the hull of the ship and

kill us all.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Cliffy,” Roger answered, having

absolutely no idea what to do.

*



*



*



After having been working on the problem for ten minutes,

Roger was certain he had a good solution to the problem. The

science lab had a small specimen habitat, which would undoubtedly prove to be an excellent place for little Spikey to

stay when he was not needed. Early attempts by Roger put

him in the habitat proved somehow futile, because the instant



32



“The Next Mutation”

he tried to leave the room, Spike would simply pop open the

habitat and jump back out.

In the end, Roger had found what he was sure would do

the trick: A bottle of antacid tablets, liberated from Cliffy’s

jumbled toolbox, which he had left unattended in the Eureka

engineering room.

All he needed to do now was to try and catch Spike again.

Previously, it’d come easier than he’d thought—all he’d done

was to stand with his back to the transporter, wondering how

he was going to go about it. Next thing he knew, Spike had

clamped himself onto Roger’s head and was again tugging

weakly at his facial contours.

This time, it proved a little harder. Roger combed the entire Eureka in search for the little bugger, and when he finally

thought it had blown itself out of the airlock or something, he

found it sitting on the science lab floor, once again leaving the

crew with a deadly present on the floor.

As soon as Spike saw Roger advancing towards it, he

made a leap for Roger’s face. Roger tried to catch it in his

hand, but he fumbled—didn’t have his hand arced right for

catching—so all he managed to accomplish was to smack

Spike in the head, causing his pet face hugger to fall to the

floor in a thoroughly disoriented pile. Roger went over,

picked up his pet, and stroke it cautiously, mumbling apologies.

He went over to the habitat, opened it, and gently lobbed

Spike into it. Before closing it, he popped open the bottle of

antacids with a flick of the wrist, and dropped two tablets into

the habitat.

Spike appeared to be satisfied, albeit still a little doozy

from the knock on the head.

When Roger got back up on the bridge, Cliffy’s face reappeared on the overhang screen, this time with a much more

friendly facial expression. “Thanks for taking care of your
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critter there,” he said, genually grateful. Then, the smile

remained, but the look changed somehow. “And thanks for

leaving all the garbage from the trash compartment for me to

clean up. Real Captain-like of you.”

“Uh…no problem, Cliffy.”

Cliffy disappeared from the screen.

Roger decided it was time to get on with the itinerary.

“Corporal Droole,” he said, “lay in a course for Peeyu, won’t

you?”

“That’s a crystal-clear affirmative right there, sir,” Droole

acknowledged. Roger eyed him strangely, but with his back

turned to the Captain’s chair, Droole couldn’t see it. Eventually Roger gave up trying to figure it out and just shook his

head.

“Course locked in, sir, ready to get underway.”

“Lite speed,” Roger commanded, trying to make it sound

as ceremonious as possible.

“Aye aye,” Droole complied, and once again the G-force

pounded into Roger’s face with astonishing surprise.

*



*



*



The occupant of the green craft, which had only just picked up

on its trail, was very unhappy to find no ships in the vicinity of

the planet of Gangularis, but the mood improved immensely

when it detected an ion-trail leading away from the planet. A

quick scan indicated that it was heading in the direction of

Peeyu.

The ship’s engines powered up and took off with its new

pursuit course laid in…



34



“The Next Mutation”



“Tell me about your mother, Droole,” said Roger, desperate

for conversation.

His navigation/weapons officer eyed him with a look that

asked, You’re not fully sane, are you, sir? “I’d prefer to keep

our parental units out of our discussions, Captain,” Droole

replied, “although I have heard some interesting anecdotes

about your heritage, sir.”

Roger didn’t want to mull too long over this one. “Okay,

a change of subject, then,” Roger suggested. Droole didn’t

seem to have any objections. “What set of happy circumstances left the Eureka Captain’s chair open for me?”

“Well,” said Droole, “our last Captain blew himself out of

the airlock…”

“That’s too bad,” Roger said with genuine sympathy.

Flo muttered, “If you say so, sir.”

Roger looked strangely in the direction of his communications officer, but she didn’t react.

Droole was just about to turn around and report that they

were nearing their destination when something very hard and

painful slammed forcefully into the hull of the SCS Eureka,

causing it to rumble and shake sickeningly for a few seconds.

Immediately, every red light aboard the ship lit up and began
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flashing rhythmically to the accompaniment of a loud klaxon

wail, and the three overhang screens on the bridge displayed

the meaningful sentences, “DANGER!”, “ALERT!”, and “UHOH!”.

“Fuck!” Droole exclamated loudly.

“What?” said Roger.

“Fuck … sir?” Droole tried again.

Roger immediately sat up straight and stared wildly at the

viewscreen. “What was that?”

Droole consulted his console. “We’ve been hit by a photonic discharge blast,” was the verdict.

“But,” Flo said, bewildered, “the scanners don’t show anything out there … wait! A ship is decloaking off the port

bow!”

On the front viewscreen, an ugly green craft dematerialized in front of the Eureka. It was vaguely shaped like a

hawk on the attack. There was no visible curves in sight—it

was as if the entire ship had been constructed using hard,

almost triangular edges. Although not very large in size—in

fact, it was only slightly smaller than the Eureka itself—it still

looked like it could deliver some serious punishment. It all

culled down to looking extremely menacing.

Suddenly, a bright light on the front of the green ship

came on, and seemed to punch into the SCS Eureka, but there

was no blast sound. There was, however, a significant amount

of rumbling.

A red warning light went off on Flo’s console. “We’re

caught in a tractor beam, sir,” she reported. “It’s pulling us

into orbit around Kiz Urazgubi!”

“Droole, is there any way we can get out of here?” Roger

inquired.

“That’s a definite negatory, sir,” Droole replied. “The first

blast knocked out all our navigational—and, for that matter,

weapons—systems, so …”
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“Captain,” Flo interrupted, “we’re being hailed!”

Roger shifted in his chair, realizing he was about to come

face to face with his captor. Whoever it was, he had them

over both barrels, and all they could do was plead for their

freedom. With a rare sense of courage (and a voice like Mickey Mouse swallowing helium), Roger replied, “Put it on viewer.”

The angry visage of the female killer android appeared on

screen. Its shiny, metallic curves and angular composite

features, coupled with the piercing red eyes, made a chill run

down the collective spines of the bridge crew.

“Roger Wilco,” said the female killer robot, with a voice

as sharp as a butchers cleaver. “By authority of ERGS (Extensively Revised Galactic Statute) 2564.45, chapter 4723,

paragraph 425, you are to beam down immediately and surrender. Failure to comply will result in the instant annihilation

of your ship and crew.”

Roger stared truly mortified at the image of the killer android in front of him. Apparently, the good people at the

Gippazoid Novelty Company hadn’t forgotten about that bit of

mail fraud he pulled back on the planet Labion, a long long

time ago.

Droole whispered abashedly, “That’s a WD-40 Mark V

Deathstalker android!”

“But …” said Roger to the screen, “I thought all that had

been taken care of, when I ran into that Arnoid Annihilator

android on the planet Phleebhut a couple years ago.”

“You thought wrong, humanoid,” came the cold reply. “It

just goes to show: Never send a mandroid to do a womanoids

work!”

“Can’t we come to some sort of arrangement?” Roger

pleaded.

The android paused for a moment. “Beam down to the

planet. Your body will be disassembled and sold off to vari-
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ous biotechnology firms for overdue fees and interest.”

Roger wasn’t sure this was an arrangement he’d go for.

“I am currently scanning your ship,” WD-40 continued.

“Any attempts to break free or subterfuge will result in the

immediate disintegration of your ship. You have five standard

time units to beam down and give yourself up, Roger Wilco.

Transmission ends!”

The screen fizzed for a moment, and was then replaced by

the image of the killer android’s green ship.

Droole turned around and spoke with a surprisingly agitated voice. “It sounds like she means business, captain!” he

said.

“Yeah,” Flo continued, “you’d better beam down to that

planet before she gets impatient and decides to blow us all

up!”

Roger mulled it over. The situation didn’t look to favorable. With the navigation and weapons systems dead, there

was little hope that they might have some chance of fighting

back. The only solution, it seemed, was to follow the androids

instructions and beam down to the surface. However, Roger

didn’t much care for the idea of having his bodyparts disassembled and sold off to biotech research companies. He’d

only just started his captain’s job. There was still that flagship

waiting out there, patiently, for him to command, on the pathway to fame, glory, and—

The exaggerated cough from his bridge crewmembers

brought him back to reality. The only solution was to beam

down. That much was clear. Maybe there was some way he

could convince her to see things his way…or maybe vanquish

her somehow.

In a flash, Roger rose up from his chair, and in a sudden

flow of naïve heroism bellowed, “Well, she’s not going to get

me without a fight!”

The cheer that Roger had subconsciously expected never
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came. Instead, what he got was Droole’s sarcastic voice,

saying, “Whatever you say, sir. It’s been nice knowing you.”

The heroic feeling only slightly dampened, Roger stomped

out of the door.

Droole and Flo exchanged glances.

*



*



*



“What’s happening?” Cliffy asked, momentarily startled,

when Roger briskly walked through the doorway.

“Nothing much, except that a killer android has incapacitated us and demands that I beam down to surrender before

she blows up the ship,” Roger said non-committally.

“What did you do to piss her off that bad, sir?”

“Well, a couple years ago I visited the forest planet Labion

and ordered a Labion Terror Beast Mating Whistle,” Roger

explained briefly. “Guess I forgot to pay for it.”

“Mail fraud’s a serious offense, cap’n,” said Cliffy warily.

“I’d say you’re in pretty deep shit.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, chief.”

Now completely unsure whether what he was doing could

be considered smart, Roger walked through the door to the

transporter/science lab, stepped onto the transporter pad, and

said, “Energize,” not knowing if he’d ever get the privilege to

say that word again.
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The planet of Kiz Urazgubi is nothing if not scenic. The

landscape is a broad mixture of jutting peaks, soft lakes, cascading waterfalls, and beautiful buttes, stretching all over the

planet.

The place where the transporter beam struck was near the

base of a large cliff, where a waterfall cascaded into a picturesque lake, which proceeded further downward. After a

second of shimmering lights, Roger finally materialized and

took in his new surroundings. It was near tropical heat, and

Roger found his anti-persperant to be fighting a fierce battle

against a commonly known fiend. But it was pretty damn

beautiful, he admitted.

Too bad the beauty was negated by the current circumstances.

*



*



*



Elsewhere on the planet, the smallish, green craft touched

down on a rocky plateau, not far away from the waterfall. The

plateau stretched out over the cliff, like an unfinished bridge,

and cracked slightly when the heavy metal put its weight

firmly on it and the landing gear claws clasped around the
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edges.

A small antigravity lift protruded from the belly of the

ship, carrying the killer android to the surface of the plateau.

With a flick, she hit a button on her wrist and the ship suddenly vanished into thin air.

WD-40 lifted off on her portable jetpack, while activating

her personal cloaking device.

*



*



*



Roger had little time to think when he noticed a breeze in the

trees above him. He thought he saw something moving out of

the corner of his eye, but when he looked, there was nothing

there.

Then, with a start, WD-40 appeared in front of him, a

couple of meters away from where he was standing.

Roger practically leapt out of his skin.

“There you are, Wilco!” The android almost grinned with

synthesized sadistic pleasure. “Now prepare to meet your

doom!”

Roger narrowly avoided the first shot fired in his direction

from WD-40’s wrist-mounted dischargers. He screamed at an

embarrassingly high octave as he leapt acrobatically to the left

and almost slammed his head into the rocky cliff towering

above him.

Then he noticed something behind the stream of the waterfall.

A cave!

He made an insane break for the only hope of refuge.

WD-40, apparently, made no attempt to follow him through

the cave. Instead, she merely activated her cloaking device

and disappeared the same way she had appeared—the only

trace of her egression being the blowing of the tree leaves.

Roger stormed up the naturally formed steps inside the
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cave, never allowing himself to slow down or take a peek

behind him. A subconscious voice was relentlessly informing

him that, any second now, a photonic discharge-blast would

hammer into the small of his back, rendering his escape plan

useless.

But it didn’t happen. Roger reached the top of the stairs

and looked behind him—he couldn’t hear or see anything, and

presumed that he wasn’t being followed. He allowed himself

a moment of rest.

The stairs had ended in the exit of the cave, which led to a

narrow half-bridge set into the towering cliff, suspended high

above the lake below. The bridge gave up a bit of its narrowness a couple of meters to the east of where Roger was standing, where it made a right-turn and followed a short distance

to another cave.

From his left, Roger could hear the sound of cascading

water even more clearly than from the lake below. He looked

up, but couldn’t see anything; his view being obstructed by the

towering rock, still escalating further upwards to who-knewwhere.

Roger proceeded to his left, wanting to see what lied further upwards. He reached the end of the cliff, which ended in

a suspended halfbridge, teetering over the edge. A couple of

meters ahead of him, he could see the start of another plateau,

which proceeded parallelly upwards with its neighbor. The

gap in between, which led straight down to the pool below,

was spanned with a fallen, hollow tree log. Roger didn’t have

time to contemplate how a log—a log, which not only appeared to be the exact recommended length of a bridge to span

that particular gap, but also professionally cut as well—had

found its way there.

From where he was now standing, the log proceeded to

distance the cleft in front of him, his back turned to the cave

which had previously caused his great exasperation, and to his



42



“The Next Mutation”

left the cliff made another slight jut, only to once again break

off. At this end, a small tree had apparently been planted, and

was growing quite happily on the edge of the rock; its twigs

and branches teetering dangerously over the edge. And from

below that came the rushing, thunderous sound of splashing

water.

Roger moved closer to the tree and tried to look down, but

the many branches obstructed his view. His curiosity got the

better of him as he climbed out on the thin branches to get a

better look.

The view that met him was breathtaking. He could see the

lake, where he first materialized, far below, almost a forty

meter drop down. The cataract of water fed into the lake here,

and proceeded up about ten meters, where it came to sort of a

rest at a plateau, which stretched maybe a few meters across,

and then proceeded further upwards to the unseen.

Roger looked up to see where it fed in. That was when he

heard a slight crack in protest from the branch he was sitting

on, and he came to the realization that this might not have

been such a grand idea. He didn’t have time to think more

about his options before the branch made its choice for him—

and snapped off, sending both it and Roger down to the “holding pool” ten meters below.

Between the wet splash and the shock of suddenly not

having solid matter to steady on, Roger barely had time to

gain his composure before the hard currents of the waterfall

stream caused Roger (and his new branch friend) to approach

the edge of the watery plateau with startling speed.

Unable to do anything, or even think about doing anything, Roger and his companion fell unceremoniously over the

edge and took another twenty-meter drop down to the pool at

the bottom.

In the shadow of the looming tower of rock above him,

Roger finally managed to gain his equanimity. The pool
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wasn’t as deep as he had anticipated, so he was quite surprised

that he hadn’t broken any limbs in the fall. He suspected that,

had he landed on anything else than his stomach, the fall

would probably have been a whole lot more disastrous. Once

he managed to get above surface, he made a swim for the sure,

still powered by a rush of panicky adrenaline.

Once he reached the shore, he collapsed in a spent heap on

the rocky bank. He lay on his back, allowing the water to seep

out of his aural crevices, looking up, and wondering if this

nightmare would ever end.

From his current position he could see the log forty meters

above, and even further up—maybe a hundred meters up from

where he was now—were more plateaus, and waterfall

“reststops”. That waterfall must be pretty damn high up, he

thought to himself.

Then he noticed something. A rock was poised on top of a

tall rock peak. Maybe—just maybe—he could get lucky this

time. He would have to get closer to see if it could be done

first, but the idea was definitely there.

Once he got up the cavern stairs and onto the narrow

ledge, he—this time—proceeded to the right and into the other

cave, which—as he had anticipated—led even further upwards.

He was now standing possibly seventy meters above

ground level, under an overhang. In front of him was a large

pool of water, and he could see streams of water falling into it

from above—apparently, the waterfall seemed to go on upwards forever. This pool was large; much larger than the one

down below, and the plateau he was standing on was very big;

oval-shaped, with maybe fifteen meters across from one side

to the other. Water fell from here to the “reststop” he’d seen

during his cliffhanging-experience, and then onwards to the

pool down below.

He looked up and saw the rock, still poised on the peak.
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The tall rock-spire it was on was a stand-alone structure, and

was not connected to the rocky tower Roger was currently

standing on. However, Roger could see a small outcropping

way up alongside the spire, which seemingly had another cave

entrance. And the two peaks were only a meter apart, if not

less.

Roger looked to his right and saw another cave entrance,

which he assumed led up to the small outcropping.

Roger’s grin broadened. Perfect.

If he could somehow trick WD-40 into going up those

cave-steps, and if he could get to the rock before she managed

to get out of the cave, he was pretty sure he could pot a shot

with the large boulder into the cave entrance. The maniacal

robot would have no way to escape, and would be instantly

pummeled by the unstoppable boulder.

It was a perfect, if slightly insane, plan.

Now, all he needed was a bit of leverage for the boulder.

He returned to the lowest pool and fished around in the lake

for about three minutes until he found the branch that broke

off from his ungraceful fall earlier on.

Just as he found it, he noticed something out of his eye

corner, and immediately picked up speed. WD-40 was on to

him. He’d have to act fast. Very fast.

He sprinted as fast as his less-than-muscular human frame

would carry him up the way-too-many steps until he finally

reached the large pool at the top. Once again, a narrow cliffedge was all that stood between him and a seventy meter drop

to almost certain death.

Off in the distance, he noticed a faint blip of movement,

and it glistened like metal. WD-40!

Roger’s adrenaline got an extra burst, as Roger hurried into the cave opening to his right. The steps, as he had expected, led steeply upwards. Ignoring his muscles, which

were at this point groaning loudly in protest at the sudden
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constant barrage of physical punishment, he ran madly up the

steps. Finally, he reached the small outcropping.

There, straight across him, was the rock-spire, and on the

peak of that, was his weapon—the Boulder of Doom, ready to

launch.

He looked down below and saw something moving

through the water. Good, he thought, she’s on my trail. And

he immediately questioned his own sanity when he finally

grasped what he was thinking. He could see sparks flying

arhythmically as WD-40’s circuits passed under water. Roger

was sure he had just discovered another flaw he could exploit:

WD-40, it would seem, wasn’t waterproof.

But she was, thankfully, heading into the mouth of the

cave, unabated, heading upwards.

Roger looked ahead and saw the small standing jut on the

opposite spire, maybe a meter away from him—and then he

looked down and saw the gap. There had to be a hundred feet

down to the pool below, if not more! Considering how lucky

he’d been to survive even a twenty meter drop, he had absolutely no desire to try his luck with over a hundred meters.

He could hear WD-40 advancing behind him, and immediately snapped back into reality. He took a small running

start—as big as the small outcropping would allow him—and

jumped ferociously, almost kamikaze-like, over the drop.

He grabbed onto the other ledge, ignoring his fingers

which were now screaming loudly in pain and the stick which

was threatening to snap again, and pulled himself up. His

muscles were aching severely, but he managed, with a tremendous effort, to forget about them for the moment.

He climbed up behind the rock, and jammed the stick

forcefully under it. Using as much power as he could muster,

he began applying force to the free end of the stick, hoping to

loosen the boulder from its foundation. The rock nudged back

and forth a couple of times, but seemed to be quite content
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with where it was right now, and had no desire for relocation.

Dammit! Roger thought to himself, frustrated.

He heard WD-40’s metallic footsteps from the cave. Being more than a meter away from the entrance of the cave, this

could only mean that WD-40 had almost reached the end of

the stairs…and that Roger had better get working fast!

Adrenaline pumping, Roger’s aching muscles gave their

last shove and the rock finally yielded. Tumbling maniacally

down the small drop to the outcropping, it made a tremendous

bounce over the one-meter gap and neatly glided into the

opening of the cave.

Roger uppercutted the air excitedly as he could hear the

boulder tumbling down the cave steps, increasing in speed.

His mind was briefly overrun with visions of WD-40 sprinting

for her metallic life.

Then, almost with a shock, the robot shot out of the bottom cave entrance, followed by the intimate boulder, which

barely fitted through the smaller entrance. The giant rock

exited the cave with a strange popping sound, ensued by a

shower of smaller pebbles. What followed next was a loud

splashing sound, and another even louder splashing sound, as

the annihilator robot and her new friend crashed into the bottom pool.

Roger sat back and took a deep breath, for the first time

since he’d set foot on this planet. Finally, a moment of relaxation. He spent the next ten minutes, just lying there, a hundred

meters up in the air, on a tall rock spire, glaring into the sky

and thinking How lucky can a guy get?

*



*



*



When he went down to the bottom pool to observe his handiwork, he was slightly surprised that he could only see the

boulder in the water. True, maybe WD-40 was trapped below
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it, but the boulder seemed to be floating, and if that was the

case, the android should’ve surfaced by now. But she wasn’t

there.

This feeling of surprise quickly turned to alarm. If she’s

not here…then where in the name of the seventh star cluster is

she?

Roger looked up and—to his horror—saw WD-40, still in

flight, circling the waterfall-area. But to Roger’s slight wonder, the robot’s cloaking device wasn’t on anymore.

Then the truth dawned on Roger. He hadn’t killed her. In

truth, he now doubted that any brute force he could muster

could ever kill her. The only thing he seemingly had accomplished was to knock out her cloaking device and piss her off

reeeaaally bad.

Roger ran this piece of news by his braincells, and they

came to the unanimous conclusion that he was in very deep

shit.

Something had to be done.

*



*



*



After having run around in a panic frenzy for several minutes

trying to find an ingenious hiding place—hoping that WD-40

would eventually give up and go away—Roger realized what

he was doing. Should WD-40 eventually give up, the first

thing she’d do when she got back was to blow up the Eureka.

And when that happened, even though Roger would’ve survived, he had no way to get off the planet again.

He was currently lying under a bush near the bottom lake,

mulling over his situation. It was quite apparent that there was

no way to convince her to go against her orders.

As was often the case in a panic situation, Roger suddenly

found himself hungry. In fact, starving. After all the business

with running up and down endless stairs, shoving boulders
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through cave entrances, and narrowly avoiding precision-fired

shots from a killer android out for his blood, Roger’s stomach

was beginning to complain seriously about its lack of nourishment. Roger tried to look at the situation from a logic

point of view—should he try and go find food, he might be an

easy target for the annihilator android—but, then, if he was

going to get up and fight, there was no way he could do that

on an empty stomach. At least, that was what his abdomen

was trying to convince him.

Roger reluctantly had to realize that his stomach wasn’t

going to shut up until it got what it wanted. He tried to bring

up the mental map of his surroundings, trying to remember if

he’d seen any food source nearby.

He was about to give up and start eating the bush, never

mind if it was poisonous or not—hell, he was probably going

to get it anyway, said his pessimistic mental half—when he

remembered. Near the waterfall “rest stop”, twenty meters

above…where he had previously, and quite literally, gone out

on a limb…where the log spanned the gap to the other side…

Could it have been?

Utilizing what he regarded as incredible stealth, Roger inched his way behind the waterfall stream and ran up the stairs

to the second plateau. Here, he proceeded to the left and

found himself at the “rest stop”.

He looked over the gap, spanned by the fallen log, and

saw—to his relief—what was, quite distinctively, a banana

tree.

He attempted to cross the gap with the improvised bridge

by walking on it—like a tightrope walker—but the log was

very slick with some kind of mold, which made that approach

impossible. Roger had only managed to take a few steps

before friction abandoned him and he had to struggle just to

stand still. With no small effort, Roger inched his way back to

where he started.
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When he finally got there, his mind said to him, Maybe

that’s why the log is hollow. Sometimes Roger was as much a

mystery to himself as he was to his buddies. Right now, he

couldn’t tell whether his mind was being sarcastic or trying to

help him. He settled on “trying to help,” although he had been

wrong in that area before. A small part of his mind, it seemed,

took a strange, obscured, sadistic pleasure in Roger’s failure.

Seeing no other way, Roger got on all four and began to

crawl into the hollow tube. This was much easier, and the

icky stuff on the outside thankfully wasn’t on the inside. In no

time, Roger was standing on the other side.

The banana tree had a cluster of six bananas hanging down

from a branch; the rest were, unfortunately, way out of reach.

That is, unless Roger dared climbing the tree, which he wasn’t

particularly keen on right now. First of all, he’d be easy prey

if WD-40 should decide to drop by, and secondly, he’d had

some bad experiences with tree climbing in the past.

The six-pack of bananas came off easy. Roger liberated

one of them, and managed to stuff the rest of them in his

pocket. He surveyed the fruit—the skin was oddly green, but

it smelled ordinary. He tore off a slice of the skin, and remarked that the insides were white. He took a bite, wondering

if he’d wake up dead or with a third leg the next morning. It

tasted like a perfectly normal, ripe banana.

After he’d finished the first one and was about to start on a

second, Roger noticed a small, moving speck out of the corner

of his eye. With startlingly high velocity, the thing grew in

size. And it glinted.

This can only mean one thing, his mind warned, find a

place to hide! RIGHT NOW!

Roger looked around. There was a tunnel carved through

the rock wall behind him which led to the plateau on the other

side, but if he jumped to safety in there, WD-40 might think of

collapsing the wall, either trapping him in there or killing him.
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