Chapter 3. Planetfall!


The dropship vibrated violently as it sailed through the vast expanse of the galaxy. The metal bench annoyingly seemed to buzz at the monkey boy’s rear end. He was thankful for the new uniform, the padding kept him safe from the constant vibration. He looked down at his bare monkey feet. His toes, almost indistinguishable from one’s fingers clenched and relaxed on command. 


Johnson blinked as he watched Axel stretch his toes. “Damn, those things are freaky.” He said, lighting up a cigarette. He gave a puff. The other miners didn’t seem to mind it, despite the enclosed area. A few others were lighting up as well. 


“What, you’ve never seen a monkey’s feet before?” Axel said, taking a foot into his hand and systematically popping the joints with a slight grunt. He worked his young feet hard and the loud crackling caused Johnson’s ears to twitch with annoyance The feline’s whiskers stood up on end as he spoke. “Not really, I’ve only seen one other monkey on the ship. You’re not a common stock.” Johnson’s face wrinkled as Axel began to pop his other foot’s toes. 


“Ah…” The teen said, his body relaxing. He looked at the other miners. Most weren’t paying much attention aside from the odd glance here and there. It made him feel oddly alone, but that would be better than the alternative he figured. He put his feet back down on the ground and yawned. Despite it still being early in the day he felt like he had done so much. Living on a spaceship, even in a short time was disorientating. He wondered if he would ever get used to it. 


He looked over at one nearby portholes and couldn’t help but get closer. The monkey boy practically pressed his face against the glass of the window and watched the emptiness of space sprawled out before him. Except, space wasn’t so empty. There were so many stars, planets, and all kinds of things that he didn’t know the names of. It seemed chaotic, but everything seemed to have a place: a home. He thought about his old home, the boarding world of Asios. Was living on the Kurata really any worse? 


Johnson gave a long exhale as he watched the kid. “Hey, kid. You know you can melt your eyes staring out there. The radiation from all the stars and whatnot…”


“I know that’s not true.” The boy’s long monkey tail was swaying as his eyes scanned the constellation. He imagined having his own ship, his own freedom. If he paid off all of the debt he had inherited, he could get his own private vessel and sail among the stars. He could land on any planet, make home at any world he saw. The galaxy, no, the universe would be his to explore. As he gazed out at the stars, reality began to set in. He had caught himself again. He’d never get this debt paid, he’d be paying for it in service long after his death: his reanimated body and organs stationed across several vessels. His heart would be pumping the filtration system of some agriship, his brain powering the CPU of some cruiser’s autopilot while the hulk of his long-dead form was toiling as a replacement part on a factory world. That was the fate he would ultimately face. 


“Kid, you look like someone just shot you in the heart.” Johnson said, inhaling deep. “Listen, it won’t be so bad. I’ll just have you be the equipment relay. Okay? Just fetch stuff for the guys.”


“What’s Blito like?” Axel asked, still gazing out the porthole.


“Well, it’s really hot and dry. Your suit’s going to help shield you from the heat.” Johnson said, smoke coming from his pink feline nose. “I’ve never been there personally. We’re going to be working at an older mine, but it’s been maintained.” 


The cat leaned back and put out his cigarette on a small dimple on the bench. “So, from what I know, this mine is owned by Oda outright. They purchased the land, built the mine, yada yada. They built it because there was bunch of frenulite showing up in scans. It was a pretty profitable mine, but the good stuff was all mined out after a few decades.”


“So what are we doing there now?” Axel turned to face the man.


“Well, apparently there was a new vein of frenulite discovered not long ago. Course the mine was still in operation by the locals. There’s a settlement, pretty much the only one, not too far from the mine. Oda leased it to them so they could get all the lesser stuff they wanted.”


“Why aren’t they mining the frenulite?” Axel raised an eyebrow.


“Oda recanted the lease after the discovery was made and declared the unmined vein company property. Only Oda employees are allowed to mine it. I guess the locals aren’t too happy about it.” Johnson lit up another cigarette and took in a deep drag. “Don’t worry, we’re safe. There’s a planetary militia guard stationed at the mine, they’ll keep the riffraff off our backs as we work.”


“What if it gets really dicey down there?” Axel asked, fear in his voice.


“Pfft, we’ve got a bunch of tough guys here. A couple of rioters can’t do much against us. Besides, worse comes to worse, the Kurata can land a dropship with a security detail pretty fast.” Johnson said with a smug smirk. “You’ve met the security guys already, they’re a tough bunch.”


Axel thought about the weasel guards, Higgs and Edge. He wasn’t sure if tough was the exact word he would use to describe the pair. Though, the weasels were armed. Maybe there was some assurance to that, but he wasn’t willing to rely on the pair of perverts for his safety. Rosca, the Chief of Security. He felt nothing but woe to whoever found themselves against her. 


“Have you ever been in a fight?” Axel found himself asking.


“Has anyone told you that you ask too many questions?” Johnson said, a hint of annoyance in his voice. “No, I can’t say I have, at least not a real fight. I’ve had a few brief scuffles over at the bar  in Central City. If you’re a good worker, maybe I’ll take you there.”


“A bar?”


“You boarding world kids…” Johnson muttered. “It’s a place where you drink stuff that gets you plastered, you know; drunk.”


Alcohol. Axel had heard of the stuff but none had been available on Asios. Despite being fully legal to work as a slave to a mining corporation, he knew that it would be illegal for him to frequent such and establishment. He wondered if there was some kind of leeway clause that would allow him to drink with the others. He wasn’t even sure he would enjoy it, but anything that could help numb the pain he was starting to feel would be worth a try. It wasn’t like he could get into any worse trouble. 


“You could get a beer and maybe get a real meal in you.” Johnson said, looking how the boy’s work suit was hiding most of his rail thin frame. “After a few weeks of eating some food, you’ll be strong enough to carry all the big stuff.”


“I’ll be strong?” Axel couldn’t picture it. He’d all been so frail.


“Yeah, food and exercise will do that for you.” Johnson put out the second cigarette. He pulled a third from his pack. “You want one?”


The boy was tempted. He’d never seen anyone smoke until he arrived at the Kurata. He knew it wasn’t healthy, though. Especially with the occupation he had been given. Maybe next time, he figured. “No, I shouldn’t…” He said meekly. 


“Suit yourself.” Johnson lit it up and neatly stuffed the filter into his mouth.


Axel felt a sudden rush of boredom over him. He looked over at the large duffel and decided to rifle through it, just to keep his hands occupied for the moment. Johnson watched the monkey boy’s movements and spoke sharply. “Hey, kid. I told you that you could eat those gummies when we were done for the day.”


“I’m not going to eat the gummies.” Thought the boy’s mouth was practically watering at the thought of it. “I just wanted to look through all of my gear.”


“That’s fine, but I’m watching you.” Johnson said, taking a long drag. 


The monkey hastily unzipped the duffel and peered inside. He took out a pair of boots and looked at them. There were thick with some kind of rubber coating on the outside. They shined even in the dim light of the dropship. Without hesitation, Axel slid the boots over his bare feet. They fit well with no pinching to his long toes. He didn’t like that his toes weren’t free, but having his feet suddenly covered and secured after walking around barefoot for what seemed like an eternity felt good. Inside was also a hard hat, a respirator, and even a full-blown helmet with a filter already attached to it. It seemed a little redundant, but then again, he had worked for everything in this bag. 


He grabbed the helmet and slid it over his head. He was surprised that even with his monkey ears, the helmet fit pretty well.  It must have been paired with his suit as there was a special zipper along the bottom of the helmet that would form a seal around the collar should it be zipped. He pulled on the zipper and the room was a lot quieter now. The murmuring of the miners was almost silent as the helmet and seal closed off the sounds.


“Kid, there’s no reason to wear that in the ship.” Johnson said, voice raised so the monkey could hear him. “You look ridiculous.”


The other miners began to laugh at the boy, finding the situation oddly amusing. Axel flushed slightly in embarrassment. The sounds of the laughter were loud enough that he could hear them through the helmet. He pressed a button on the filter and felt cool air rushing towards his simian nostrils. 


“I just wanted to make sure it fits.” Axel admitted, his voice sheepish and quiet.


“What was that, I can’t hear you?” Johnson made cupped a paw around an ear to listen.


“I said-”


“Gentlemen, we’re entering Blito’s atmosphere. Prepare for some mild turbulence.” Came a loud voice over the ship’s speakers. 


The whole ship rocked slightly. Axel almost fell off of the bench. He looked around and grabbed some straps that were behind him. He should have fastened the safety gear as soon as he boarded. He noticed that none of the other miners were reaching for their safety straps. They all laughed again as Axel fastened himself in. 


“Kid, you don’t need those.” Johnson said, grinning.


The ship rocked again, a sudden harsh and violent jolt. Despite this, none of the crew seemed to be fazed. They had been through things like this hundreds of times before. This was standard to them, nothing out of the ordinary. Axel’s pulse quickened as there was more shaking. He felt like he was going to slip out of his restraints until it stopped as suddenly as it began. 


“We’ve entered the atmosphere, ladies.” Came the pilot’s voice again. “ETA in about fifteen min-WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT!?”

The ship almost seemed to lurch on its own. Almost every member of the mining crew was sent sprawling onto the floor in a massive pile of limbs. Everyone but Axel. The monkey boy looked at the tangled mass of miners as they all scrambled to get back to their seats. The air was tense. This wasn’t normal.


A loud *BOOM!* sounded. All the men grabbed their ears with sudden pained cries. Axel almost grabbed his own ears but the helmet wouldn’t let him. Judging from the faces of anguish, he felt he should keep the helmet on. He awkwardly turned to look out the porthole again as the interior of the ship seemed to shift again. 


He could see the clay colored surface of the planet, but not much of the finer details of the world could be distinguished. There was a sudden purple light that seemed to emanate from the planet’s surface. The light whizzed past the view from the porthole in an instant. Axel for a nanosecond thought that the odd violent light was very pretty until he suddenly realized what it was. They were under attack!


The pilot’s panicked voice was suddenly shouting through the system’s speakers. Axel wasn’t quite sure what he said. All Axel could hear was a sudden loud tearing sound and a bang before the light of his vision was replaced with a rush of blackness. 


Vargus had never been in the captain’s room before. It was unlike anything he’d ever seen on the ship. The room, which was more like an open suite, was decorated in the image of the aristocrats. Paintings ordered wallpaper walls, opulent rugs covered the shiny wax wooden floors. A soft hum of ancient music was playing in the background. The gaudy set up was enough to make him feel sick. 


A fireplace was letting in a gentle warmth against his pink skin. The foreman felt out of place in his stained blue overalls. This was a place of culture and such gobblydegook. This wasn’t the place for his kind, or really, anyone who had any business aboard a mining ship. 


A long dining table had been prepared for him and the others. Before him was a silver plate that was garnished with shiny delicately sliced candied fruits. He looked at the rich person’s snack on his plate. Sweet stuff. He thought. Kid’s stuff.


Across from the pig was the captain who’s plate was ordained with a feast of drizzled fowl legs and other such hearty assortments. The captain’s appearance was an oddity that he never hoped to understand. He wasn’t sure how old the fox was, only that he was possibly the oldest person on the sip, and perhaps the oldest he’d ever met in his life.


The fox’s fur was a glistening silver, not gray. His face showed a hint of age that had been reduced somehow. The porcine could see a few spots on the captain’s face where areas that had once sagged had been tightened by some means. It wasn’t apparent at first glance, but if you looked hard enough, you could see the amount of work put into it all.


His body, thankfully mostly hidden by the table resembled that of a woman’s with a slim waist, and rather large hips that melted into creamy thighs. His chest lacked breasts which made the form even more jarring. 


The captain was wearing a red officer’s uniform with gold piping. The uniform was completely spotless and shimmered almost like itself was made out of gold. Was it silk? Vargus had heard of silk but wasn’t sure if this was what it was. Pinned to the man’s chest was a myriad of medals and ribbons, no doubt from the battles he had fought a long time ago. Vargus didn’t recognize any of them, just as well, as he imagined they were all issued before he had even been born. 


Sitting with Vargus and across from the captain were three crew members who he recognized as having very important positions on the ship. What ever this meeting was about had to have been of the upmost priority for them all to be here. This made the fat foreman feel more out of place. He was middle level management, not someone who dined with the captain. 


On his right was the Chief of Security, Rosca. The ferret’s stone cold blue eyes was scanning him, as if to check him for hidden weapons or even of some kind of secret motives. She didn’t trust him and he knew it. Rosca didn’t trust anyone, which is why she was so good at her job. Her security armor and apparent weaponry made her stand out even more than the foreman. 


On the foreman’s left was an obese sweaty Siamese. The Siamese was fanning himself with a freshly empty plate. He was dressed in a white suit that was a size too small. The suit was desperately trying to keep the man’s fat gut within but was having visible struggle doing so. Sweat seemed to pour out of ever pore on the Siamese’s body. Vargus recognized him as the Kurata’s Chief of Supply, Mr. Yong. Yong’s eyes could barely be made out in his fat face. He seemed extra nervous. Vargus had never met the Siamese personally, as all of Yong’s work was done away from the mining crew and most of the crew in general. He didn’t know any of the man’s history and honestly wasn’t all that interested. 


On Rosca’s right was the most puzzling guest in the room, the ship’s head physician: Dr. Garry Lowhar. The albino rat was hesitantly picking at his slices of candied fruit with a knife, almost like he was worried the food was going to jump and bite at him. His blood red eyes had an expression of fear, his teeth chattering as if he was cold. The doctor was dressed in a white lab coat that had obviously been dirtied many times over. Faded washed stains of red were permanent reminders of the doctor’s work. 


Vargus knew of Lowhar’s history. The rat was known to be a respected practitioner in the once-considered-sciences of psychiatry and psychology which were now pending reviews from the Union’s entire medical department. Both fields of study had actually been classified as pseudosciences in the Empire and the Union was thought soon to follow. 


“I want to thank you all for coming here on such short notice.” Vargus snapped back to attention as the captain spoke. “As Rosca, our security chief is aware, we have a situation. I want nothing of this to leave the room.” This was serious.


“Several hours ago our scanners picked up a slow moving object speculated to have a large amount of gold.” The captain began. “We sent our head foreman, Flint, and a very large crew in our biggest dropship Evictor.”


The ancient fox’s paws touched. “We figured it must be some kind of stray asteroid. This happens from time to time and sending a crew to crack it is ordinary protocol. Here’s the thing though. Not long ago we lost all contact with the Evictor. We’ve tried all means to find it, but there’s no trace of it. We’ve even used the ship’s built in tracking beacon to no avail. As far as we know it could be in a completely other galaxy.”


“Of course, that would be impossible. The dropship is only equipped with a microjump drive. It’s meant to gather large ore and bring it back here.” The fox’s whiskers seemed to shake. “The asteroid has also seemed to vanish, as there are no traces of it. All my years as captain and I’ve never seen anything like this.”


“Flint may have tried to steal the gold.” Garry said, his long teeth chattering as he spoke. “He’s never submitted to a psychological evaluation. That shows that his character is untrustworthy. I highly recommend an involuntary commitment in my asylum hold.” The rat scratched at his nose idly. 


Rosca glared at the rat, a flash of anger in her face before she piped up. “Captain, I’m readying two scout ships to head over to the asteroid’s last known coordinates. I’ll get this taken care of for you.”


“I appreciate that, Madam Rosca. Oda is indebted to you and your service.” The captain turned to Vargus. “With Flint’s absence, I have decided to assign you the duty of head foreman, at least in title capacity. Your primary duty is NOT to let the crew find out about this until we get this mess settled. Can you do that for me?”


A flush rushed across the pig’s face. His chubby cheeks felt hot to the touch. “Head foreman, me? Well, sir, I…”


“It’s a temporary measure. When we find Flint, depending on the circumstances, he’ll resume his old position.” The captain said, looking at the porcine, studying him. “In the event that he’s dead or has decided to defraud the company, I’ll have you as head foreman in total capacity. The men like you. Your hauls, though not the largest have always been reliable.”


“Flint’s a good man, it’s not in his character to vanish like this.” Vargus scratched the top of his head with fat fingers. “I hope you find him. You say he was with a big crew.”


“Forty-five other souls were aboard.” The fox tsked and looked down at his plate. “I hope for the best, but it’s not looking good. My worry is that there is…” The captain’s voice suddenly rose as he spoke. “Pirates in the system!”


Everyone froze and watched as the captain’s face morphed into an expression of rage. “Blasted pirates, scum of the space! If they think they can mess with my ship, my crew-!”


“Captain, please.” Garry said, his fingers extended in protest. “There hasn’t been much in the way of pirate activity in the system. We’re not a prime target for pirates anyway. We’re too well armed with little to gain from being robbed. Your mannerisms indicate a pattern of paranoid schizophrenia which is a symptom of a chemical imbalance. I can prescribe to you a large dose of lurasidone as well as sertraline to add to that.”


“Captain, if I may.” The obese Siamese began with a nervous wheeze. “This isn’t purely a matter of personnel. I would like to remind you, as well as the others that the Evictor is valued at around half of million credits and that its safe return is of upmost importance to Oda Mining Corporation.”


“I could send my men out to search after their shift, maybe in a way that wouldn’t alarm anyone?” Vargus said with a grunt. “My dropship isn’t state of the art, but it’s very fast.”


“I appreciate the gesture, my dear foreman, but your job is to keep the men as far from this as possible. In the event that someone finds out something, I want you to deploy measures to keep this ship from a panic.”


“What kind of measures?” Asked a concerned Vargus.


“Nothing drastic… here.” The captain produced a small box and passed it to the foreman. Thick fingers slowly opened the ornate container. His eyes widened. Several large credit chips were perfectly aligned inside the box. There had to be at least ten thousand here.  He looked at the captain in confusion. 


“That’s for your measures. Bribe them, organize some kind of party, do what you wish. Just keep the ship from rioting. I don’t want a panic to set in.”


Vargus had never seen a riot aboard a ship, but he knew they got pretty ugly. With the close confines and an easily agitate population it wouldn’t be a pretty picture. He’d heard of entire capital ships being emptied out from a terrible bout of ‘space madness’ that had caused swaths of the crew to openly rebel and attack security. There were over a thousand souls about the Kurata and it could get bad pretty quick if they found out a dropship containing the chief foreman and his crew just up and vanished. 


“What should I do if we find out something… bad happened?” Vargus asked hesitantly. 


“In the event that something horrible has befallen Flint and his crew, I will host an event to break it to the crew in a public and dignified manner. Rosca, of course, will have her security at red alert. I imagine if some tall tales need to be told to keep the crew happy, then that’s something I’ll have to do.”


Yes, it was customary for stories of people who had horrible fates to be doctored. A crew gets eaten from the cannibal natives and the story will instead focus on how bravely the crew fought such impossible odds and how many enemies they had slain and just what kind of brave heroes they, and by extension the others were. No need to tell them how their organs were chewed up and their bones stripped of muscle and skin to be used for spears. 


“I do want everyone to be on the look out for pirates.” The captain added. “I want you all to monitor any odd signals and see if any of your crew members are chatting with anyone outside of the ship. If this is a pirate attack they’ll have an inside man. That’s how they work when going for large ships like ours.”


“Captain, please. I implore you!” Dr. Lowhar said, his voice meek and pleading. “Please come to my office, I have plenty of pills that can help cure this terrible case of paranoia. I even have a new electroshock machine I ordered myself installed, primed, and ready for a case just like yours.”


“Enough!” The captain waved his hand at the others, seemingly done with them. “Rosca and Vargus, you have your orders. Lowhar, I want you back in your office. I’m beginning to question why I even have you as part of this circle if all you’re going to do is prattle on this pseudoscience you pray to. Mr. Yong, you will remain here. I have some very important sheets I need you to look over.”


The psychiatrist, the chief security officer, and the newly appointed head foreman all stood up from their seats. The three of them left the captain’s room wordlessly. Two pairs of eyes watched them as the door closed behind the trio. The captain smiled softly and seemed to wait a few moments.


His balled up fist slammed on the table. Plates and cutlery shook violently. A chalice of wine spilled, purple running down the polished surface of the table. The captain’s ears twitched, his face reddened as his two hands shook. He slapped his full plate, precious food landed on the floor, completely wasted. 


“Flint knows, he knows!” The captain said, rising from his chair and rushing to the fat Siamese. A harsh finger jabbed at the feline’s thick cheek. Mr. Yong flinched and cowered in his chair. “What did you tell him, Yong?! What did you tell him!?” 


“Nothing, I’ve hardly spoken with him! He’s always so quiet during the meetings… he couldn’t know a thing!” The cat blubbered. “He’s just a miner at the end of the day. He knows nothing of finances… hell, I don’t even think that ape can read! This has nothing to do with us!”


The captain took a deep breath. “I don’t care what you have to do. I want you to find Flint and have him vaporized. If he knows anything, even an inkling of what we’re doing, you and I will be atomized in front of billions in a public execution.”


Yong bit his lip. Sweat ran down his face. He knew this was coming. He’d known all day. The worst part was that there was more to come. He gulped as his body quivered. “Captain… I do have some news, some good, and some, well… perhaps it is nothing, but I wanted to report it to you.”


An inquisitive captain raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”


“Well, the good news now is that… our purse is now over two million credits. After this cycle we can retire and split the purse accordingly. I speculate if we can cash in on Flint’s income and the insurance on the Evictor plus a few other tidy plans, we could be sitting at over three million credits at cycle’s end. This vanishing act may actually be in our favor. If he was blown up by pirates… we could cash in one the checks of the whole crew.”


“You fat fool, there’s no pirates out there!” The captain yelled, saliva splattering on the cat’s face. “At least none that would be stupid enough to attack an Oda Mining vessel.”


“Well, there is the possibility that he was swallowed by a space kraken.” Yong added in meekly.


The captain froze. His angry expression was gone in an instance. He sat back down at the table with a heavy sigh. “Yes, I am sorry, Yong. That’s a good point. I got a little carried away there. I’m sorry.”


Yes. Back in his good side. Yong thought. “There was another matter I need to bring to your attention. It’s not a big deal, though.”


“Yes, what is it?” The captain responded boredly, running a hand through his silver hair. 


“Yes, um, it’s probably just a transaction error, but uh…” The fat cat stammered, fear entering his voice. “We were given a small purse from home office. This money was to be used for parts only. I forwarded an order for some refinery parts. I figured, get them over in the cargo hold, have them set around, and then sell them and funnel the money into our personal coffers. I’ve done it many, many times.”


“I know that, but what happened this time?” The old fox asked, anger hinted in his voice.


“Yes, yes, I was getting to that!” Yong blubbered, his lips and tongue moving as fast as his mind raced. “I made the order and… I can’t find the receipt for it. Home office was supposed to bring the order to a equipment factory and… I can’t find it. I can find my outgoing order, but can’t find the receipt or even an order log from home office’s end.”


“Maybe there’s a backlog.” The captain said, looking at the spilled remains of food on his priceless rug with an indifferent expression. 


“That’s possible, but usually there’s SOMETHING forwarded. I’ll have to double check just in case.” Yong said, his voice quivering. “I don’t think they’ve figured anything out. I…”


“Have you checked ALL of the receipts?” A yawning fox asked.


“All the equipment ones, I assure you.” Yong replied.


“How about you go through every last one. Even third party personal orders from the crew.” 


“That’s… that’ll take an eternity.” Yong gulped.


“I suggest you get started, because if you can’t find anything… I might need to do something… drastic.” The captain said, standing up and leering at the cat. “I want you to check every single receipt made in the last seven days. I also want you to check with any of your networks on any word of Flint. If you find Flint, get him taken care of. You can use money from the purse if you have to. If Rosca finds him, pray he doesn’t know anything. For your sake.”


“Of course, captain. I’m on it!” The fat Siamese struggled out of his chair. He wheezed as he ran out the door. Every time the door closed behind the cat, the captain secretly wished that it would slice the porker’s tail clean off. He leaned back in his chair, sighing now that he was alone.


William Sullivan was not a man to take lightly. He ran a tight ship and an even tighter skimming operation. He relaxed slightly, the anger faded within him. He remembered he needed to be careful. His ancient heart, more machine than flesh, could give out if he stressed it too much. He thought about his younger days, being the son of a minor baron in the Empire, getting schooled and learning how to sword fight. 


Oh how cruel for him to be serving on a ship such as this. When he had immigrated to the Union so many years ago to get into their famous naval academy he thought he would be serving his twilight years in the heat of battle like his ancestors had. Sure there had been wars at first, he had been drafted his first year in the academy. He’d let the only successful campaign against the invading Berzog so many years ago. Though the several year war had resulted in a loss there hadn’t been any real action since it ended. The truce line had never been violated, peace reigned.


Sure, the Empire and the Union had a few tiny skirmishes since then but nothing like before. Killing pirates had been fun for a while but most of them were hiding out in the fringe worlds now. The Union navy strongly favored the core worlds or planets held in deep importance like their breeding worlds. As such most of their vessel just orbited the core planets and did nothing else. It was boring. 


He had hoped that serving aboard a capital mining ship would be just a little bit more enjoyable but it too had grown dreary. It wasn’t until he had found out about a certain fat Siamese skimming money from ore shipments had things become interesting. Rather than tattle on the feline, he had embraced it. 


On paper the Kurata made a marginal profit. It was to be expected with such an aging vessel. The modest profit kept the ship humming along and lined the coffers of home office. That was on paper. In actuality, the ship was making quite a killing these last two cycles. He had gotten bold after prices for certain ore skyrocketed. Certain shipments were being made and delivered to third parties rather than home office. Send a small fraction of that back to home office as “rebate” and keep the rest of it.  It worked like a charm. Plus, cashing in on the paychecks of the dead for a check or two helped line his pockets as well. He wondered where he would retire. Perhaps to one of the Union’s infamous pleasureworlds, that sounded like a good time. In his ancient age, the only thing that gave him an erection nowadays was the flesh of a pre-ripened young boy, common occurrences in those planets. 


Perhaps he’d return to the Empire. He’d return to the family to show off the money he had made by playing those foolish commoners of the Union. If he was able to do away with Yong and seize the full purse, three million credits would get him a lot of respect with his people. The thought tickled him. 


His fantasy was interrupted by a harsh knock on the door. “Come in.” Captain Sullivan said with a disinterested tone. 


Rosca’s sweating and painting form appeared in the doorway. She was gasping for air. She must of run over to him at full speed. Poor common woman. The captain looked at her curiously. 


“Captain… there’s… been a situation…” She wheezed.


Axel’s vision was a swirl of gray and black darkness. The gray melted into a white ball that seemed to be circling around him. His head felt oddly light, almost like he hadn’t slept for days. The monkey boy smelled something oddly familiar hit his nose. Vision began to return slowly, the light softening to reveal blurred features. “Ooog…” He said, reaching for his head. 


Something was wrong. His arm wasn’t moving right. He couldn’t reach his head. His mind, still groggy, was trying to figure out what was going on. Warm air hit the fur of his stomach. Bare fur… no shirt… What was…


“You’re awake.” Came a voice from in front of him. 


Axel’s eyes began to sting as he realized what he was smelling. It was the familiar fragrance of tobacco. There was a hint of coolness journeying up his monkey nostrils. Menthol cigarettes, he suspected. Vision returned to his smarting eyes as he was able to make out the owner of the voice. The bucktoothed face of a squirrel was staring at him with narrowed eyes. A puff of smoke assailed the kid’s face. He coughed, trying to blow the tobacco away from his eyes. 


“Heh… I knew you’d be awake soon.” The squirrel said with a sly chuckle.


When the smoke cleared the monkey was able to make out more of the man’s body. He was a younger man, no older than twenty two. He had a lean form that fit snugly into the only garment he appeared to be wearing, a tight pair of blue denim jeans. The boy’s eyes trailed the squirrel’s creamy white belly fur as it made its way into the front of his tight fitting jeans. The squirrel’s orange fur had some gray splotches in it. Soot of some kind, Axel figured. This guy must be a miner. He didn’t recognize him from the crew. His mind was still trying to piece things together. His head hurt. He was trying to remember where he had been before. 


“Hey, banana breath. Stay awake!” A hand swiped at the monkey’s face.


The flat of the squirrel’s paw landed on Axel’s cheek. He let out a yelp. The whole room seemed to jostle from under the monkey. He found his body swinging side to side. The squirrel’s form almost seemed to dance from his vision despite him not moving at all. Axel tried to reach for his ailing cheek only to realize that he couldn’t reach it. His hand wasn’t responding. Something was holding his arm back.


Then he figured out what was happening. He was bound. He could feel metal shackles digging at his wrists. These shackles were attached to chains that were bolted to the ceiling. His ankles had been tied together.  He was being hung like a piece of meat. 


His eyes widened. He was being held prisoner! His cheek felt hot with swelling. It wasn’t hard as a slap from that security chief but it wasn’t a tickle either. He looked at the lean form of the miner who was puffing at a cigarette. “Can’t have you fading out on me. Most of your friends didn’t make it, and those who did aren’t in any shape to talk.”


“Who are you?”  Axel found himself asking, his lips quivered.


“You’re not in any position to ask questions, monkey boy.” The squirrel leaned closer. His face in front of Axel’s, nose practically touching his. Out of his small nostrils came a wave of thick gray smoke. “How about you tell me who you are and about your ship.”


“Uhh, my name is Axel. I don’t really know much about the ship…” He said, watching the squirrel’s narrowed eyes. The man was glaring at him with a face of hatred. He’d have to play this cool. 


“I don’t buy that for a second. You’re with Oda Mining Company. You’ve got to know more than that.” The squirrel said with an annoyed puff. “I want to know how many guys you’ve got, what weapons you have, and where your ship is.”


Axel didn’t have exact ideas of any of those things. He knew there were a lot of miners and others on board the Kurata, he had no idea of the ship’s weaponry, and honestly didn’t know what the coordinates for the ship’s current position were. He also didn’t want to turn in on the company, either. As much as he hated it, he was owned by them. If he just spilled and joined up with this guy, they’d come for him. Best to keep on the company’s good side. 


“I don’t know any of that.” Axel admitted, his voice trembling. 


“I have ways of making you talk.” The squirrel said with a dark chuckle. “You and I come from similar backgrounds, seeing your little jewelry there.” He laughed, pointing at the boy’s Assurance with an accusative finger. 


“I’m not a criminal, I’m in debt.” The monkey said honestly.


The boy felt an odd coldness against his toes. He looked down and saw that he was almost naked. Only dressed in his underwear and the Assurance, he was exposed to the elements as well as his captor’s eyes. This put an extra degree of fear in the boy’s mind. He felt vulnerable just in his white briefs. 


“A kid like you? I bet you bought out a candy store. You’re so soft looking.” A finger jabbed at the boy’s concave belly. “So spindly… Oda must be desperate for scabs.” He said, a growl in his voice as he spoke.


“I don’t feel like torturing a kid today. So I’m only going to ask you nicely one more time.” His captor said with a glare. “Where is your ship, how many guys do you have, and what weapons do you have?”


“I told you, I don’t kno-UGH-!”


The wind was knocked out of the monkey’s sails as a punch was delivered to his tiny gut. He groaned weakly as the impact left him wheezing. The squirrel’s fist retracted and the impact of the blow caused the kid to swing around like a punching bag. The force of the gut punch plus the swaying made him feel sick. Tears streamed from his teenage face as he felt the pain welling inside of him. 


“I don’t buy that shit!” The man yelled, gripping the boy to stop the swinging. “You better tell me, or you’re really going to regret it!”


“I’m telling you, I don’t know!”


“Fucking kid, I’ll show you.” The squirrel let him go and walked over to a table. 


Axel shuddered as he looked at what was on the table. There were many things, things he didn’t know the names of. There were sharp blades, clubs, several glasses and bowls that he wasn’t sure what they were full of. There was even a very sharp and nasty looking cleaver that had a fine streak of crimson across the blade. 


The squirrel’s fluffy tail shook as he grabbed a short glass that had some murky gray liquid in it. He walked back to his captive and pressed the glass against the boy’s lips. “Drink.” He ordered with a smug look on his face. “Drink it all or I’ll punch you again.”


Axel couldn’t guess what the stuff was. Was it some kind of truth serum? Poison? He didn’t want to get punched again so he decided the smart thing to do would be to submit to his captor at least this much for now. It smelled oddly citrus-y and musty.


He opened his mouth. The squirrel lifted the back of the glass and the unknown liquid began to rush into the young boy’s maw. He made a slight gag. What ever it was, it tasted pretty bad. Not as bad as the cold stew Vargus had served him, but definitely not pleasant. It was oddly oily over his tongue and there were little bits of foul tasting solid pieces mixed in. It tasted almost like the thin gruel that had been served on Asios, but with a bit of a meatier undertone. After he pushed the flavor out of his mind he began to guzzle down the stuff, swallowing loudly. The squirrel pulled the now empty glass away from his mouth and smirked smugly. “Feel like talking now?” He asked, tail practically wagging now. 


The stuff had actually made his stomach fee a bit more full. He wasn’t sure what the squirrel had made him drink it for. If it hadn’t been for the gut punch making his insides feel sour, he might actually feel a tad content. “Uh, do you have any more?” He asked, curious. 


“What are you going on about, smartass? You want more?” Red began to creep into the squirrel’s face. 


“Uhhh… I thought you were trying to bribe me with food.” Axel admitted with a shy look.


“That wasn’t food, that was literally dirty dish water from the mess hall!” The squirrel’s fists shook as he looked at the hanging boy. 


That explained the citrus nature of it. Dish soap. Still, if he could get more he would have drank it. Constant starvation had made the boy very open to eating things that others wouldn’t think of consuming. He felt fear rising, his spine stiffened. That squirrel was mad. He wasn’t sure if he could think himself out of this mess. He wished Johnson was here… and he couldn’t believe that.


Johnson. That mangy cat. Was he among those that had died from the attack? For some reason, Axel found himself hoping he hadn’t been killed. He hated the feline’s guts but he didn’t want him to die, especially not in a violent way. If he was still alive maybe there could be a way to get to him. Two heads would work better than his alone.


“Maybe I should explain to you just how deep in shit you’re in, kid.” The squirrel put his hands on his nice, masculine hips. “I’m Alonso, the current leader of the Free Blito Miner League. Me and the others have taken over the town and are just a few steps away from taking the mine. We’ve butchered most of the planetary militia, and most of those that surrendered have openly joined us. We’re shaking off the shackles of Oda Mining and taking all the frenulite for ourselves.”


“You’re rebelling?” Axel gasped. “The Navy will come and blow you to smithereens!”


“You’re wrong there.” Alonso laughed, poking the boy in the chest with a stiff finger. “Before we took the comms station, those militia fools sent a distress signal. The closest Navy vessel replied that our rebellion is a company manner. If we pay taxes to the Union, we’re pretty much the new planetary government as far as they are concerned.”


“I don’t know much about our weapons…” Axel said, hoping he wasn’t giving away too much. “What I’ve seen of the security team will make you shudder. There’s some tough guys and ladies in there.”


“How many?” Asked a curious Alonso.


“Like, hundreds. There’s an army.” Axel wasn’t sure how many security officers were there, there probably wasn’t hundreds or even a hundred but if he could scare this guy maybe that’ll work. 


“Hundreds? Must be a big ship.” Alonso looked back at the table and then at Axel’s strained face. 


“What kind of ships do you have? Any military vessels?”


All Axel had recognized were the dropships. There were a bunch of other vessels but he wasn’t sure what they were. There could be fighting ships but he hadn’t recognized any. He wasn’t sure if he could keep this bluff going too hard. This guy would catch him and probably use that frightening cleaver on him. A cleaver like that could sever his thigh from his body like in one fell slice. 


“I…I don’t know.” The monkey teen admitted.


“Bullshit, you know. You have to.” The boy’s captor walked back to the table and looked around. He puffed from his cigarette, a wisp of smoke rushing to the ceiling. His gaze studied the assortment of torture devices he had at his disposal. It was a calculated look. Axel felt fear rushing over him. This guy knew what he was doing. He was an experienced torturer. He had probably gotten information from people before. It was a shame that the boy had nothing to give him. 


Axel wasn’t sure what the squirrel had grabbed as he suddenly rushed towards him. The squirrel’s denim clad knee rose and Axel felt himself in a new world of pain. The point of the man’s knee had landed squarely in between the teen’s legs. His thin cotton briefs were the only meager protection against the assault. Axel’s face twisted into one of pure anguished as his young balls were struck by his captor. He let out a pathetic cry as the man’s new dropped. His nuts tightened inside his underwear, the skin of his scrotum stretched thin as his testicles took what small action they could to protect themselves. 


“Oh, fuck…fuuu…” The kid retched, feeling his throat tighten. He felt like his was going to puke. His entire body shook in his confines. His knees wobbled as he tried to bring them together in vain.


A harsh grip grasped at the outline of his nuts through his white underwear. Alonso had him by the balls. He squeezed at the boy’s tender orbs, making him cry out in pain. Tears sprang from the teen’s eyes, practically a waterfall streamed from his face. “You better talk, you little runt!” Alonso screamed in Axel’s monkey ears as he squished the boy’s testicles in his hand. “You better talk!”


“I don’t know anything, I don’t know anyTHING AAAGH!” The pain was unbearable.


The boy’s assailed balls sagged as they were suddenly let go. The squirrel’s back hand met the boy’s left cheek. This was followed by a palm sweep to his right. He repeated this twice, mucus and tears getting all over the man’s hand as he slapped the boy over and over. The kid’s cheeks began to swell, becoming red and angry from the repeated strikes. Alonso pulled back his now wet hand, wiping the mix of tears and snot over the fur of the boy’s chest. Axel sobbed, his eyes bloodshot from all the crying. He let out a pathetic whimper, the crying made his vision so blurry that he couldn’t even make out the features of his torturer. 


“Fucking runt.” The squirrel said as he wiped his hand dry with the boy’s chest. “I didn’t want to get my hands dirty today. Look what you’re making me do. Now you better tell me what you know or it’s going to get a hell of a lot worse for you.”


“Please… no more… I’m telling the truth… I don’t know.” Axel sobbed, the words barely distinguishable from blubbering. 


“Yeah, okay.” The squirrel said, looking at his hand. He seemed satisfied with with his cleanup and rose a tall glass. The glass was filled with something clear. Water? 


Axel suddenly felt so thirsty. All the crying had taken the salt from his body. He hadn’t had any water to drink for a while. The glass seemed so tempting. He wanted to ask the man for it, but the words wouldn’t form. He watched the glass with his blurred view as it began to come closer.


“You look like shit, have a drink.” The squirrel said with a dry chuckle. 


As the glass neared his lips his nose took in the scent of the contents. His entire body shook. It was an awful, terrible smell. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he knew he didn’t want it near him. The running mucus had blocked off some of the scent but what he did inhale was enough to make him retch. “No…please…” He pleaded, trying to move his hands in vain to cover his mouth. The unknown fluid rushed down to his tongue. Every synapse of the monkey’s body tried to get it away from him as he began to taste it. His tongue felt like it was on fire. Some kind of horrendous burning sensation spread across it. That wasn’t as bad as the taste. It was the most terrible kind of tangy sourness that he could imagine. The reviled flavor seemed to seep into all of his senses. As his tongue burned his nose was assailed by a tartness so strong that he swore he could feel the hairs inside his nostrils being dissolved by the acidity. 


He coughed and some of the horrible stuff splattered over his face. Alonso growled and gripped the boy’s head, keeping him from shaking his mouth away from the glass. “Drink it. Don’t cough.” He said with a grin spreading across his face. He’d done this before. 


The insides of his throat burned as the foul fluid rushed down as he swallowed. His throat tightened. His body was telling him: no, do not let anymore of this in. I will reject it. I will throw up. He retched, feeling bile rising in his throat. Soon he couldn’t swallow at all. A horrible noise came through his throat. Alonso jumped back as he watched the boy’s head swerve forward violently. 


Thick black sludge came from the boy’s mouth as he vomited all over the floor in front of him. Thick strands of sickly yellow stood out in the black vomit. The texture was thick from the stew he had eaten this morning, thinned slightly from the dishwater. He coughed and threw his head forward again, thick wads of spit mixed with the yellow bile spewed forth. The horrible scent of the vomit began to overpower the smell of the foul fluid he had been forced to drink. The smell of his puke was far more welcomed as far as he was concerned. 


Bile dripped from his lips and the side of his mouth as he sobbed. Some of the puke had gotten on his bare stomach, sticking where it landed. It felt unnervingly warm. He cried, his face a mess of snot, spit, tears, and now vomit. 


“Are you going to talk now?” Alonso asked, stepping over the warm pool of throw-up as he approached the boy. He was sure he was going to get the results he needed now. This boy had been a hard nut to crack, but now he had finally broken him. 


“Wha…whas..tha…” The boy managed to say between deep sobs.


“It’s distilled vinegar. My father used to make me drink it when I was a bad boy.” Alonso said, looking at the monkey boy’s mess of a face. “I bet you’re father never even beat you, you’re so soft.”


The boy shook in his bonds. Tears mixing with the bile that was dripping from his lips. “Never…knew…” He managed to get out.


“Makes sense, I wouldn’t want to meet you if you were my son.” Alonso went to jam a thumb on the boy’s chest but decided against it as it was now matted in grossness. He just stared the kid in the eyes and forced the boy’s eyes open with his fingers. “Look at me. You’re going to tell me about your weapons. You can’t keep this up forever.”


“I don’t know, I don’t know!” Axel whined, pleading with the man. “What do you want me to do, I’ll do anything…. please stop… I don’t know!”


“Fucking worthless little shit.” The squirrel gave a puff of his cigarette. His took in a deep drag and balled up a fist. “You made a mess all over my floor. I can’t go back now.”


Axel was suddenly seeing stars as Alonso socked him in the right eye. Ringing sounded in the boy’s ears as he was punched. He couldn’t hear anything. His right eye swelled as soon as the squirrel’s fist pulled away. With remarkable speed the entire sight of his right eye was blacked out by swollen flesh. The monkey teen could barely make out the squirrel talking with his one remaining eye. He couldn’t hear anything as the ring overpowered everything else in the room. Slowly the words of his assailant became understandable as his hearing returned. “-with your intestines fresh out of what you once called your asshole!” The squirrel said, panting for breath. He wheezed, looking at the boy’s wounded face. “I oughta just kill you now. You’re really starting to piss me off. I’ve never met a kid so fucking worthless as you.”


The squirrel pulled the burning cigarette from his mouth and looked at the boy. He grinned wicked and shoved the burning end of the cigarette towards the boy. The red hot met with the flesh of the boy’s right nipple. There was a brief hiss as it burned the tender pink skin. Axel let out an ear piercing scream as his nipple was being burned by the squirrel. The bloodcurdling cry made the squirrel chuckle dryly. His twisted the cigarette over the areola, black smudging all over the burnt flesh. He put out the cigarette with the boy’s now ruined nipple. The forever scarred red flesh was a horrifying sight that caused no end in joy in the torturer’s eyes. It’d blister terribly, probably for years before it resembled anything close to being healed. If he was lucky, the deadened flesh would fall off outright.


Even with the cigarette out, the boy was still screaming. His throat screamed back at him in horrible pain. The vinegar and the vomit had already tendered his throat and the screaming was making it that much worse. Thin trails of scarlet mixed in with his spit as he cried out from his wounded throat. 


The boy’s entire body shook as he screamed. The sound of fluid landing suddenly on the hard floor rushed towards the squirrel’s ears. He looked down to see a puddle of piss pooling down below the boy’s bound legs. Wetness spread across the boy’s once pristine white briefs. The piss made the once pure garment slightly see through. He could see the redness of the monkey’s balls, traces of black and purple from the rough handling. The kid would be lucky if he was able to be a father now. He watched the puddle spread across the floor, touching the thick chunk of vomit. Alonso made a disgusted face as the wretched teen pissed himself in front of him. Piss trailed down his bound legs and leapt off of his feet, joining in with the rest. 


“Looks like you’re going to be like that for a while.” Alonso said, sure the boy couldn’t even hear him through his pained cries. “I’ll be back. When I get back, you better talk. I’m going to start cutting things off next.”


The squirrel was gone, leaving the boy alone. Axel didn’t even know his captor had left. His senses were an unending ride of pain. All he could think about was the horrible torture that had been inflicted upon him. His mind was a rush of the images repeating themselves over and over, reliving the terror many times over.


He wasn’t sure how long it was before he returned to his senses. It could have been minutes, it could have been hours. Maybe it was days. His body seemed numb. The pain was still there, but it was now just a warm heat all over his body. His body was producing painkillers of their own to confront the trauma. He finally noticed that he was alone. He looked down at himself. His body felt ice cold, the urine making him cold. His mind was trying to think, but the numbness made him just want to succumb the the warm pain. He wouldn’t surrender. He wouldn’t let it take over him. 


“…Assurance… are… you there…?” He said, his throat injured enough that he could barely whisper.


“Yes, Mr. Stone.” The Assurance’s chipper voice said in response. “I detected a very hostile encounter and figured I shouldn’t get involved. I can inject painkillers for a fee of one thousand credits if you wish, Mr. Stone.”


“No… no….” Axel said, his whispered pained voice sounding like that of an old man’s. “I need you to… contact the Kurata… let them know…”


“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Mr. Stone.” The Assurance replied in its usual joyous voice. “There appears to be a communications jammer keeping me from sending a message. Do not despair, as my tracking can still function with a strong enough scanner. Shine Holdings can still locate you if they wish.”


Of course. That was just perfect. 


“I would like to remind you, Mr. Stone. You should put in some credits as soon as possible. With your current interest rate, you will have to pay close to four hundred thousand by cycle’s end.”


“Can you…shut up…?” Axel whispered, coughing weakly.


“Of course, Mr. Stone. Resuming sleep mode.”


Then another idea formed in the teen’s head. He coughed again, bloody phlegm dripping from his mouth. “Assurance…” He whispered weakly. “Can you… repeat… something for me…?”


“Of course, Mr. Stone. I am happy to repeat or say anything you wish.” The device replied happily. 


The boy’s weak voice quivered. “Please… just say… ‘I love you’… please…”


“I love you.” The Assurance responded flatly.


“…again…”


“I love you.”


“….ag…gain…”


“I love you.”


“A…nn…”


“I love you.”

