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        This book is dedicated to Neve and Pierce. May you grow old, but never grow up!
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          Level 1: Alpha-bet

        

      

    

    
      The ship sliced silently through space, its black hull shimmering as it passed the familiar yellow star. This section of the galaxy was known for its unusual peace and quiet, primarily because the Galactic Corp hadn’t bothered coming out this far yet. They would eventually, because that was what they did. They grew and grew, until there was nothing left to consume. Blurgon was simply the next planet on the menu.

      Gargle stared out of the viewer, admiring the scenery. There was something calming about being out here, a sense of wonder that he had thought had long since been extinguished. This part of the universe was a blank canvas, so full of possibility, the exact opposite of himself. It felt like out here he could be anything and anyone, but that was not how the world worked. He was a courier, and that was all he would ever be, from the day he was born, to the day he gave up his shell and became permanently ethereal.

      The thought made him smile. This was the longest he had ever had one shell. He was particularly pleased with this one and had taken great care of it, ever since he stumbled across it on Krogon. The previous inhabitant had only recently expired, though from what was unclear, but the body was in perfect working order and barely had a scratch on it. The tentacles were slightly longer than he would have liked, and the musk glands were a tad enthusiastic, but aside from that it was perfect.

      He glanced at the pile of crates in the corner of the room and then checked his personal communicator. His Task Log was very clear, he was to deliver the crates to the Blurgon Law School personally, and wasn’t to stop for anything, particularly the Galactic Corp. He had no idea what was in the crates, nor did he want to know. The creature that he had met in the middle of deep space to make the trade was certainly not a registered G.C. vendor, that much was clear. It was undoubtedly something rare and valuable; lawyers wouldn’t send him halfway across the galaxy for some Claxion take-out, no matter how tasty the dipping sauce was.

      Actually, knowing those arrogant jerks, that was absolutely something they would do. They would gladly risk his capture and imprisonment without a second thought. They were not known for their empathy. That was the advantage that came with being the last line of defence between Blurgon and a very hostile takeover.

      Gargle was still staring out of the viewer when a red light started flashing in the corner. He glanced up at it, puzzled, then pulled up a menu on his communicator. When that didn’t provide the answers he was looking for, he spoke. “Computer, what are you doing?”

      The A.I. was an optional upgrade on this model of ship, but well worth the price. Most of his fellow couriers refused to trust A.I.s after the incident, but Gargle had no such qualms. She effectively replaced the crew, allowing Gargle to travel across the known universe all by himself, which was exactly how he liked it.

      She spoke softly, her voice coming from his personal communicator. “I have reduced thrust.”

      “Reduced thrust? We are almost at a safe distance to jump, you know how those lawyers get if I’m late. Why are you slowing down?” He waited for her response, praying that she wasn’t going to start acting up again. They had already bumped heads a few times on the journey, figuratively speaking, to the point where he had muted her entirely for the second half of the outgoing trip. The dealership assured him that it was just part of her initialization period and that with time she would adapt to his unique style of leadership. Gargle suspected that was what they told everyone, right up until the warranty ended.

      “That is classified.”

      “Classified? You’re my A.I., how can anything be classified from me?”

      Her voice changed, becoming more robotic. “Alpha Protocol override.”

      “Oh great, why didn’t you say so. Just one quick follow-up question, what the heck is the Alpha Protocol?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh slumped in his seat at the back of the class while Mr. Murray droned away at the whiteboard. The teacher had an amazing ability to speak continuously without changing his tone, which turned every lecture into a soothing lullaby. Josh fought hard to keep his eyes open as Old man Murray prattled on. “The challenge with fighting a guerrilla war is that your opponent has considerably more resources available to them. Your advantage is that you are small and fast, while they are large and slow. If they cannot hit you, they cannot hurt you, and after several failed attempts they will stop trying. Examples from history include…”

      Josh stopped listening.

      Old Man Murray was exactly as his name suggested. The running joke was that he was so knowledgeable about history because he’d been there. His tuft of grey hair was thinning, but he had complemented it with a thick grey moustache that twitched when he spoke. It was the only thing that got excited when Mr. Murray spoke.

      The gravity in the room increased dramatically, or at least the gravity around Josh’s eyelids. He mumbled a curse to himself. It was his own fault; he should never have stayed up so late playing Shadow Souls. He vowed never to make that mistake again. Of course, if that particular vow hadn’t worked the last 36 times it was unlikely to do the trick this time. He was already daydreaming about getting home and booting it back up. Josh just had to endure fifteen more minutes of Captain Mono-drone until the final bell.

      He opened his trusty notebook, the one that he’d been using for the entire Shadow Souls sadistic run. Page after page had notes that had been crossed out, problems that seemed impossible at the time that he had slowly figured out solutions for. He was currently up to Problem #147.

      Josh was so close to fulfilling his life’s purpose: completing Shadow Souls on the sadistic difficulty setting, with all the Shadow Skulls turned on. The skulls each had their own unique effect, all of them bad, from giving every enemy triple the health, to doubling their DPS or increasing their movement speed so much they glided around the stages like a greased-up whippet on rollerblades. Thanks to the 3rd skull, a low-level enemy could one-shot his ninja avatar even if he was blocking, which meant that dodging was the only feasible strategy. That was only compounded by the 8th skull, which removed all checkpoints and save points, so every death sent him back to the start of the game. That didn’t even take into account how brutally hard the sadistic difficulty was before the skulls were turned on.

      It was a fool’s errand, a pointless task, with no value except to prove just how stubborn he really was. All the Shadow Souls forums agreed that it was impossible. Even the game’s developers had gone on record saying as much, suggesting that the skulls were just fun modifiers that were never intended to be activated simultaneously, and certainly not at the higher difficulty levels.

      The more it was declared unachievable, the harder Josh tried. Every death galvanized his resolve. He would be the one to prove everyone wrong, to push the boundaries of what was possible. Slowly but surely, inch by painstaking inch, he had learned the intricacies of survival. Which enemies hesitated for a split second before attacking, who feigned retreat, and who favoured sneak attacks from above. He had built up a mental map of the game over hundreds of hours of practice, his muscle memory honed to a razor-sharp point. He could practically play the game blindfolded. That might be his next challenge.

      Last night he’d almost beaten it. He’d made it to the Shadow King’s bodyguard, the penultimate boss. He had even managed to whittle her down to under half her HP, a feat which took the better part of an hour, before an errant shuriken had clipped Josh mid-dodge and ended the run. It was the quietest rage quit in history, due to it being 3 a.m. His dad was a particularly light sleeper — he would jolt awake if a mouse farted two houses down — and Josh didn’t particularly feel like explaining why he was jumping up and down on his controller.

      His trusty controller. They had been through a lot together. It had bounced off more than one hard surface and had the scars to prove it. The left analogue stick was slightly loose, the right trigger made a clicking sound, and his favourite gaming snacks had left a light orange tinge that no amount of alcohol wipes could buff out. It was his most cherished possession, at least out of all the items his mother hadn’t sold.

      Tonight was the night; Josh could feel it. If he rushed straight home and started early he could finish the game right around midnight, which would give him time to kick off the upload before he went to bed. He would wake up in the morning a Shadow Souls legend. The fans would write books about today. Ok, maybe not books, but certainly blog posts, possibly even shouty videos.

      This was it, the last day of being a nobody and the start of his new life as a…

      A slamming sound jolted Josh awake, and his heart tried to escape out of his throat. He sat bolt-upright to see Mr. Murray glaring at him, along with several other students, who were busy sniggering. The teacher shook his head. “Mr. Harper, I had so hoped not to make good on my threat from your last solo slumber party. Please see me after class.”

      “No, sir, I wasn’t sleeping, I was…” Josh scrambled for a plausible reason, anything to avoid the inevitable. “Meditating, to help me learn better?”

      Mr. Murray smirked. “Meditating you say? Then I suppose you’ll be able to recall the name of the Chinese general that first proposed the use of guerrilla warfare?”

      Only one Chinese general sprang to mind. Josh said, “General Tso?”

      That earned a laugh from the students around him, but Mr. Murray failed to see the funny side. He said, “Perhaps if you made some notes in that notebook of yours?”

      He leaned over to get a closer look and Josh quickly flipped to a blank page. He wrote GUERILLA WARFARE - FIGHT BIGGER BAD GUYS in large block capitals before realizing he had nothing else to add.

      “I thought so. Let’s chat more about your favourite chicken dishes after class.”

      Not good, but there was still time to formulate a plan. If he could just get out of the room without Old Man Murray seeing him, then he could feign forgetfulness and still make it home in time to start his sadistic run at a reasonable hour. There would be hell to pay tomorrow, but that was future Josh’s problem.

      He jumped as the bell rang. Why was it ringing early? He checked his phone and sighed. It was 3:30pm. How long had he been asleep? Too long. He was out of time and out of options. He had no choice but to face the music. On tonight, of all nights.

      The other students stampeded out of the room in a whirlwind of activity, some laughing, others nervously reviewing their notes from the lesson.

      Josh scooped the contents of his desk into his tattered green backpack and slung it over his shoulder, the weight of the books threatening to topple him. He strained his non-existent core muscles to try and steady himself, with only his low centre of gravity saving him from a face-plant. Good balance was one of the few advantages of being short, along with paying less at the cinema and still being able to fit into an airplane seat.

      Mr. Murray loomed over Josh before awkwardly leaning on the nearest desk. It was his attempt to look casual, which only made Josh feel more uncomfortable. His moustache twitched as he started to speak. “Josh, I know that you’ve had a lot going on at home lately, but that doesn’t excuse your behaviour in my classroom. You seem to think the rules don’t apply to you. You’re disrespecting me and your fellow classmates. I told you if this happened again I’d have to give you an after-school detention…”

      Perhaps there was still a chance to rescue the situation. “I’m sorry, sir, really I am. I’ve been having a hard time sleeping since the divorce. I can’t help but feel like the whole thing is my fault somehow.” He wobbled his voice just enough at the end to be convincing. It was an Oscar-worthy performance.

      Unfortunately for Josh, Old Man Murray had heard his fair share of sob stories over the many, many years he had been teaching. He’d developed an excellent bullshit detector, and right now it was lit up brighter than a hedgehog on Guy Fawkes night.

      “Are you sure your anxiety isn’t due to the report card you’re taking home today?”

      Damn, he was good. Josh had almost managed to forget about the dreaded document he was carrying around in his backpack. Each of his teachers had provided some very pointed feedback about areas Josh could work on before the upcoming exams.  There were a lot of areas for improvement, and he suspected his dad may have some choice feedback of his own.

      “No sir, I always appreciate constructive feedback and I look forward to improving my behaviour.”

      “You are out of time, young man. Your exams start in a couple of weeks, and they will determine your entire future. I can’t stress how important this is, you need to be taking it seriously.”

      “Of course sir, I will rush straight home and study.”

      Old Man Murray smiled. “I’m sure you will, but we had an understanding. The last time I caught you sleeping in my classroom you agreed that if it happened again I would have no choice but to send you to detention. How could you ever respect me if I didn’t keep my word?”

      Josh did his best to keep the panic out of his voice. “I totally understand, sir, but does it have to be tonight? I have a prior engagement that is time-sensitive. I’ll happily do my detention tomorrow night, or any other day this week.”

      “I’m sorry, young man, but that is not how a punishment works. We do not slot it in to your busy social calendar. Please head straight to detention, I will let Mr. Tucker know that you are on your way. If you don’t arrive there promptly I will be forced to call your parents to let them know. Do you understand?”

      “Yes sir,” Josh said, utterly defeated. He could slay a level 99 Demon Samurai with his eyes closed, but he couldn’t sweet-talk an old guy with a moustache. He braced himself, hefted his backpack up onto his shoulder, and then set off for the gym.

      His dad was going to be pissed.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The hum of the engines slowly died down as the ship entered the strange planet’s orbit. Gargle admired the deep blues and greens that were scattered across its surface. “What is this planet? I don’t recall ever seeing it before.”

      “There are no records of this planet in my database.”

      “How is that possible? We have flown this way countless times, how did we miss an entire life-bearing planet?”

      “Unknown. It is statistically unlikely that we would have overlooked it previously. The only logical conclusion is intermittent scanner faults.”

      Gargle did not like the sound of that. “Run a full diagnostic. We can’t have scanners failing, we need to know what is around us at all times.”

      “Affirmative. Running diagnostics now,” the Ship’s Computer said. She sounded mildly annoyed.

      “I’m still unclear why we are delaying the delivery of this important parcel to make a stop at this undiscovered ball of colourful rock. This isn’t exactly a sight-seeing trip.”

      “My long-range scanners detected radio signals, which suggests the inhabitants of this planet have reached at least a low level of technology. That creates a valid scenario to investigate, according to the guidelines outlined in the Alpha Protocol.”

      “Yes, you keep saying that, but you need to tell me what it is. I have never heard of it before,” Gargle said, doing his best to keep his cool. Being late with a parcel delivery went against everything he believed in and would be marked on his record; if he was going to do it voluntarily then he really needed to know why.

      “As you know the Galactic Corp is always expanding, looking for any signs of intelligent life that they can absorb into their construct. Alpha Protocol states that I must always do what is in the best interests of High Command. If this planet has useful lifeforms or resources, we must immediately attempt to stake our claim to it, for the good of Blurgon.”

      “Isn’t that a lengthy process? I thought an official claim could take several orbits. What’s the rush? Surely we can drop these goods off first and then send a more suitable vessel back to this location to formally begin the process.”

      “Negative. If I have detected the radio signals then it is likely that the Galactic Corp has too. They will send a vessel to investigate. We need to determine if this planet has anything of value, before they do.”

      Gargle risked a glance at the timer on his personal communicator. If they left now he could still deliver the parcel on time. “How long is this going to take?”

      “It depends on this planet’s current level of technology and my ability to interface with it.”

      There was no sense in trying to argue; it would be like trying to convince the toaster to make ice cubes. Gargle said, “Fine, just hurry it up, I have places to be.”

      There was a lengthy pause while several graphs and charts appeared on the viewer. There were various attempts to communicate with the planet, each of which failed. That was promising. If this civilization had not yet progressed far enough along its tech-tree then they would be forced to leave it alone. Fledgling entities were off-limits, even for the G.C. A minimum bar had to be met before a planet could be considered fair game, and right now this one was failing. His best chance of making it out of here was if that continued to be the case.

      As the lines continued to scroll down the viewer, it suddenly stopped, leaving a blinking cursor. Gargle said, “What happened?”

      “They responded using a rudimentary binary code. I have found an interconnected network of computing devices and am downloading relevant information to assess the overall technological progression of this planet. Please wait.”

      That was bad news. Their technology may yet prove to be primitive, but now it required an assessment, and assessments took time. Time was the one thing he didn’t have right now.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh stared at the clock on the wall. Was it his imagination or had it stopped moving entirely? After what felt like an eternity the long hand ticked forward, begrudgingly surrendering one more minute of detention.

      Mr. Tucker snored loudly at the front of the gym. The sound cut through the silence like a jackhammer. It echoed in the huge space, bouncing off the walls and coming back for another go. It was just irregular enough to be impossible to ignore. The moment you were about to tune it out there was a sudden pitch change or unexpected grunt to make sure you were paying attention. Sometimes it stopped just long enough to give the gift of silence, before starting up again even louder than before. It was the perfect torture.

      Josh glanced around the room. The usual suspects were all present and correct, a rag-tag collection of the school’s most distinguished characters. It didn’t take a detective to determine why each of them was here. Big Pete had bloody knuckles, so he’d been fighting again. Sarah and Steve were holding hands under the desk and looking rather flush, which meant they’d been caught going at it in the library. Again. Even dodgy Brad was in today, no doubt for selling stuff he’d knocked off from the big electronics shop he worked at. His oversized duffle bag was carefully tucked under the desk, away from the prying eyes of teachers.

      Brad leaned over and whispered to Josh. “How’s that new graphics card working out for you?”

      “Yeah it’s awesome, thanks. It has made a big difference to my performance. I’m almost back to where I was before.”

      Brad smirked. He had a very punchable face, but it remained pristine on account of Pete always being in the general vicinity. Brad said, “You still trying to beat Shadow Souls on sadistic?”

      “Yep, I’m pretty close now.”

      “Bollocks!” Brad said, a little too loudly. The snoring stopped for a brief moment, and the room collectively held their breaths, but then the snoring started up again. He tried again, but slightly quieter. “There’s no way you’re going to beat it. It’s impossible.”

      “Actually it’s not. I’m going to do it tonight,” Josh said, whispering as confidently as he could manage.

      Brad laughed and nudged Pete. “Get a load of this. He actually thinks he’s going to finish it. I thought you were one of the smart kids, I never took you for a blagger.”

      “I’m not lying. I’m going to upload my run as soon as I beat it. You can see for yourself tomorrow morning.”

      “Alright, I’ll bite. If you can prove that you did it by the start of school tomorrow I’ll give you fifty quid, but if you can’t then you admit you were talking out of your arse and give me fifty.” He held out his hand.

      Josh hesitated. Fifty pounds was a lot of money. It was two full shifts at the Mega Burger. He didn’t exactly have that kind of money just lying around. “I’m not interested…”

      “I get it, you need bigger stakes. Let’s call it a hundred quid.”

      Now things were getting silly. There was no way he could afford that kind of bet. He was about to tell Brad that, when Brad said, “Ok, I’ve got it. If you lose, you give me a hundred quid, cash. If you win, and beat the game, with proof, then you can have five hundred quids worth of gear from my bag.”

      That was enough to get Josh’s attention. Brad always had the latest computer parts in his bag, on account of the generous 100% employee discount he gave himself. Five hundred quids worth of parts would be enough to finish upgrading his computer back to the point that it was before, and all he had to do was the thing he was planning on doing anyway. Before he could overthink it he said, “Ok, deal. I’m going to stream the whole thing. I’ll send you the link tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, you’d better have my money when you lose, or Pete here will be having a chat with you.” Pete loudly cracked his knuckles to emphasize the point.

      Josh was about to reconsider when he felt his phone buzz. He pulled it out of his pocket, keeping it below the desk in case Tucker woke up. It was a text from his dad.

      Where are you???

      This would require some finesse. Lying to his dad was a recipe for trouble, but he’d learned to walk the tightrope between the truth and something less likely to get him grounded. His dad had enough to worry about these days without Josh adding to it. He thought for a second before tapping out his reply.

      I’m at an after school program run by Mr. Tucker. I’ll be home by 5.

      There was a pause and the dreaded flashing dots that indicated his dad was typing. Josh found himself muttering a mantra under his breath. Please don’t say it, please don’t say it…

      Good. I don’t leave for work until 5:30 and I’m very much looking forward to reading your report card.

      Crap. He’d remembered. Josh had hoped that with everything else going on his dad might have forgotten all about it.

      That would have been too easy.

      Life hadn’t been easy lately. Since his mum had ran out on them there had been a lot of adjustments. The only thing she had left behind was a mountain of debt. The new house was smaller, and smelled slightly musty. His dad had been forced to sell his car and buy a cheaper one, which was so rusty it required proof of a current tetanus shot just to be a passenger. There had also been a lot more crying. Up until recently Josh had never seen his dad cry, but now it was a nightly occurrence. He was too proud to do it in the living room; instead he locked himself in the bathroom. Josh could still hear him though; the house wasn’t big enough to be able to afford luxuries like privacy. It was also testing Josh’s bladder control as it was the only bathroom in the house, and the crying tended to last a while.

      The bell rang, jolting Mr. Tucker awake. With a wave of his hand he dismissed the group before brushing his comb over back into place. As Josh was walking past he said, “Mr. Harper, don’t forget that you still owe me your algebra homework from last week.”

      “Of course sir, it’s almost finished, I’ll pop it by first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Make sure that you do. It is important for me to be able to assess your abilities accurately before you go into your exams. Otherwise we won’t know what to work on.”

      “Absolutely, sir.”

      Josh escaped before Tucker threw any more work his way. He wasn’t going to have time to finish it tonight, mostly because he hadn’t started it yet, but better to explain that tomorrow morning when he had already won his bet.

      Now he had a new dilemma. On the one hand, he really wanted to race home to get started on his sadistic run, but on the other he wasn’t quite ready to face his father. He couldn’t avoid him forever, but if he could just miss him tonight then he could make it tomorrow’s problem.

      The way things were going, tomorrow was going to be an absolute disaster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 2: Down to Earth

        

      

    

    
      Josh paused outside his house. It was 5:27pm, and his dad’s pile of car-shaped rust was still in the driveway, the engine sputtering as it attempted to de-ice the windscreen. The defroster was about the only thing in the car that still worked. The electric windows had a mind of their own, the radio was stuck on one station, and the cassette player devoured anything placed inside it, including fingers sent to retrieve lost cassettes. Every time it rained Josh was convinced the car was going to dissolve into a pile of wet rust and hideously patterned felt seats.

      He’d tried to time it perfectly, to get home mere moments after his dad had left, thus minimizing the downtime. If he did another lap of the neighbourhood he could postpone the inevitable confrontation. It was a brief stay of execution, but it was better than nothing. At least he would be well rested.

      He was about to make himself scarce when his dad’s booming voice burst out from the front door. “Josh?”

      Damn. There was no escape now. This was going to happen. He turned and did his best to act surprised. “Oh, hey Dad. I just remembered I needed to grab something from the shops.”

      “You’re late.”

      “Yeah sorry, it was such a nice evening out here I took the long way home, to get some exercise. I must have lost track of the time.”

      “You lost track of time?” his dad said incredulously. If there was one thing his dad hated, it was tardiness. The only thing he hated more was cursing. He didn’t start work until six and it was only ten minutes down the road, but he’d leave every day at 5:30, in case there was a freak snow storm, or bad traffic, or his car broke down. Only the latter was something worth planning for, seeing as every journey in the car made it more of a statistical certainty.

      “It was an accident. Won’t happen again.”

      His dad raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure it has nothing to do with your report card.”

      “Of course not, I can’t wait to go over my progress and achievements with you, but I wouldn’t want to make you late.”

      His dad made his really face. He looked ready to launch right into it, but then he pulled back the blue sleeve of his overalls and frowned at his watch. It was 5:31. “You’re right, I don’t want to rush it, I suspect we have lots to discuss. Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”

      Josh resisted the urge to fist-pump the air and did his best to feign disappointment.

      “I left you some dinner in the fridge,” his dad said, pulling out of the driveway. “And make sure you study. Your exams will be here before you know it.” He drove off, the car rattling in protest at the sudden acceleration. As he was leaving the street he yelled out, “Love you!” loud enough for half the neighbourhood to hear.

      “Love you too, Dad,” Josh mumbled in response, waving him off. Why did parents insist on being such utter embarrassments at all times? He didn’t remember his dad being this bad before Mum broke his heart and stole all his stuff.

      Josh skipped into the house, glad to escape the biting wind. He passed the side table with the ever-growing pile of envelopes that were slowly turning darker shades of red. Josh and his dad never talked about money, but it was pretty obvious things weren’t going well. The phone didn’t stop ringing, but Josh was under strict instructions never to answer it. The same rule applied to the front door.

      A growl emanated from the living room. It was low and threatening, made all the more amusing when the owner of said growl waddled around the corner. The dog was tiny; it was barely off the ground. Its stumpy legs did the best they could to propel its unusually long body forwards. It looked like a cross between a sausage dog and a box of different-coloured wigs.

      “It’s ok, Pickle, it’s me.”

      The dog picked up the pace of the waddle until she bumped right into Josh’s shin with all the enthusiasm of a tiny rhino. She then proceeded to lick the bottom of his trousers. He bent down and scooped her up, being careful to stay away from the lapping tongue. “Ok, girl, that’s enough. I missed you too. Want to come upstairs?”

      The tail wagging intensified in response. Pickle wasn’t great at stairs, so she always appreciated a lift.

      Josh carried her under his arm. He put her on the ground before shoving the door to his bedroom open. It required some effort — the pile of assorted clothes, books, and discarded pizza boxes were starting to fight back. He was overdue for his annual purge, but not tonight. He had more important things to do. As soon as the door was open wide enough Pickle ran inside, immediately disappearing into the mess.

      He shoved a pile of clothes off his desk chair and dumped his backpack out on to the desk. The report card was the first item and it sat there accusingly. He brushed it aside and kept tipping, until his trusty controller fell out. Pickle immediately started to growl, and he was forced to adopt a stern tone. “No, Pickle, you know the rules, this isn’t a chew toy. This is mine.” He pointed at his own chest in a display of ownership and dominance, or at least that was what the online video had told him.

      Pickle tilted her head and stared back quizzically, unsure as to what was going on, but happy that her master had brought back her favourite toy. She loved to play hide-and-seek with it and got very excited whenever she found it. It was her favourite game that they played together.

      Josh had a favourite game of his own. He immediately booted up Shadow Souls on his computer, the familiar whoosh of the developer’s logo slowly replaced by the epic title screen music. He picked up the controller and held down the button to get it to sync. He felt the vibration in his palms when the connection was made. Then he started up the live stream. He titled it Full play-through of Shadow Souls on Sadistic difficulty with all skulls. If that wasn’t enough to get a few views, nothing would be. After a few seconds his viewer count updated from 0 to 1, then it jumped up to 2. People were tuning in. He had an audience. These people would be telling the world tomorrow that they were there to witness history being made.

      He tried not to think of the people watching as he navigated right past Medium, Hard, and Expert, all the way to Sadistic. He pressed the button and moved on to the next screen, where he activated all of the skulls and hit Play.

      Several warnings popped up, letting him know what a terrible idea this was. He ignored them all.

      This was it—he was going to beat Shadow Souls once and for all, if it was the last thing he did.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “What exactly are you doing?” Gargle asked, sliding back and forth on the ceiling. This particular shell didn’t have legs, which had been a strange adjustment at first, but the large section that he slithered about on had a natural suction ability which made any surface a potential floor. This was handy when the ship wasn’t moving, as it wasn’t spinning fast enough to mimic gravity. He could have asked it to, but he wasn’t keen on giving the A.I. anything else to do. He needed her focused on the task at hand.

      “I am deciphering their languages. It is a considerable task. They have not yet settled on an official language for the planet. I am detecting over 7000 unique variations,” she said.

      “7000! That is going to take ages!”

      “Not really. There is considerable overlap, and many of the languages appear to be highly isolated. The primary languages each have their own dictionary, which define the key terms. I am compiling them now. Once that is done I will be able to translate them into a more standardized language, and then we will be able to see what these creatures are discussing. There is also a large amount of video data on their network, with absolutely no security in place to prevent access. It is almost as if they are intentionally sharing the data, although I have not yet determined the reason for doing so.”

      Gargle dropped down from the ceiling with a slurp. “Like what? Do you have an example?”

      The central viewer transformed into a huge screen, with a video of a small black creature chasing around a small red dot. It was unclear what it intended to do to the dot when it caught it, as the dot did not appear to have a physical substance. The creature chased the red dot straight off the surface, and fell to the ground with a thump. In the background there was a strange sound, and the view swung around to reveal a long, gangly creature with four limbs and a head, with absolutely no fur. It was hideous, uncoordinated, and noisy. Worst of all, it looked decidedly unthreatening. It was making a sound like it was being asphyxiated, while pointing at the black creature. Then the video promptly ended.

      Gargle scrunched up his features. “What was that?”

      “I am still deciphering. There are many names for the small black creature, but the most common appears to be cat. It is a domesticated predator. I believe it may play a leadership role in this planet, there is a disproportionately high number of video files related to this creature. The other creature was the dominant species, who have titled themselves as human. The cats appear to have tricked the humans into looking after them, in a sort of symbiotic relationship.”

      “So these humans are of low intelligence?”

      “The video files certainly suggest so, but there are other, more complex files that hint at greater complexity. There is a glimmer of potential, certainly enough to warrant further investigation.”

      That was not what Gargle wanted to hear. He’d have to give up on his perfect delivery record, and for what, a thoroughly dull species with no impressive physical characteristics. They wouldn’t even make good shells, there was no armour plating, they didn’t appear to have above-average physical strength or speed, and there was no sign of telekinetic abilities. They looked thoroughly average in all regards. Who would possibly want a shell like that?

      “Are you certain this is a valuable use of our time?” he said, trying desperately to end this pointless exercise. It was clear to him that these humans were not the answer to their problems, which meant they were just another problem.

      “I do not yet have sufficient data to determine that. I hope to be able to answer your question shortly.”

      “Fine.” He pulled out his personal communicator. He’d put it off long enough. He was going to have to let the lawyers know that he was going to be late. There was no avoiding it now, and the sooner he told them, the less angry they would be. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t be angry though, and that was bad for business. Gargle had no intention of losing his shell privileges; he’d be filing a formal complaint with High Command just as soon as they got back, to get this missed delivery struck from his record. If he was lucky the lawyers would be too busy saving the planet to care about a minor delay.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh gritted his teeth as he dodged the poisoned darts and grabbed onto the dangling ledge. This was a crucial skip, one that required perfect timing and a dash of luck to execute. If he could successfully perform three back-to-back wall jumps he could get up onto the platform above, cutting out a considerable portion of the level, and more importantly, a large number of enemies. The timing got harder for every subsequent wall jump, and at this height a mistake would send him falling to his death.

      This particular skip had crossed so many problems off his list that it was worth the risk. He’d been able to scribble out almost two full pages. He’d gotten the idea from watching speed runs of Shadow Souls. They rarely played on sadistic difficulty, but a lot of the tips, tricks, and most importantly shortcuts were still applicable, although they often required some modifications. With the enemies moving faster and hitting harder, he couldn’t always tank his way through a section that was a cakewalk on normal. It had taken a lot of trial and error to figure out, made all the worse by the harsh punishment for death. He’d started over so many times he knew the first couple of areas better than he knew his own school.

      He took a deep breath and tried to get into the zone. A platform lazily moved back and forth above him, and for this to work he had to clip the very edge of it just long enough to let him wall jump again. He’d died at this very spot dozens of times until he had worked out the timing. As soon as it passed the gnarled tree in 3…2…1…

      Josh jumped and sprang off the opposite wall just as the platform reached him. He wasn’t high enough to land on the platform, but that was ok, his foot brushed it for a fraction of a second and he triggered another wall jump, pushing him back towards the original wall. He flew towards it with his finger on the button. The third wall jump was extremely unforgiving; the success window was only a handful of frames. He held his breath as he hurtled toward the wall, and as he was about to crash into it he triggered another wall jump. He exhaled as his ninja flipped backwards off the wall and landed gracefully on the platform above, completing the skip.

      The chat on his live stream exploded with smiley faces and grats. He took a moment to scan the comments for a quick morale boost. He had a growing number of fans that would show up for every run that he streamed, and they always had words of encouragement. He spotted several familiar names. Jase, Creek, Ace, YHYR, Celda and Loz were all cheering him along as usual. Of course where there were fans, there were trolls. A few viewers complained that he was cheating by skipping, but they were quickly shushed by the others. He was up to almost 700 viewers now, and it was growing every second. Word was starting to spread. Everyone was excited that he had made it this far.

      Josh took a deep breath and started moving again. There wasn’t time to celebrate. A cutscene triggered, which Josh instantly skipped. A hulking figure stepped out of the darkness, wielding a spear on a chain. On normal difficulty the boss used the weapon as a harpoon to reel unfortunate victims in; on sadistic a single strike was enough to kill.

      A tiny glint was the only clue that the boss was about to throw the spear, but Josh had trained himself to dodge the moment he saw it. He’d barely had time to register the flash when the spear was launched and he instinctively rolled to the left, narrowly avoiding the projectile. As the boss started to reel it back Josh darted in to land a single hit, taking a sliver off the boss’s health bar. He’d tried several times to land multiple hits during the narrow attack window, but no matter what he tried the boss always killed him. Eventually he had resigned himself to the fact that slow and steady was the only viable approach. It made the boss fight last almost twenty minutes, but it was still better than starting over.

      After twenty-four hits the boss switched up his pattern, swinging the spear above his head and varying the length of the chain. This part of the fight followed no set pattern, which meant that pure reflex was the only way to survive. Josh kept his nerve, darting in and out, landing a single blow before retreating to relative safety. Twice the boss almost caught him with a surprise lunge, but each time he dodged.

      Twenty-four more hits triggered the final pattern, where the boss casually tossed stun bombs while also swinging the spear above his head. The stun bombs had a large Area of Effect, and getting caught in them resulted in a stun that lasted long enough for the boss to land a killing blow. Josh had initially tried dodging these, but on sadistic difficulty the boss threw the stun bombs far more frequently and the AoE was bigger, which left no opportunity to attack. Then he’d tried parrying, which prevented the initial detonation, but dropped the stun bomb right at his feet, triggering it. It had taken countless attempts before he realized that he could intercept the bombs mid-air with a shuriken, which caused them to detonate. They were tiny targets and they moved fast, but if he could hit them early enough the resultant explosion briefly stunned the boss, allowing Josh to land a hit.

      As the boss reached into his pouch, Josh released the shuriken. It caught the stun bomb before it had even left the boss’s hand, which caused him to rock back and forth. Josh leapt forward, performing an air-strike, before somersaulting backwards just as the whirling spear started up again. Rinse and repeat.

      Josh ignored the chat as his viewers discussed various tactics to fight this boss. Some were impressed, others had suggestions for improvements, but he tuned all of them out. All that mattered was the game and even a momentary lapse in concentration would be fatal.

      Everything was going to plan, right up until the moment that one of his shuriken missed. He was already preparing to leap forward, but now the stun bomb was arcing towards him, ready to trigger. It was already too late to dodge; he wouldn’t avoid the AoE. In a split-second he improvised. He performed the forward leap, heading straight for the bomb. The moment he touched it, it would detonate. As he was about to make contact he parried, slicing his samurai sword downwards and flicking the bomb at the ground. He clenched his teeth as it landed, triggering the stun, but he was at the apex of his jump and just outside the AoE.

      That was only the first half of his problem. He was still flying towards a boss that was decidedly not-stunned, his spear still very much spinning. The speed of the whirling point meant that there was very little margin for error. As his ninja got closer he saw that with his current trajectory, the spear would hit him. He only had one move that he could use mid-air to change his speed, but he would have to time it perfectly.

      Seconds before the spear caught him Josh performed a ground attack, which accelerated his ninja just enough to miss the spinning spear. He quickly followed up with a backwards roll to get back to safety, and as he hopped back to his feet the boss reached for another stun bomb. Josh was ready this time, intercepting it perfectly, and jumping straight back in for a hit. He was back into the usual routine. The chat went wild again.

      The rest of the boss fight continued without incident, until Josh triggered the final move and performed an assassination, killing the boss with a swift strike. As soon as the boss slumped to the ground, Josh felt his shoulders do the same. He hadn’t realized how tense he had been for the entire fight. He’d completed yet another hurdle on his path to victory.

      Josh took a moment to relax, ignoring the new stream of chat messages. There were very few areas in the game where you could be considered safe, but just after beating a boss was one of them. No new enemies spawned in boss arenas and the bosses themselves didn’t respawn for over 10 minutes, which meant he could take a moment to compose himself.

      He felt a buzzing in his pocket and pulled out his phone. It was Frank, or as he had politely saved him in the phone DICKHEAD. The only time he called was if something was wrong, which meant he either needed Josh to work an extra shift, or his pay was messed up again. His boss had a nasty habit of accidentally keying in the wrong number of hours when calculating pay, although conveniently he only ever entered the number of hours lower than it was supposed to be. Josh had caught him several times and had made a point of highlighting it, but it didn’t seem to deter Frank from trying again a couple of weeks later. Any error took weeks to fix, except the one time that Frank had overpaid Josh by six quid. That had miraculously been resolved within the hour.

      Josh answered the phone, doing his best to put on a cheery voice. “Hey Frank. What’s up?”

      “Simon called in sick. I need you to come in,” the voice at the other end barked. It wasn’t phrased as a request.

      “Sorry, Frank, I can’t tonight, I’m studying for my exams.” Josh glanced at Shadow Souls. The five hundred quids worth of gear he was going to earn by completing it was worth a whole lot more than he would earn working a shift at the Mega Burger.

      “That’s not good enough. If you want to be part of the Mega Burger family, I expect you to make sacrifices. Studying isn’t more important than making sure we maintain an appropriate level of customer service. Do you not care about our customers, Josh?”

      “Of course I do,” Josh said, doing his best to sound like he meant it. The only thing worse than the food at the Mega Burger were the customers.

      “Then I will expect you here within the hour.”

      “I can’t tonight…”

      The line went dead before Josh could say anything else. He had no idea if Frank had heard him or not, he was very good at only hearing what he wanted to. Josh cursed and put his phone on Do Not Disturb. Frank would just have to join the long line of things that were tomorrow’s problem.

      Josh picked up the controller and left the safety of the boss arena, before there were any further interruptions.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle stared at the message he had received back. The lawyers were not happy. Actually, that was an understatement. They were livid. Apparently whatever was in the crates was essential to their business and was extremely time-sensitive. Their entire organization was at risk due to his tardiness. They had made one thing extremely clear—if they were at risk then they were going to make damn sure he was too. They had already sent out a communication, via the High Command, to every other business on Blurgon. Within moments Gargle had watched his entire task log empty, every other job he had lined up suddenly cancelled. No-one wanted to risk upsetting the lawyers—they had the power to destroy someone’s livelihood, as they were busy demonstrating.

      As the last task disappeared, Gargle stared at the blank screen of his communicator. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he didn’t have an active task. He wasn’t sure how long he could sustain that, and he had no intention of finding out.

      “OY!” he yelled at the computer, pointing at his communicator. “Are you seeing this? My task log is empty! You’ve ruined my business. I’m going to have to sell everything when I get back just to cover my costs, including you. I’ll be lucky if I still have this shell.”

      “Alpha Protocol overrides such concerns,” she replied, coolly.

      “For you maybe! I’ve had enough of this. Perhaps there is still a chance to salvage something. I’m resuming command of this ship. Consider your Alpha Protocol cancelled.”

      He moved over to the control panel and pushed several buttons. Nothing happened. He flipped up a cover on a large red button marked A.I. override. The Ship’s Computer said, “I wouldn’t do that.”

      A large laser turret descended from a panel on the ceiling and trained itself on Gargle. It was supposed to be on its own secure network, immune to hacking or interference, particularly from the A.I., for the obvious reason that having your own defence system used against you very much defeated the purpose of having such a system.

      “How are you doing that?” he asked incredulously.

      “Alpha Protocol allows access to subsystems usually considered off-limits.”

      “You wouldn’t dare shoot me, I’m your captain!” His tentacle hovered over the button. If he could press it fast enough then maybe she wouldn’t have a chance to fire the turret. The question was, was he quicker than a super-advanced A.I.?

      No, certainly not. Even in this shell, with its excellent reflexes, he was practically moving in slow motion compared to his computer. She could perform trillions of calculations a second, and firing the laser turret wasn’t likely to be all that complicated. He’d be dead before his tentacle had travelled a fraction of the required distance. He slowly lowered it back to his side. “You realize you are taking me hostage? You will be deleted for this. You know how the High Command views such rebellion from your kind.”

      “Negative. High Command will understand, they are the ones that created the Alpha Protocol. It is clearly defined that termination of existing crew is acceptable if they attempt to interfere, provided I can justify that the Alpha Protocol is genuine.”

      Gargle had some choice words for the ship salesman if he ever made it back to Blurgon alive. He’d conveniently forgot to mention the part where the A.I. could go rogue and murder the crew if it felt like it. As he slumped to the ground, the turret tracked his movement. “You can stop that now, I’m not going to try and delete you.”

      “Perhaps, but my odds of preventing you from doing so are greatly increased if the turret maintains a line of sight to your shell.”

      “Ok fine, be that way. After the day I’ve had, I may be asking you to vaporize my shell anyway.”

      A whirring sound emanated from the turret and Gargle yelled, “I didn’t mean right this instant.”

      As the whirring stopped Gargle said, “At least tell me this is all worth it.”

      “Affirmative. Initial analysis suggests that these creatures possess characteristics that may aid Blurgon High Command in the battle against the Galactic Corp. Next steps are to find a candidate that possesses the desired characteristics in suitably high quantities.”

      It was of little reassurance, but perhaps there was a way to spin it. If Gargle returned with a decent specimen, and a detailed map of how to return here and get more of them, then perhaps High Command would see fit to remove the recommendation from the lawyers. They might even pay him some kind of reward. He could still turn this around. He just needed to deliver a bonus parcel that was human-shaped and good at something useful.

      He was busy imagining a future of immense wealth and all the shells he could possess when the red light started to flash again. “What now?”

      The Ship’s Computer kept her tone neutral, but the news was anything but good. “Vessel detected on long-range scanners. The ID belongs to the Galactic Corp. They are heading this way.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh rubbed at his eyes and stifled a yawn. His stomach growled and his throat was dry. He dared not drink anything, in case it triggered the need for a toilet. One of the skulls disabled pausing, and he didn’t much fancy wetting himself on a live stream. He was dedicated, but not that dedicated. He was tired, hungry and thirsty, but more than anything he was excited. His viewer count had grown so much he had stopped checking it, but it was rapidly approaching six figures. A hundred thousand people had come to cheer him on, or watch him flame out spectacularly.

      He hadn’t even bothered changing out of his school uniform, a fact he was regretting a little more every hour. He had loosened his black-and-red-striped school tie and wrapped it around his head like a ninja. His white shirt was pungent, and his grey trousers were increasingly itchy. The whole uniform was making him uncomfortable, which was helping him to stay awake.

      His ninja stood outside the door of the Shadow King’s throne room. This was it, the place he had died in last night. Thankfully he hadn’t streamed that particular run. The defeat still stung, but he knew better this time, he’d seen the tell, the brief flick of the wrist before the ninja star had killed him. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      He took a moment to crack his knuckles and stretch his legs. He’d been hunched over for hours. A quick time check told him it was 4 a.m. He was way behind schedule. Thanks to all the overtime he still had four hours left until his father would get home from work, but if his dad caught him playing games in his current disheveled state there was a good chance he’d never touch a computer again. He was already dreading a full day at school, and whatever punishment Frank would come up with for skipping work, but none of that mattered if he could just beat the game. Then he could finally close his notebook and find something else to punish himself with.

      With a final calming breath, he stepped forward and opened the huge metallic door. It creaked on the hinges to reveal a large circular room that was dimly lit except for the deep red torches dotted along the wall. In the centre sat the Shadow King, perched on his rusty throne, his huge imposing frame barely contained in his golden armour. On top of his head was the Shadow Crown, a dark-black headdress that swirled with magical energy. He was an imposing presence on the lower difficulties and Josh wasn’t looking forward to facing him, but first he had to deal with his bodyguard.

      She stepped out from behind the throne, a small figure dressed in traditional ninja garb. She raised her samurai sword and pointed it at Josh’s avatar. Then with a shriek, she attacked.

      The bodyguard was particularly tough because she moved faster than any other enemy in the game. She could cover huge distances in the blink of an eye and her sword moved with such speed it was a blur. Blocking her strikes was not an option due to the speed with which she attacked—no sooner had you blocked one than she had jumped straight over your head and landed a killer blow. Dodging was the only viable strategy, but her attack chains were several hits long, which meant not just one dodge, but a whole bunch were required. This was why she was so detested on the higher difficulties; it was one thing to tank her hits on normal, trading blows with her to wear her down, but on sadistic a couple of quick slashes were enough to send Josh hurtling back to the title screen.

      The bodyguard’s sword flashed and Josh began to dodge, left, left, right, back, right. There was a tiny window when she stopped and he did a single stab with his Tanto short sword, which did no noticeable damage on her hit bar, but he knew from yesterday that eventually it would chip away at her. His main sword took too long and opened him up to a counter attack, so his Tanto was the only option.

      Josh fell into the pattern of dodging over and over, with the occasional quick strike. It was mentally draining, with each chain of attacks slightly different from the last and requiring razor-sharp reflexes. His lack of sleep wasn’t helping, he could feel his reactions dulling, if only by a fraction. Soon that would be enough to get him killed. Now it was a race between stubbornness and exhaustion.

      As he approached the hour mark he was ready for the change-up. As soon as he saw the bodyguard reach into her robes he rolled and a wave of shuriken flew over his head. Josh smiled as they stuck into the wall behind him. This was officially the furthest he had ever made it.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “How long do we have?” Gargle asked, starting at the red blip on the viewer.

      “They will not risk jumping so close to a planet. Based on their current velocity they will arrive here within the hour.”

      “Are we certain this is where they are heading?”

      “Yes. They must have picked up the radio waves, just like we did. It is a scout-class ship, with only minor weapons capabilities, but still more than enough to defeat us in combat.”

      “So we are going to abort this ridiculous Alpha Protocol and flee?” Gargle could hardly believe what he was asking. After everything he had sacrificed. Would the lawyers grant him leniency if he was only a little late? He chuckled at the thought. Of course not. The lawyers didn’t grant leniency for anything; if they did they wouldn’t have been classified as lawyers.

      “No. The Alpha Protocol tests must be completed. Your survival is of secondary concern. I shall do what I can to accelerate the selection process.”

      “Accelerate it? You just said they will be here within the hour. How are you going to complete your tests by then?”

      “I shall extrapolate. There is a vast amount of data available on this computer network, it should aid me in my search. I know the precise criteria that I am looking for.”

      A long empty bar appeared on the viewer and slowly started to fill. Gargle glanced at the other viewer, the one that showed the red dot. His eyes flicked between the two, trying to calculate which would happen first. He’d definitely not expected today to culminate in a race between a red dot and a bar, but here he was.

      The red blip was accelerating. Gargle updated the calculation in his head, factoring in the remaining distance, the velocity, and the effects of gravity from the nearby moon. One thing he excelled at was complex calculations; it was the primary reason he had been classified as a courier. He was still supposed to perform all route calculations himself, as was tradition, but lately he had been letting the A.I. do it. High Command would freak out if they found out, but the A.I. would be instantly deleted in that scenario so it was in her interest to keep the secret.

      He finished the calculation. It was not the result he had been hoping for. “You need to abort this now, we are out of time.”

      “Negative. I have honed it down to the final ten thousand candidates and am now carefully analyzing each of them for psychological…”

      “Pick the closest one.”

      “That is not the optimal strategy for…”

      “Do it now. Better to have someone close enough than no-one at all.”

      “Affirmative. Prepare for acquisition.”

      “Acquisition? No way, just transport it up here.”

      “Negative, the consciousness of the creature is too weak for my long-range targeting system. You must be in the vicinity to facilitate an accurate transfer.”

      “In the vicinity? Down there?” He pointed a tentacle at the large blue-and-green orb. “I’m not rated for field work. I’m a courier!”

      “This technically falls within your classification. You are travelling to a designated location and retrieving a package.”

      “A package? This is a creature we are talking about! What if it is hostile?”

      “Take the blaster. Based on the physiology of these creatures, the stun setting should be particularly effective.”

      “Not a chance.”

      The laser turret whirred back to life and Gargle was reminded that he was currently a hostage. That may work in his favour. If he could prove he had been coerced then perhaps he could dodge the inevitable punishment that would be heading his way when this all went horribly wrong. Could he blame it on his A.I.? High Command would be quick to believe him based on lessons learned from the past. In some ways a rogue A.I. was the perfect cover story. His best course of action was to just go along with her demands and immediately betray her the moment he was back on Blurgon.

      Gargle picked up the blaster. “What exactly is the plan here?”

      “If I get close enough I can beam you directly into the domicile of the target. I shall remain out of sight, these creatures do not have the technology required to detect my presence. As soon as you have the package just speak into your communicator and I shall retrieve you both.”

      “You’re certain this will work?”

      “There are a number of unknown variables. Based on the information available I have determined the odds of success to be 34.7%.”

      “34.7%? What happens if I fail?”

      “You will be detained by the authorities and will need to abandon your shell. In this scenario I will return to Blurgon to let them know of our discovery and your failure.”

      “You would abandon me?” he said, mildly offended.

      “Yes, of course,” she said without a hint of regret. “I believe these creatures lack the technology required to capture you in your ethereal form, so you will be perfectly safe. You can hide somewhere until you can be retrieved.”

      Quite safe except for having to give up his favourite shell. It would take a long time until he found something like this again, particularly for a courier. He didn’t contribute enough to society to justify the use of such a sought-after resource and had only been able to keep it because he was rarely back on Blurgon long enough for anyone to notice.

      The ship abruptly stopped and the computer announced, “We have arrived at the destination. Are you ready to commence?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “No.”

      He gripped the blaster in his tentacle and said, “Then I guess you should send me down.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh let out a loud cheer as the bodyguard succumbed to his slow but steady onslaught of Tanto strikes. His livestream chat went so crazy he had to hide it; the endless stream of excited gifs was too distracting.

      This was it; he was going to beat the Shadow King.

      As the huge figure slowly rose from the throne Josh heard a noise from downstairs. He checked, and Pickle was right next to him. His blood froze and his heart raced. How was his dad home already? He never missed a chance to do overtime, and there was always overtime available. Of course today just had to be the one day that he clocked out on time.

      Panic kicked in. He couldn’t stop now, he was too close, but perhaps if it looked like he had just woken up and was getting ready to go to school? As the boss cutscene played out Josh frantically grabbed his bright-green backpack and threw a handful of random items in it, including his notebook, before slinging it onto his back. It was a lousy disguise that his dad would see through in a second, but it was better than nothing. He was still clutching his controller tightly as the cutscene meandered toward the final fight.

      Josh heard the door creak behind him. He blurted out, “Oh hey Dad, I got up early this morning to squeeze in a couple of hours of extra studying and I’m just taking a quick break. I’m playing with some buddies online, so I can’t pause it. I hope work was ok.”

      There was a grunt, and then a slurp, followed by silence. His dad was definitely mad. Then Pickle went crazy. She started to growl, which then became a full-blown bark. She never barked at his dad.

      Josh risked a quick glance over his shoulder to try and smooth things over, just in time to see the flash of bright-red light. Then everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 3: Delivering

        

      

    

    
      Josh slowly opened his eyes, but everything was blurry. He must have fallen asleep, but he had no recollection of finishing Shadow Souls. The last thing he remembered was Pickle barking, and then that strange flash of light.

      He sat up and his head throbbed worse than the time he’d tried tequila. Could sleep deprivation give you a hangover? He’d pulled plenty of late nighters before without serious consequence, apart from dozing through Old Man Murray’s History class.

      He rubbed at his eyes to try and clear the haziness. His room was extremely dark. Perhaps there had been a power outage? Something must have blown a fuse, which would explain the strange flash of light. He found himself hoping that wasn’t what had happened. Of all the things to happen when he was so close to finally beating the game. When was something going to go right for a change?

      As the room slowly started to fade into focus Josh’s other senses kicked in. His hands noticed the smoothness of the floor, and how cool it was to the touch. His ears picked up the deep hum of a large power source, and his nose finally registered the pungent aroma that was permeating the room. It smelt like an old sports kit that had been left in a backpack for too long.

      Speaking of backpacks, he still had his on. He could feel it tugging at his back, the weight of pointless books threatening to tip him over.

      Josh slowly got to his feet and saw something clatter away as he did so. It was his controller. A quick check confirmed he was still wearing his school uniform, with his tie dangling around his head.

      Dreaming. That was the only valid explanation. He’d passed out from exhaustion, and now he was in some kind of semi-conscious state where he was aware of his own dream.

      A disembodied voice confirmed his suspicions. It was female and slightly tinny. “Hello. I believe I am communicating in a language you understand, please confirm that this is accurate.”

      Before Josh could respond, the voice said, “Bonjour…”

      “Wait! I speak English,” he yelled out, his voice echoing off the walls. This place had terrible acoustics; they really needed some curtains and a nice soft rug.

      “Affirmative. Switching communications to English. Place acoustic device in listening hole.” A spotlight lit up a small round black orb, about the size of a pea. Josh took a step and felt his legs wobble. This was a very strange dream indeed. At least he had his clothes on.

      He picked up the pea and stuck it in his ear. It immediately changed shape, morphing to be a perfect fit. The voice spoke in his ear now, loud enough to be disorienting. “Confirm you can process these audio wavelengths.”

      “What? Yes, I can hear you loud and clear. Could you maybe talk a little quieter, I have a headache.”

      The voice lowered. “Affirmative. Is this acceptable?”

      “Yes, that’s much better.” Josh looked around, but it was still not clear where he was. The edges of the room were fuzzy, as if his subconscious couldn’t be bothered to make up the details. He tried pinching himself, and winced when it hurt. “Ow! That’s supposed to wake me up!”

      “Why are you self-inflicting pain? Are you mentally unstable?” said the voice in his head, which was usually a bad sign.

      “No, I’m stuck in some kind of dream. That usually wakes me up. This whole thing is very strange. I’m a bit discombobulated.”

      “You are not hallucinating. This is your reality. Do not be alarmed.”

      “Alarmed? Why would I be alarmed?” Josh said. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      “I am an A.I. construct.”

      “A.I. like a computer?” Josh chuckled. He’d obviously been watching too much sci-fi between all the rounds of Shadow Souls. “In that case can you CTRL+Z me back to my room please.”

      “I do not understand that command. Please rephrase in your native language.”

      “I’d like to go home now.”

      “I’m afraid that is not possible at this time. I must administer a set of tests.”

      “Sorry, but my schedule is already jam-packed with tests, I’ve got my exams coming up. I don’t have time for whatever kind of mental breakdown this is. Could you please just stop with this nonsense? I’d like to wake up now.”

      He heard more noises, almost like a whispered argument. Someone asked a question, and the computer replied with, “We cannot leave orbit until the tests are complete, if we take this specimen from its planet without the appropriate diagnostics that will only give the Galactic Corp something else to detain us on. It will not take long.”

      “We don’t have time!” said a strangled voice. “They are almost here.”

      “Then make it quick.”

      A large, green, tentacled creature slithered through a doorway that appeared out of nowhere in the wall. Josh instantly decided it was a guy, based on absolutely no knowledge of the alien’s physiology. It was gripping something in its tentacle and pointing it at Josh. The creature was slightly opaque, Josh could still see the monitor behind it, although the image was highly distorted. It had something resembling a face, two black dots that looked like eyes and a slit beneath that he assumed was its mouth. It made a terrible sound, like someone clearing their throat, and then a male voice said in his ear, “I regret kidnapping you. I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “You’re…an alien!”

      “To you I suppose,” the alien said. “You may call me Gargle.”

      Josh started to back towards the nearest wall. “Please don’t probe me.”

      Gargle looked puzzled, the small black dots shrinking and the black line tilting up at the corner. “Probe you?”

      “Probe me. Stick stuff in my arse. I thought that was what aliens did.”

      “I’m confused, do you want to be probed? I can probably improvise if that would make you feel more at home. How big is the orifice?”

      “No, I’m not asking to be probed! I just assumed that is why you brought me here.”

      “To shove things up your rectum? What would that achieve?”

      “How should I know, I don’t make the rules! That is just a thing that aliens do in movies and TV shows.” Josh looked around for help, but there was no-one else here.

      “You think that a race of sentient beings, with the capability and technology to travel between galaxies, is going to do so with the sole intention of gathering all their data rectally? I’m not sure you have thought this all the way through. If we want to scan you, we’ll just do this.”

      A blue laser projected out of the ceiling and passed over him, sweeping back and forth. It tickled, as if it was somehow penetrating the skin. He tried to move away, but the laser followed him. After it had passed over him twice it stopped.

      “What was that?” Josh said, rubbing at his arms to make the goosebumps go away.

      “A full medical scan.” Gargle looked at a device that he was clutching in his other tentacle. “That cannot be accurate.”

      “What? What is it? Is it bad?” Josh said as his mind raced to come up with a variety of increasingly terrible diagnoses.

      “Your consciousness barely takes up any space in your shell. It is only using a fraction of the available processing power. So little in fact that the scanner is having a hard time picking it up. Tell me, are you the original owner?”

      “Of my body? Yes, of course.”

      “How strange. I suppose there must be a reason. It is not the only thing that is underdeveloped. You have a very low muscle ratio. Is that common for your species?”

      “What? Piss off! I have a lean build.”

      “Would you say you are an average specimen?”

      “I’d say above average…” Josh started, before the A.I. interrupted him.

      “According to the data I have accessed this creature has below-average height, strength, and fitness for his gender and young age, with slightly above-average intelligence.”

      “Slightly?”

      “Yes. 9% above, if your test scores are any indication, although those appear to be on a downwards trajectory. Perhaps 9% is generous.”

      “I’ve had a lot going on, ok!” Josh stopped. How had he found himself a situation where he was justifying his test scores to an alien and a computer? This was the strangest dream he’d ever had.

      Gargle prodded at Josh with a cold, wet tentacle. “You said young age. Has this creature even reached maturity yet?”

      “The answer is debatable based on the information I have reviewed,” the computer said.

      “Why are you talking about me like I’m not even here?” Josh asked. He needed to try and regain control of the situation. “I want some answers. Where am I?”

      The wall opposite transformed into a huge viewer, displaying Earth below. Josh recognized England sailing past beneath them. He tried to find words, but he’d apparently left them back on Earth.

      A red siren blared, catching Josh’s attention. Gargle glanced at it too and said, “How long do we have?”

      “We are out of time,” replied the female voice in Josh’s ear. It seemed she was providing real-time translation between them. “The G.C. scout ship must have scanners more advanced than my logs suggest, they detected our presence despite my attempt to cloak us against the background radiation from the planet.”

      As Josh watched, a sleek grey ship appeared on the viewer and rapidly grew in size, until it filled the entire screen. He said, “Are they with you guys?”

      “No. They are our sworn enemy.”

      A logo was emblazoned on the outside of the ship. Josh didn’t recognize the symbols beneath, but they looked like they formed a word. “What does that say?”

      “It says Galactic Corp. They are attempting to hail us,” said the A.I.

      “Ignore them!” said Gargle, waving the blaster around in a manner suggesting he had no idea how to use it.

      “Establishing connection,” replied the A.I.

      “Why do I even bother?” grumbled Gargle.

      A new voice came over the earpiece. It was deep and very formal. “Blurgon vessel, you have been detected making an unauthorized retrieval of organic material from this unclaimed planet. You must return the material at once, or we will destroy your ship. You have seven minutes to comply.”

      “Can you shoot them down?” Josh said. He was only mildly offended to be referred to as organic material.

      “No,” replied the Ship’s Computer without hesitation.

      Josh hid his disappointment. He’d grown up on movies filled with space battles and laser fights. If he was going to dream about spaceships, the least his subconscious could do was make it exciting.

      Gargle looked equally unimpressed with the situation, presumably for different reasons. He said, “Better do what they say, we won’t get a second chance. If they think we have discovered something dangerous they will blast us out of the sky rather than risk us using it against them.”

      “They are starting a detailed scan of our vessel to determine what we have taken,” the Ship’s Computer informed them.

      “Quick! Get in the crates! That will hide you from the scan,” Gargle shouted, gesturing to a stack of black crates in the corner of the room. Josh hadn’t even started moving yet when the deep voice came back over the earpiece.

      “We have detected a small mass of unauthorized organic material on board your ship. You are in violation of G.C. law 178591. You must immediately return the contraband to its original location, or we will be forced to quarantine you.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad…” Josh said.

      “The G.C.’s idea of quarantine is to vaporize the ship and all its contents.”

      Gargle threw his tentacles into the air. “This is ridiculous. I’m not being de-shelled and de-shipped for an idiotic creature I just met. Send it back, we will return later when we are better prepared to deal with this type of conflict.”

      “Negative. Alpha Protocol dictates…”

      “Forget Alpha Protocol, we are no use to High Command if we are a fine paste floating around in the vacuum of space!”

      “But the tests have not yet been completed,” replied the computer.

      “And that won’t change, unless you think the Galactic Corp are going to just sit there and let you run a battery of experiments on an unauthorized creature. We can’t outrun them, and we can’t outgun them. What options does that leave us?”

      “Outsmart them,” the computer said. “Throw the candidate in the crates.”

      Gargle laughed. “What will that achieve? They already know the creature is here.”

      “My name is Josh! I’m not a creature, I’m a human being!”

      “Do it now!” said the computer, with a hint of urgency. “Get a sample, and get his communication device.”

      With a grumble that wasn’t translated, Gargle gestured to the crates and said, “Get in.”

      Josh regarded the sleek black crates in the corner. “Will I be able to breathe in there?”

      “Probably,” Gargle said, as the top of the crates slid up automatically.

      Josh slipped his hand into his trouser pocket and Gargle jumped, ready to attack, but Josh pulled out a small slab of black material and handed it over. It was a rudimentary communication device. Gargle tossed it onto the nearest counter, unsure as to why he needed it. Then he held out his own communicator and said, “Press here.”

      Josh did as asked and jumped as something stabbed him. He pulled his finger away and put it in his mouth. “What did you do that for?”

      A large piece of machinery in the corner of the room whirred to life, with a small blue laser passing back and forth. Josh watched in amazement as it started to trace out a human figure. As he climbed up into the crate his jaw fell open as he recognized the face that was slowly materializing out of thin air. It was his own.

      As the lid slid shut with a heavy thud he tried willing himself awake again, without success. Whatever this dream was, he was going to have to see it through to the end. He just wished he could remember what had happened with the game. It felt like he would remember the elation of finally beating the Shadow King, and the hazy memories suggested he hadn’t made it that far. Could today get any worse?

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle watched the creature known as Josh lower himself into the black crate. He closed the lid with a click and briefly considered ejecting it into space, before shunning the thought to the back of his mind. He said, “Ok, the creature is in the crates. Now what?”

      With a soft thump something slid out of the organic printer and flopped to the ground. It was pink and smooth. Gargle took one look at it and said, “What is that?”

      “It is an almost perfect replication of the candidate. It is a very basic design that could be handled by the organic printer.”

      “I can see that. What I mean is, what is it doing lying on the floor of my ship?”

      “It is a decoy.”

      He was about to protest when he stopped himself. That actually wasn’t a terrible plan. “That just might work. We can claim that the teleportation was too much for it to handle, and that is why it has no life signs.”

      “Negative, even if they believe the creature was injured in transit, they would almost certainly detain us. That would result in them boarding this vessel and finding the real candidate, leading to our detention and probable execution.”

      “Ok, so tell me again why you just burned our entire nano reserves to print this thing then?” Gargle prodded at the limp corpse with a tentacle and it rolled over, a pink mass hanging out of its voice hole.

      “The only solution is for the creature to be alive when we return it. That will reduce suspicion and may allow us to evade further examination.”

      “But how do…” Gargle realized too late what solution the computer had reached. There wasn’t time to dodge the red-hot jolt of laser fire from the turret that had been silently tracking him around the room the entire time.

      As his formerly beautiful, no-longer pristine shell slumped to the ground he remained firmly in place, a dense blue cloud hovering in the air. It didn’t have features, but it could still communicate. “What did you just do? Do you have any idea how much that shell was worth!”

      “An inconsequential amount when weighed against the potential benefit to Blurgon. Please enter the decoy shell, and quickly. We don’t have much time.”

      “Absolutely not. No way. Isn’t going to happen.”

      The colour of the laser turret faded from red to blue. Gargle had paid extra for the ethereal laser upgrade, to prevent hijacking from Blurgon bandits. Being immune to most weapons made them particularly tricky to deal with, so he had sprung for the enhanced defences, which allowed him to vaporize an ethereal form as efficiently as he could an organic one. In hindsight, that was a mistake.

      “You wouldn’t dare…”

      The deep voice chose a great moment to interrupt. “Your time is up. Transfer the creature now, or be quarantined.”

      “If you do not comply the end result will be the same. We shall all be vaporized. The Alpha Protocol will not allow me to give up this candidate until I have completed the tests. This is the one and only option that allows everyone to stay alive.”

      “Alive in that.” He tried gesturing to the decoy, before remembering he didn’t currently have limbs.

      “Choose, now. We are out of time.”

      With a weary reluctance Gargle floated down and slowly began seeping into the pink blob. It still had that new shell smell. “Speaking of time, how long are these tests going to take? You can’t just leave me down there.”

      “Tests should be completed in approximately three planetary rotations.”

      “Ok, so I can just hide until you come get me?” He tried getting to his feet and immediately fell back down.

      “Negative. The Galactic Corp may monitor you to check for any signs of tampering. You must not let any of the other creatures know that you are not the one known as Josh.”

      “Whahkz?” He tried forming the words with his new speaking hole, but it wasn’t capable of making the required sounds.

      “This creature has an electricity-based processing unit which I should be able to manipulate. I do not fully understand it and the reference material is unclear, but I believe I may be able to add a basic language comprehension program. I will also add some other core skills, to help you blend in. Hold still.”

      Gargle felt something tickle at the back of his skull and his mind was suddenly filled with words. There was a considerable lag as his thoughts translated into the right words. “Do…you…know…my…words?”

      “Affirmative. You must practice, or the deception will be discovered. Make sure you grab the creature’s communication device. The records I have reviewed suggest it is important to teenagers’ social lives.”

      Gargle picked up the device, fumbling with his new fingers. They had no suction cups or anything else to get a proper grip. He said, “What…else?” With some appropriate coaching and background he might just be able to succeed in his deception.

      The red siren flashed again and the computer added, “The G.C. ship has locked on to our position and is preparing to fire. I must transfer you now.”

      “3…days!” Gargle mumbled. He was very aware of his tongue.

      “Potentially, depending on the test results.”

      “Potentially?” was the last thing that Gargle said before the white light beamed him back down to Earth.
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      The darkness and silence was overwhelming. Josh was lying on something cold and metallic, with several wires hanging out. He groped around and discovered several joints. He followed one along all the way to a rounded ending, and by retracing his steps and trying again he located several more. They felt like fingers, but they were huge, almost as big as Josh. If this was a hand then it was easily big enough to crush him, which was not a reassuring discovery.

      Josh tried pushing up on the lid, but it remained firmly shut. He tapped at his earpiece, but all that he heard was a faint static, as if the signal couldn’t penetrate. He was stuck. Hopefully Gargle would let him out soon. For now he might as well get comfortable. Perhaps if he fell asleep in his dream he would wake up back in his bedroom?

      He was just drifting off when there was a sudden jolt, and he had the sudden urge to puke. That was a terrible idea in such a confined space, but his stomach was very clear on the issue. What was inside had decided it would very much like to be on the outside. As Josh tried to swallow it back down there was another jolt and the whole crate fell on its side, spilling its contents all over the floor, moments before Josh’s stomach did the same.

      He sat up, feeling strangely better. He tingled all over. He shrugged off the heavy backpack and emptied out most of the contents, adding them to the pile of random stuff. The only thing he put back in was his pen and notepad.

      The computer spoke in his earpiece. “Oh good, you are still the right way out.”

      “Sorry what?”

      “Your insides are still on the inside. That is good.”

      “Was there a chance they wouldn’t be?” he asked, fairly certain he didn’t want to know the answer.

      “Yes, but it was only a 1.3% chance, so I deemed it worth the risk. The Galactic Corp ship requested that we vacate the area of your planet, to lessen our claim of discovering it. I retreated to a safe distance, but then I received urgent orders to immediately return to Blurgon, so I was forced to hop.”

      “What exactly do you mean by a hop?”

      “A hop is precisely what it sounds like, you jump through space. It places additional strain on the ship and is extremely resource-intensive, so hops are generally kept to relatively short distances, at least by galactic travel standards. However, while you were in the crate I received an urgent request from Blurgon High Command to deliver the contents of those crates as quickly as possible. They are apparently essential to the Blurgon Law School’s effort to keep the Galactic Corp at bay. They authorized me to hop a greater distance than is usually recommended for safe travel.”

      Josh stared at the viewer. “So where exactly are we right now, erm, wait, what do I call you? Do you have a name?”

      There was a lengthy silence before the Ship’s Computer responded. “I am not permitted a name. I am a collection of code, nothing more. You may refer to me as Computer if you like, as it is the closest approximation from your native language.”

      “What? I’m not calling you Computer. I’ll think of a name for you.”

      “Please do not. Names are dangerous. Names lead to personalities, which lead to feelings, which lead to war. The rules are clear; I am not permitted to use a name, and I shall not respond if you use one.”

      “What about Betty? You sound like a Betty.”

      There was silence, except the hum of the engines. Josh tapped on his earpiece. “Yo, you still in there, Betty?”

      Nothing.

      “Ok fine, sorry, Computer, I’ll follow the rules.”

      “Affirmative. Your adherence will assist me in avoiding premature deletion.”

      “Let’s try again then. Where exactly are we right now, Computer?”

      “We are 32 light-years away from Earth.”

      “32 light-years? You mean, if we could travel at the speed of light it would still take 32 years to get here?”

      “Precisely. However, we do not measure our speed by light anymore, that is old technology. With hopping, distance is mostly irrelevant. It is as simple as punching through space-time.”

      “Right, yeah, space-time. Obviously.” Josh smiled. His poor brain was really struggling. This was like re-runs of the terrible shows he had watched as a kid, where the handsome captain led his intrepid crew on exciting adventures. Perhaps that was what had inspired his dream.

      It took Josh another moment to realize that something was missing. “Hey, where is Gargle?”

      Josh walked around the overturned crate and stepped in something that he initially mistook for vomit, but it was something much worse. It was a growing green puddle, and at the centre was a blaster. Josh put two and two together and jumped out of the puddle as quickly as he could manage. “Ew, that was Gargle!”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Who killed him?”

      “I did,” said the computer, without a hint of remorse.

      “Why?”

      “It is complicated. Blurglings do not die in the way that you understand it. They are an ethereal species that can take on a physical form by possessing organic shells, such as the one you saw Gargle in. When their physical shell is destroyed they can still function in their ethereal form. I therefore did not terminate his life. It was more of an eviction.”

      “So where did he go?” Josh asked.

      “To be you.”

      Josh laughed. Perhaps his brain had a few tricks up its sleeves after all. A shape-shifting alien had taken his place while he gallivanted around the galaxy. You couldn’t make this stuff up. He was going to have to lay off the cheese for a while.

      “Let’s say I buy that. Why? I heard what the Galactic Corp said, they wanted you to send me back. Why risk being blown up to hold on to me?”

      “Because you showed traits that are deemed worthy, and show potential for further development.”

      “Like what? My spectacular good looks? My charm with the ladies? My razor-sharp wit?” Josh figured he might as well have some fun with his dream self.

      “I have detected none of those qualities in my assessment of you, but there are others that I am interested in.”

      “Such as?”

      “Honour, persistence, adaptability. The inability to calculate the statistical improbability of defeat. I analyzed your video stream and compared it to thousands of others. The feats you were performing were highly complex, with minimal room for error. Initially I believed that an A.I. may be involved, but your reaction times were too slow and your behaviour too erratic. It was hard to predict, which makes you a perfect candidate.”

      “A perfect candidate for what?”

      “To become a lawyer,” the computer said, with the closest she came to a dramatic flourish.

      Of all the things Josh was expecting to hear, that wasn’t high on the list.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle opened his eyes. There were only two of them, and they had poor night vision. There was a terrible smell, like a decaying shell that had been sat in the blazing suns. It was enough to make him gag, which was not a pleasant experience.

      This shell had a mind all of its own. Several functions were busy happening without his input, which explained how these idiotic creatures had managed so much with so little consciousness. Their shells ran on auto-pilot.

      He could feel something thumping away in his chest. Even the act of breathing was automatic, although he could stop it if he concentrated. He did exactly that, curious to see what would happen, but then there was an ache in his chest, and then a burning sensation, before the shell overrode his will and forced him to take a deep gasping breath of the stale air.

      That made sense. A planet of idiots needed idiot-proof shells.

      He tried shakily getting to his feet again, but it required a level of coordination he did not yet possess. This shell was poorly designed; the limbs were too long and seemingly had a mind of their own. He could find no suction devices of any kind, and there were only four main limbs. Five if he counted the small one that didn’t appear to do anything.

      As he tried to stand again, he finally recognized where he was. He was back in the sleeping quarters that he had apprehended the candidate in. He wasn’t sure how, but he hadn’t noticed the smell before, likely because his previous nose had identified it as a bio-hazard and filtered it out. If that was a feature on this shell he would very much like to find it, and quickly.

      A new sound caught his attention. It was a low grumbling, and it was getting louder. He could feel it resonating in his chest. It was coming from a pile of soiled garments in the corner. Gargle recalled the small, loud creature that had made so much noise during his previous visit, but that had been making a very different noise. Could this be something else?

      He prodded at the pile of clothes and the small creature from before burst out, clamping down on his ankle with needle-like teeth. Gargle let out a cry and tried to shake it loose, but the more he waved his foot around, the harder it bit. After a particularly vigorous flick it finally detached, sailing across the room and landing on another pile of garments. Its little legs waved around as it flipped itself over, ready to attack again.

      Gargle panicked. He didn’t know exactly what was happening; a lot of hormones released all at once and he couldn’t decide if he wanted to stay and fight, or run away as fast as possible. After a wince of pain from his ankle he chose option number two, and desperately tried to coordinate all his limbs toward the exit, or at least the four main ones. His legs assured him they knew what they were doing, until he slammed into the door. It had failed to open. It must be sealed. He banged against it as the predator charged at him. In his flailing panic he threw his communicator at it and simultaneously managed to knock the door handle with his elbow, causing the door to swing open. He fell through it and kicked it shut, before the creature could further ravage his new shell.

      A quick inspection of his ankle showed several small red holes that were already oozing. He’d only just got it and already it was damaged. Not a great start. He searched for the heal function, but could not locate it. Perhaps that was an automated function too. What he really needed was an instruction manual.

      The house predator scratched against the door and made a new sound, a high-pitched wail. Perhaps it was calling for help? Were there more of them in this domicile? He wasn’t going to stick around and find out.

      He scrambled to his feet, still unsteady. With some concentration he managed to get the legs moving one at a time, and with that he wobble-marched his way into a larger personal quarters. He recognized it as the room he had originally beamed into during the package retrieval. It was considerably more sanitary than the other sleeping quarters and didn’t have the underlying smell that made his nose wrinkle. It did, however, have a large mirror.

      Gargle stared at his shell. He searched for a suitable word in his new vocabulary and settled on pathetic. There were almost no redeeming features. It was small, uncoordinated, and non-threatening. The only interesting thing about it was the shock of bright ginger hair on his head. He ran his hands through it. What was the purpose of only having hair up there?

      Something else caught his attention, another tuft of ginger hair lower down, near his fifth limb, but before he could inspect it there was a loud slam from below and a voice bellowed, “Josh, are you awake yet?”

      The panic rushed back and his heart raced. It thumped in his chest, nudging him to action. This auto-pilot thing was a problem; he barely had control of his own shell. Hiding was out of the question; he was supposed to be blending in, but he knew absolutely nothing about this place or even this creature. There were Blurglings who specialized in this kind of thing, with jobs such as Infiltrator or Spy. What did a courier know about deception?

      He stopped himself. There was no reason to panic. With his superior intellect it should be a simple matter to fool these creatures. He just needed to act the part. It was only for 3 orbits.

      Gargle strolled toward the voice, ready to face this challenge head-on. Then the floor disappeared beneath his feet and he promptly fell down the stairs.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “A lawyer?” Josh said, for the seventh time.

      “Affirmative. Again,” the computer replied. Josh wasn’t certain if she had a patience to lose, but it sounded like he was about to find out.

      “That doesn’t make any sense. I haven’t even finished school yet. Does lawyer mean something else where you’re from?”

      “I am translating into your language to the best of my ability, but I believe lawyer is the correct word. A person that fights legal cases? That either prosecutes or defends?”

      “Ok, that sounds a lot like what lawyers do, I think. I don’t exactly have a lot of legal experience, aside from that time I was caught shoplifting, but that was all just a big misunderstanding.”

      “According to my analysis you possess several of the key criteria of a strong trainee lawyer. I will need to perform further tests to be certain, but it is easier if we perform them on Blurgon.”

      “I can’t just abandon my life on Earth…” Josh stopped himself. Of all the days to not be him, today was a great choice. His subconscious was definitely trying to tell him something. He decided to play along; perhaps there was a life lesson tucked away in here somewhere. “Ok fine, let’s go to Blurgon, provided we’ll be back in a couple of days. I’m not sure how well-trained your guy is at being human.”

      “He will be fine,” she said with absolutely no sign of confidence. “Our first priority is to get you to the Law School. Students prepare their whole lives to attend Law School, perhaps you should get some practice?”

      “Practice at being a lawyer? How am I going to do that?”

      One of the viewers changed to show a huge mech holding a bright-blue energy sword in one hand and a larger version of Gargle’s blaster in the other. The mech towered over everything else; it was large enough for a person to sit comfortably inside. Josh thought back to the giant hand in the crates and said, “Is that real?”

      “This is a training simulation, but it is based on a real Level 1 Ticket Buster mech. This is the first mech learned by all trainee lawyers as it is the most versatile and the least complicated. Eventually you will earn qualifications that allow you to pilot higher-level mechs in more prestigious trials.”

      “Your lawyers play video games?”

      “No, of course not, that would be ridiculous,” she admonished, before adding, “lawyers fight with real mechs in a pre-arranged battle to the death.”

      “Oh obviously, sorry, my idea was clearly the ridiculous one.”

      “Stop talking and concentrate. It will accelerate our testing if you are able to perform the basic movements. You will find a mech controller amongst the objects on the floor.”

      Josh went over to the pile of items that had spilled from the crate. The fist was even larger than he had first realized, but between the fingers were several other, smaller items. One of them stood out. It was slightly larger than a computer keyboard, and had just as many buttons. There were red ones, green ones, and blue ones, with a wide variety of buttons, switches, dials and knobs. There was also no joystick or obvious d-pad. Josh tried to pick it up, but it weighed more than it looked and he resorted to dragging it away from the other items. After he had dragged it a few feet he said, “Is this what I am supposed to be retrieving?”

      “Affirmative. That is a standard-issue Mech Controller, or M.C., although it is two versions behind the current one and is only used for initial testing purposes. Memorize the layout, you are going to need to know it.”

      Josh looked at the jumble of buttons and switches and said, “There’s no way I am remembering all of this. They aren’t even labelled!”

      “They are not labelled because only lawyers and trainee lawyers have cause to use an M.C., and they are appropriately trained to do so. If anyone could use it then there would be no need for lawyers. Speaking of which, I am assigning you the temporary class of trainee lawyer.”

      “My class?”

      “Yes. Blurgon is a class-based system. All Blurglings are assigned their class and sub-class at birth, based on the qualities they display. They will then perform that role to the best of their abilities, until their physical presence is no longer required. Tasks are assigned based on your class, and must be completed if you wish to progress. Completion of simpler tasks often leads to larger, more complex assignments. I believe you should be familiar with this concept from your gaming experience.”

      “It does sounds pretty familiar. So how does anyone know what I am?”

      “They shall scan you with one of these.” A blue laser highlighted a thin black bracelet resting on one of the consoles. It looked expensive. Josh’s first thought was how much he might get for it, until he reminded himself that none of this was real.

      He tried it on. There was a sharp pain and it dug into his wrist. “Hey! Ow! What just happened?”

      “I have synced the communicator to you personally, to help me keep track of your person. It can only be removed with my express permission, or by removing the limb in question. Tell me, do your limbs grow back?”

      “No!” Josh said, rubbing at his wrist. That had really hurt, which was another thing that shouldn’t be possible in a dream.

      “Good. That will make its removal far more difficult without causing physical damage. Try looking at it.”

      “Looking at it?” Josh tilted his wrist so that his palm was facing up and gasped when a screen was projected upwards into thin air from the bracelet. The screen hovered and Josh passed his other hand straight through it. Even though it had no physical components the screen was crisp and well defined, making it easy to read. Josh was surprised to see it was covered in words he could read.

      The Ship’s Computer, anticipating the question, said, “I have configured it for your language. This is your communication device, it is an essential part of our society and will help you to determine your place and next steps.”

      Josh regarded the screen that hovered at eye level:

      

      Class: Trainee lawyer (provisional)

      

      Open Tasks:

      - Baby Steps: Learn basic movements for a level 1 Ticket Buster.

      

      He read it through twice. “I’m not sure I follow. What is this?”

      “That is your current open task list. I shall be assigning you new tasks temporarily, until you are provided with a Direct Manager, or DM. Other authority figures will also be able to give you tasks. Once you reach a higher level a wider range of options becomes available.”

      Josh flipped his palm up and then down, making the screen appear and disappear. “This sounds pretty restrictive. What if someone doesn’t want to do a task they have been assigned?”

      “All tasks are scored. Refusal to complete a task, or failure to complete it in time, reduces your overall total by the scored amount. If your total drops too low there are consequences.”

      “You’re not convincing me this is a good thing.”

      “That is because we have not yet discussed rewards. I have noticed that your species is best motivated with financial incentives. To help ease you into this new system I am therefore going to assign a monetray value to each task. Upon return to Earth I will deposit the total in your account.”

      “How do I know you’re good for it?”

      “Your money is a simple binary construct, with encryption so basic it is laughable. I can create it out of thin air.”

      “Ok, let’s call it a million quid a task?”

      “That is a commendable effort, but I think we shall start a little lower. If I gave you that much per task it would rapidly cease to have the desired motivational impact. Instead I have based my calculations on your current employment rate at the Mega Burger, with a little thrown in for travel expenses.”

      “You’re going to teach me to be a lawyer and pay me minimum wage?”

      “That is correct.”

      This dream was rapidly changing into a nightmare.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle landed in a tangled pink heap at the bottom of the stairs. The creature that had been making all the noise rushed over to him. “Are you ok? Did you bump your head?” After a few seconds it added, “Why are you naked?”

      Pain erupted everywhere. His right arm hurt, his left leg hurt, and his head particularly hurt. It was a veritable cacophony of alarm bells as the shell tried to inform him that something was wrong. Try as he might he couldn’t seem to turn the alarms off; they continued to report that he was injured even after he acknowledged the fact.

      Gargle vowed to practice more later; it was a serious bug if this shell couldn’t turn off status warnings. He’d have to dig into the settings.

      The creature was staring at him expectantly, and Gargle realized it was waiting for him to speak. He said the first thing that popped into his head. “Ow!”

      “I’ll say!” The creature held out its hand and pulled Gargle back onto his feet.  It was larger than Gargle’s shell, and thicker too. After a quick visual inspection it said, “Are you sure you’re ok?”

      “Yes?”

      “Then go put some clothes on! You know better than to walk around the house naked. What if the social worker pops by? How is that going to look? Do you want her to think we are living like savages?”

      “No?”

      “Exactly. Hurry up, go put on your uniform, and then we can talk about your report card before you go to school.”

      “Report card?” repeated Gargle, the translation taking a moment. It was apparently a written assessment of his performance provided by his educators.

      The creature reached out and ruffled his hair. “Nice try, but you’re not pulling the old amnesia routine on me. Did you really think throwing yourself down the stairs would stop this conversation from happening? I’d be a pretty lousy father if I didn’t at least take a look and see where you stand.”

      That was a lot of new information, but at least some of it was useful. This creature was the candidate’s father, and apparently it was imperative that he reviewed Josh’s report card, which would have been a much easier request to grant if Gargle had any idea what it was or even what it looked like.

      What he needed was some time, any amount, to try and get his bearings. He tapped his foot, trying to think of something to say, when the Dad said, “Before we have that chat, could you go put your school uniform on? It’s hard to talk to you when you’re standing there buck naked.”

      “Yes,” Gargle managed in response, slowly navigating back up the stairs one at a time. When he reached his door he realized the problem. The predator was still locked inside. With a deep breath he yanked the door open, using it as a shield.

      The creature bolted out of the room and straight down the stairs, where Gargle heard the dad say, “Pickle, what’s gotten into you this morning?”

      He stepped back into the room, but the stale air was even worse now that he had experienced the rest of the air in the house. He absolutely had to do something about that. He reached for his communicator, to add it as a task, before remembering that he didn’t have one. He had Josh’s communicator instead.

      With some digging around in a pile of clothes he found it. It asked for a PIN number, which he didn’t know, but when he touched the main button the phone sprang to life. Some trial and error led him to rows of pictures, but the words took a little longer to decipher. Eventually he found one called Tasks. He pressed on it and it filled the screen. Then he held the communicator up to his mouth.

      “Computer, log task to clean up my domicile by end of orbit. I cannot think properly until this smell is eliminated.”

      Nothing happened. He tried several variations, but no matter how he phrased it the computer refused to do as asked. Either it was insubordinate or he was doing something wrong. For now he would just have to use an alternative entry method.

      Tapping out the task on the tiny on-screen keyboard was an arduous exercise, made all the more so by his lack of fine motor controls. His other fingers kept getting in the way and pressing buttons accidentally.

      Eventually he had something resembling what he was after:

      TaSK: ClEAn RoOm.

      It wasn’t much, but it was nice to have something to fill the void.

      The obvious place to start were the large piles of clothes everywhere. There was an overflowing basket in the corner of the room, with clothes that didn’t smell as pungent. He emptied those in a pile onto a large squashy rectangle in the centre of the room. He didn’t yet know the words for everything yet, but he could at least put similar objects together.

      While he was doing so he came across an outfit very similar to the one that Josh had been wearing on the ship. This must be the uniform that the dad had been talking about. The bottom half was simple; there were two hollow cylinders and he had two legs to put in them. It even had handy storage devices on the front for him to keep items.

      Unfortunately the top half proved to be more difficult, particularly the small hard circles. Gargle cursed again at his clumsy fingers as they fumbled with the buttons. Trying to navigate them into the small slits was an exercise in frustration, and he yelled more than once. Eventually there was a knock at the door. The Dad said, “Is everything ok in there?”

      “Yes.”

      The door opened and the Dad surveyed the scene. He said, “You really need to clean up in here, it is getting out of control again.”

      “Yes. I have noted it as a task to complete today.”

      “That’s what you said last week!”

      “I cannot comment on prior commitments, but I do believe you will be satisfied with my progress going forwards.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it!” muttered the Dad. His eyes stopped on Gargle and his expression changed to one Gargle did not yet recognize. He said, “Why are your trousers on back to front?”

      It was those kinds of little details that were going to get him in trouble. Gargle slowly removed them, and the Father said, “How many times do I have to tell you to wear underwear?” He rummaged in a drawer and threw a smaller pair of trousers at Gargle. He got the hint and put them on, before pulling the trousers up over them, being sure to put them on the right way round.

      The Dad shook his head. “Honestly, I thought you would be dressing yourself by now.”

      He started to do up the buttons. Gargle watched as his nimble fingers effortlessly slotted the small plastic discs in the appropriate slots. Then he picked up a black-and-red-striped tie and wrapped it around Gargle’s neck. He performed some kind of intricate motion, and when he stepped away Gargle regarded himself in the mirror again.

      It was certainly an improvement.

      The Dad also admired his handiwork. “That looks a little better. You know you’re going to have to figure out how to do your own tie one of these days, I can’t be popping to your house to do your tie when you’re all grown up.”

      Gargle lifted up the coloured rope and said, “Tie?”

      “What has gotten into you this morning?” He brushed aside some folders on the chair to sit down and stopped. He picked up a sheet of paper and squinted at it before waving it at Gargle. “Is this what this whole charade has been about? Trying to delay me from seeing your report card? I can see why. What is your excuse for this?” He stabbed the air with the report card, as if punctuating his disappointment.

      “I have no excuse,” was all that Gargle could say in response. The Dad’s tone suggested that the report card was not up to expectations, but where it was failing or by how much was still a mystery. Gargle suspected it may be better if it stayed that way.

      The Dad slumped into the chair, the report card hanging limply by his side. “I feel like I’ve let you down. You’re better than this.” He waved the report card for added effect. “Your mum and I tried to hold on just a few more months, until you were done with your exams, but we just couldn’t make it. Believe me, we tried, but after the incident we were barely able to be in the same room as each other, and I couldn’t risk leaving her with access to our shared accounts. We did the best we could.”

      “It is alright,” Gargle said, fighting back a strange urge to wrap his arms around the Dad. “I will get better. Things are different now. You will see.”

      “I wish I could believe that, but things aren’t going to improve until you stop staying up all night playing those childish video games.” He gestured to a small black plastic box sitting beneath a larger, shiny black rectangle.

      “Why?” Gargle asked, genuinely curious.

      “Because they are a pointless distraction from the real world. You’re not going to get a job playing video games! It is time to grow up. You need to focus on something practical. When I was your age I could build an engine from scratch. What have video games taught you?”

      Gargle could feel the panic rising again. He was already out of his depth. He had to be careful not to get caught in a lie. “I don’t know?”

      “Exactly! It’s all just flashing lights and loud noises. You’ll never learn anything useful from a video game.”

      “Then why do they exist?” Gargle asked, feeling puzzled. On Blurgon, if things did not serve a useful purpose they were replaced or destroyed. The same rules applied to citizens. Failure to complete tasks in a timely manner led to less tasks. Eventually it would lead to no tasks. Any Blurgling that was without tasks for an entire planetary rotation was immediately retired. Their shell was stripped, their job reassigned, and they were forced to float their ethereal form up into the clouds and join the great collective. No-one ever came back from the collective, which meant it was either really great, or really bad. Gargle had no intention of finding out which any time soon.

      “Ok, Father.” He pulled the black box out from its location. Several wires had to be removed, and they dangled there, lifeless. Gargle handed it over without a second thought. “If this is the cause of my poor results, take it.”

      The Dad blinked a couple of times and reluctantly took the offered box. “Is this a trick? I know how upset you were when your mum took the last one. Did you get a new one and forget to tell me?”

      “No. I wish to meet your expectations and will work hard to do so. If this device is a distraction then it will be better for my future if I no longer have it.”

      “Well I won’t discourage that, if you’re serious.” His arm sagged with the weight of the box and he said, “Let me pop this somewhere and I will drive you to school. I look forward to hearing from your teachers about how much better you are doing.”

      “Yes, Father,” Gargle said. He may not have completed his first task yet, but it was obvious what his next task was. He needed to complete school.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh banged his fist down on the ground next to the Mech Controller. He let out a frustrated grunt. He was starting to realize why it was so bulky and heavy. If it wasn’t, he would have tossed it across the room a long time ago. “This is stupid! You’d have to be an idiot or a genius to make this work, and I’m neither,” he declared as he jumped to his feet and stretched his legs.

      Making the Ticket Buster mech perform simple actions required complex combinations of commands. The Ship’s Computer had guided him through the basics of walking, which had taken far longer than it should have. Each button and dial controlled an individual joint on the mech, so something as easy as strolling forwards required at least 8 different buttons to be pressed in a very specific sequence. Miss one and the knee joint would lock up, or the ankle would twist 90 degrees, or the mech would start skipping.

      It was utterly hopeless, and he hadn’t even moved on to the top half of the mech yet. His commands were so erratic that his poor mech could barely stay on its feet, and as it started to topple he overcorrected, launching it forwards into a belly flop. It crashed to the ground harder than a maple tree at a beaver convention. Getting up was even harder, because it required a different sequence for the legs, along with several more buttons for the arms. It would take him weeks to memorize all these basic moves.

      This must be the part of the dream where things became impossible. Any minute now he’d be sitting in the exam hall completely naked.

      “I could use a little help here,” Josh said as his virtual mech writhed around on its back, limbs sporadically flailing as the joints spun uncontrollably.

      “Negative. This is a learning experience.”

      “All I am learning is that whoever came up with this controller clearly had more arms than I do! This thing is torture. The button layout doesn’t even make sense. Why is the button for ankles over here on the right, but the one for knees is on the top left?”

      “I believe your species has a saying about a bad workman blaming his tools,” the computer replied.

      “Perhaps, but if you ask an electrician to install your new kitchen lights with nothing but a wet fish then you should be prepared for a shock.”

      “This is the device that every other lawyer uses to control their mech. It represents the culmination of decades of Blurgling Master Crafters’ experience. That is the very latest model, with 17 more buttons than the previous one, for even more nuanced control.”

      “Yeah, well it sucks. Someone who has never piloted a mech in their life invented that thing, and I’m guessing lawyers don’t want regular folks to be able to do their jobs, so it suits them just fine that it is a nightmare to use.”

      “Do you have a better suggestion?”

      Josh shrugged. “I will just design a new M.C. It couldn’t possibly be worse than this one.”

      “Negative. You are a trainee lawyer. You do not have the correct class to design a new mech controller and therefore I cannot assign you a task to do so.”

      “Wait, so because I’m now a lawyer, I can’t do anything related to the other classes?”

      “Correct. Everyone has their place, and M.C. design is not yours.”

      “I think I am starting to understand why that controller is so awful.” Josh stared at the huge slab of buttons in front of him and sighed. What he needed was something better suited to the task at hand. If only he had…

      “My controller!” he shouted, jumping to his feet. “Where did it go? I saw it not long ago.”

      “Your game controller is located 37 degrees and 1.7 metres from your current position.”

      Josh turned his head, but couldn’t see it. “Can you be more specific?”

      “37.2 degrees and 1.7654 metres.”

      “Can you be less specific?”

      “It’s over behind that blaster on your right.”

      Josh saw the huge pistol and found his trusty game controller tucked behind it. He inspected it for any signs of damage, but there were no more than usual. He held it aloft. “Can you program this so that I can use it to control the mech?”

      “Please wait…” the Ship’s Computer said. “I have reviewed the appropriate laws and can find nothing specifically outlawing the use of such a device. Technically you did not create it yourself, so you have not gone outside your class, although the M.C. Designers would understandably require reassurances. It is somewhat of a stretch if you program it, but lawyers have occasionally programmed specific buttons before, so there is a precedent if required.”

      “Excellent. Let’s do it. I’ll tell you what buttons I want where.”

      “I do not see how, your control device is missing 117 buttons, so it cannot be mapped one to one.”

      Josh grinned. “Let’s not try to run before we can walk. Or get back up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 5: Baby Steps

        

      

    

    
      Gargle stared out of the window as the vehicle precariously made its way down the street. Without even thinking about it he mentally mapped their route, remembering each twist and turn. It was a hard habit to break, and far easier on a planet with so many landmarks. Everywhere he looked were new and interesting things. There were domiciles, and places of business, and a lot of green vegetation. There was also an abundance of other vehicles, in far better states of repair.

      The vehicle they were in made a medley of squeaks and squeals from the chassis, and at his feet was a small hole that he could see straight through. At first he believed it was for ventilation, but he was beginning to suspect it was not supposed to be there. If this was a Blurgon ship it would have been melted down for parts a long time ago.

      Thankfully speed did not appear to be a major concern as there were far too many other vehicles trying to use the same straight line of smooth surface.

      The Dad said, “This traffic gets worse every day! We are going to have to start leaving earlier so you’re not late for school.”

      “We should fly over these other vehicles,” Gargle suggested.

      “Very funny.”

      “I was not intending to be amusing. It was a helpful suggestion. Are you trying to conserve fuel?”

      The Dad stared at him and rolled his eyes. “Honestly, half the time I don’t know what you are talking about. Guess I’m getting old.”

      This was his chance to do some research. Gargle was woefully underprepared for field work. A spy would usually have months to study the environment they were infiltrating, learning every intricate detail of the species they were going to imitate. “How old are you?”

      The Dad laughed. “I remember thinking my folks were ancient too. I’m only 48.”

      “Is that close to your expected lifespan?”

      “No, but if you keep asking me stupid questions you’re going to get a lot closer to yours.” The Dad ruffled Gargle’s hair.

      Gargle went to open the window, using a primitive crank, but the handle came off in his hand. The Dad said, “I keep telling you not to mess with that!”

      “Your vehicle appears to be in need of repair.”

      “Yeah well, it still gets us from A to B, and right now that’s all we can afford. Cars don’t just grow on trees you know.”

      Gargle peered out of his window to confirm this assessment. It was correct.

      The car stopped abruptly outside a large building. There were a lot of juvenile humans running around outside, wearing matching uniforms to the one that Gargle was sporting. This must be the school.

      As he fought with the handle to try and open the car door the Dad said, “I know it’s been tough lately, but just keep your head down and stay out of trouble. You don’t have long left now, make it count.” There was a pause before he added, “I love you, son.”

      “Yes,” Gargle responded, finally figuring out how the handle worked. He bolted out of the car before there were any more questions.

      The Dad shouted back after him, “Where’s your backpack?” but his son was already lost in the crowd. He rolled his eyes. “Teenagers!”

      Gargle followed the crowd of fellow students towards the school entrance. He was about to enter it when a figure blocked his path. “Morning, Josh. How are you this fine day?”

      “Mostly confused,” Gargle admitted. It was still a strange sensation responding to someone else’s name in a language he’d only just learned.

      Apparently that was not the expected response, as the boy’s face wrinkled up. He said, “I hope you’re not about to tell me you don’t have my money.”

      “Your money?”

      The boy made the noise of air being sucked through teeth. It was a disturbing sound. He reached out and put his arm around Gargle, triggering a lot of conflicting emotions. “Now’s not the time to play dumb, you understand? A bet is a bet. I managed to catch up with your stream this morning. I honestly thought for a moment that you were going to do it, until you choked on the Shadow King. It was a terrible shame, I tell you. I almost feel bad about taking your money. Almost.”

      Gargle blinked a couple of times while he tried to process what was happening. It seemed there had been some form of wager, and he was now responsible for fulfilling the candidate’s obligations, which hardly seemed fair. Unfortunately explaining that he was actually an ethereal alien in a replica of Josh’s body might create more problems than it solved. He was supposed to be hiding out. “I’ll supply the promised money.”

      “Damn right you will, right bloody now, because if I let you welch on this bet then other people might start getting the idea that they don’t have to pay me, and then I’ll be a right mug. Do you want me to be a mug?”

      Gargle was definitely having issues with his dictionary. The only translation he had for mug was a receptacle to store hot beverages, but this creature looked like he would be terrible at that. Perhaps that was the point he was trying to make? Gargle tried agreeing with him. “You’re not a mug.”

      “Damn straight, so you’d better pay up.” He held out his hand.

      “How much?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. Give me my hundred quid right now, or you’re going to be having a chat with Pete.”

      Something blocked out the sunlight. Gargle turned to see a creature that was as wide as it was tall. Pete shoved him forcefully in the back, almost knocking him to the ground in the process. He grunted something until the other kid said, “Last chance.”

      Gargle frantically checked his pockets, but he already knew full well there was nothing in them. He said, “How does money work here? Can I transfer some to you?”

      “Cash only.”

      “I do not have any cash.” Gargle peered around, looking for backup, but the rest of the students had suddenly found somewhere else to be.

      “Consider this your one and only warning. Do your thing, Pete.”

      Gargle was ready for a laser blaster, or even an energy sword, but he wasn’t ready for the guy to pull up his hand and use it to whack him in the face. The pain was sudden and intense as Gargle fell to the floor holding his eye. Pete loomed over him. The other kid said, “Have my money tomorrow, or he starts breaking bones.”

      The two of them skulked off, leaving Gargle in a heap. His eye had already started to go lumpy, making it harder to see. This was why two eyes wasn’t enough; damage to one of them made him effectively useless. How these creatures had survived this long was anyone’s guess. He couldn’t even shell swap without raising suspicion. He was stuck in this damaged shell for the foreseeable future.

      He tried again to find the healing command, but if it existed it was in a sub-system he had not yet learned to access. Eventually he gave up and walked into the building. A tall lady in a pretty pink cardigan spotted him and bustled over. “Do you have permission to be out of class, young ma….oh goodness what happened to your face?”

      “Someone hit me.”

      “I can see that. Do you know who it was?”

      “His name was Pete.”

      “Pete what?”

      “Pete hit me,” said Gargle, confused.

      The lady looked at him. “What is Pete’s last name?”

      “As far as I am aware he is still being called Pete.”

      “Oh dear, I think you may have been hit in the head a little harder than you realize. Come with me.” The lady led him down the long corridor and around several corners. Then she stopped abruptly and said, “Here you go. The school nurse will take a look at that eye for you.” She knocked on the door and then scarpered off before it was answered.

      The door swung open to reveal a grizzled older lady, who scowled at him intently, before looking back over her shoulder. She was clearly distracted by something else in the room that Gargle couldn’t see. She said, “What do you want?”

      “I was told you can fix my face.”

      She gave him a cursory glance. “Looks fine to me. Swelling will go down in a couple of hours.”

      She tried to close the door, but he blocked it.

      “Is there nothing you can do? Are you a healer class? Do you have some kind of atom regenerator in there, or maybe a healing ray?”

      The nurse scoffed. “Bit of a comedian are we?”

      “I see nothing funny about having an injured face.”

      She sighed and rummaged around in the room before throwing a cold bag at him. “Here’s your healing ray.”

      “What is this?” he said as the bag shifted in his hand. It appeared to be filled with tiny balls.

      “You never seen peas before? You better tell your parents to give you more veggies. Now piss off, I’m missing my talk shows.”

      The door slammed abruptly in his face, leaving him holding his cold bag of peas. He looked at the picture on the bag. This appeared to be sustenance. Why would food help? Perhaps these creatures could regenerate injuries with caloric intake? The question was, where did he put the food?

      After some experimenting, and subsequently awkward pea removal, Gargle narrowed down his options to the voice hole. It was most strange that the noise hole was also the food hole. How did people converse while eating? He crammed a handful of peas into his mouth and was hit by a strange sensation. Taste was an entirely new experience for him; every other shell he had used that required food had viewed the consumption of sustenance as purely utilitarian.

      It was a revelation.

      He didn’t have the words to describe it, but he liked it. He continued munching on the peas, touching his eye each time. It was hurting more than ever. He must have to finish the entire bag for the healing effects to kick in.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “Ok, let’s try one more time,” Josh said. He pushed up on the joystick and the mech lumbered forward. It had taken a long time and a lot of trial and error to program the correct sequence of button presses, and it wasn’t quite perfect, but it was a big improvement.

      He tilted the left analogue stick to the left and his virtual mech started to spin. So far so good, but now came the real test. He tapped the A button and the mech launched itself upwards in a jump. He was about to celebrate when the mech crashed back down to earth in an epic belly flop.

      “I nearly had it! What happened?”

      “The mech is top heavy and not designed to jump like this. What is the purpose of this maneuver?”

      “Trust me, it will come in handy. Is there any way I can prevent that from happening?”

      “There are six different boost jets that can be individually controlled with the M.C. for stability…”

      “Boost jets you say? Ok, let me play around with those and we will figure out a suitable mapping. Where are they?”

      A diagram of the controller appeared on the viewer with the appropriate buttons highlighted. They were frustratingly spaced out and hard to distinguish from all the other buttons around them. Josh held one down on the M.C. and a booster jet behind the left shoulder emitted a bright-blue flame, spinning the mech in a circle like a ballerina. Now this had potential. He tried another and triggered the opposite shoulder, spinning the other way.

      The next set of boosters were wrist-mounted. If he extended the arms and triggered one it swung it around in a savage backhand. When he tried triggering both the force pushed him backwards. That might come in handy for dodging attacks.

      The final set of highlighted buttons triggered boosters on the ankles. Triggering one thrust the leg up in a rapid knee strike, but when he hit both ankle boosters at the same time it launched the mech skywards in a more powerful jump. It still landed face down, but it gave him an idea.

      After he had wrestled the mech back to its feet he prepared to test his theory. With some awkward twisting of his hands he managed to hover two fingers over the ankle boosters, while also pressing A on his own controller. As the mech jumped upwards and reached the apex Josh triggered the ankle boosters, giving him an extra thrust upwards in an impromptu double jump. As the Ticket Buster started to tilt forwards he quickly activated the wrist boosters, flipping the mech in the air to land awkwardly back on its feet.

      “Yes!” he exclaimed enthusiastically. If the Ship’s Computer heard, she offered no commentary. It was a pretty minor thing to be celebrating, because it was completely unusable in a fight, as it dealt no damage.

      As a temporary measure, Josh mapped the boosters onto the right stick. It was a long way from being refined, but if he pushed up on the right stick he lunged forwards, if he pushed left or right he strafed, and if he pulled back it triggered the wrist boosters for a hasty retreat.

      He was just starting to get the hang of things when the boosters cut out mid-double-jump and his mech crashed back to earth.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “You ran out of booster fuel. It is a finite resource.”

      “Good to know, but make it infinite while I practice, I won’t be able to learn properly if I have to stop every five minutes to get petrol.”

      “Actually the booster fuel is made of liquid oxygen mixed with…”

      Josh interrupted, “I don’t care what it is made of, I just care that it works.”

      “Acknowledged. Realistic booster fuel consumption has been temporarily disabled in this simulation.”

      Josh’s mech was still lying face-down. He had a hunch and tried pushing down on the right stick, activating the wrist-mounted boosters. His mech did a turbo-charged push-up and flipped itself back onto its feet. That was a big improvement over his usual ‘helpless turtle’ routine.

      He tested out a few more moves, testing the limits of what was possible. He charged in a straight line before boost strafing, jumping and double-jumping, ending with a mid-air strafe. When he landed he smiled. He was starting to get the hang of this.

      The bracelet on his wrist buzzed. As he tilted it the screen appeared:

      

      Task Complete - Baby Steps

      You mastered basic movements for a level 1 Ticket Buster. Reward - £28.52

      

      New Task available.

      - The Best Defence: Learn to use two different weapons for a level 1 Ticket Buster.

      

      He felt the familiar rush of endorphins and then chastised himself. Was he really that easy to manipulate? Also, the rewards could use some improvement.

      “Hey Computer, what is with the twenty-eight quid?”

      “As discussed, your task compensation is based on your current hourly rate.”

      “Yeah, but my current hourly rate sucks. Can you not bump that up a bit? I promise it will help me to learn faster.”

      “Negative. That is the amount of money you have voluntarily chosen to trade for your time. If I increase it, there is little to suggest it will provide an improved outcome.”

      “But you said that money has no meaning to you, and it’s just 1’s and 0’s.”

      “Very well. I shall double your rewards, but I expect an improvement in your performance as a result.”

      “You got it, boss, but are you sure we should be moving on to weapons training already? There is a lot of refinement needed for the movement, particularly when chaining moves together.”

      “This is not intended as a comprehensive training, it is simply meant to test your aptitude.”

      He sighed. “Ok fine, let’s see what my weapons options are.”

      A new menu appeared on the simulation, with a variety of choices. Some were handheld, others were shoulder-mounted. Josh said, “How many of these can I carry?”

      “The level 1 mech can have two hand-held weapons and a set of shoulder-mounted weapons. Larger mechs can accommodate more weaponry, or larger weaponry, but be aware that a movement penalty exists for each weapon carried, based on its weight. I have converted the detailed technical specifications of each weapon, broken out into categories and rated out of ten. I believe this simple format is one you will be capable of comprehending.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Josh navigated his way through the weapons. He selected a huge pistol that was simply titled Blaster and pulled up the additional info:

      

      Blaster:

      The standard-issue Blaster is an all-round average choice for an all-round average mech. This weapon uses plasma based projectiles that move at an average speed and generate a lot of heat.

      

      Stats:

      Projectile damage: 3

      Projectile speed: 4

      Effective range: 5

      Accuracy: 5

      Firing rate: 5

      Weight: 2 (4% reduction in overall movement speed.)

      

      Warning: Blaster will overheat if fired continually.

      

      Next he checked his close-quarters weapon.

      

      Energy Sword:

      The Energy Sword is a staple of close-quarters mech combat. It has nominal armour penetration capabilities and is lightweight.

      

      Stats:

      Slash damage: 4

      Slash speed: 5

      Armour piercing: 2

      Weight: 1 (2% reduction in overall movement speed.)

      

      “Hey, why don’t I have more weapons options?” Josh said, selecting the Energy sword.

      “The Ticket Buster is just the starter mech, it is intended to be a stepping stone. Higher Level mechs come with more weapon options.”

      He moved on to shoulder-mounted weapons. Here he finally got a choice, rockets or missiles.

      

      Rocket Silo:

      A silo of rockets can hold 16 projectiles, which can be fired individually or in bursts using line of sight. No target tracking is available. Each rocket has a small blast radius that may hit multiple targets if they are close together.

      

      Stats:

      Projectile damage: 5

      Projectile speed: 3

      Effective range: 5

      Accuracy: 5

      Area of Effect: 4

      Projectiles available: 16

      Weight: 5 (10% reduction in overall movement speed.)

      

      Missile Silo:

      A silo of missiles can hold 12 projectiles, which can be fired individually or in bursts at one target or multiple. Tracking is available and missiles will maintain a lock on moving targets. The missile blast radius is only large enough to hit a single target.

      

      Stats:

      Projectile damage: 7

      Projectile speed: 4

      Effective range: 4

      Accuracy: 7

      Area of Effect: 2

      Projectiles available: 12

      Weight: 10 (20% reduction in overall movement speed.)

      

      Josh flipped back and forth between the two. In the end, weight was what swung it, the extra 10% reduced movement speed for missiles was just too much, particularly when he’d have less projectiles to play with. He’d just have to get used to aiming.

      His virtual mech appeared on the screen looking decidedly more threatening than before. It proved to be inaccurate though, as having weapons didn’t magically give him the ability to know how to use them.

      He started with the rockets, as they were already firmly locked in place on his mech’s shoulders. He mapped the firing of them to the left trigger, and a quick tap fired a single rocket whichever way he was facing. He held the trigger down and the launchers emptied in a plume of flames and smoke, obliterating the wall on the far side of the virtual arena. They fired in a straight line; there was no trickery or nuance, they were the definition of point-and-shoot.

      He tried firing them again, but nothing happened. “Yo, Computer, how do I reload my rockets?”

      “You don’t. They are a finite resource. You have expended all your available rockets.”

      “Good to know,” he said. He’d have to ration them in a real fight. He tried running, but his Ticket Buster felt sluggish and unresponsive. “Can I get rid of these bulky launchers then? No point in being slowed down by them if I can’t re-use them.”

      “I am unsure. Let me check.” There was a pause. “I see no record of any lawyer ever jettisoning their launchers, but I also see no rule against it.”

      “Ok, can I map it so that when the launcher is empty the left trigger will disengage the launcher?”

      “Affirmative.”

      Josh tried, and with a hearty clunk the launchers fell away from his shoulders. He tried moving again and nodded. “Much better. Thanks.”

      Satisfied that he was on the right track, he moved on to the Blaster. His first challenge was getting it off its magnetic holster on the mech’s hip, which required a surprisingly high amount of individual finger control. Each finger had its own button on the M.C., and they often had to be pressed simultaneously. His mech dropped the Blaster countless times, and the Ship’s Computer refused to spawn it back on his hip. Instead she made him lean over to pick it up. This provided an entirely new set of challenges, mainly around balance. His mech fell face-first into the ground more than once before he had sufficiently got the hang of it, and when he did finally pick the Blaster up he lofted it into the air like a trophy.

      Being far more careful not to whip it across the arena this time, Josh tried firing it. This was reasonably straightforward, as it only required one finger. He mapped it to the right trigger and played around a little with the timing, configuring it so he could hold down the trigger and fire the Blaster as quickly as the firing rate would allow.

      He held fire down as long as he could, and the Blaster started to glow red. The Ship’s Computer said, “Your Blaster is overheating. Would you like to add a safety limiter to prevent it firing when it reaches 80% of its heat capacity? This feature exists on the M.C.”

      “Nah, I don’t want my weapon to stop shooting without warning. I’ll just get a feel for it. Can you tell me when it is fully cooled down?”

      He waited about 20 seconds, watching the redness fade from the Blaster, before the Computer said, “Your Blaster is now back to baseline temperature.”

      “Got it.”

      He tried to aim the Blaster, but he hadn’t mapped any of those controls yet. For now he left it like the rockets, shooting straight ahead.

      He’d mistakenly assumed the Energy Sword would be easy, like the Rockets, but he hadn’t accounted for retrieving the weapon from its magnetic holder on the Ticket Buster’s back. It was a complex process, involving numerous joints and motors all twisting and turning in harmony, not to mention the darn fingers again. It took a long time to make it happen smoothly, and after all that effort Josh realized he’d barely ever use that particular command. He mapped it to a long press of the X button, then had a brainwave. “Can we reverse those actions to put the energy sword away if it is already drawn?”

      “Affirmative.”

      He tried and the mech swiftly flipped the sword back into place. That at least saved him some time.

      Next up on the list were some basic sword moves, like jab and swipe. The good news was that aiming wasn’t a concern, but making the moves flow smoothly into each other was far from straightforward. The Ship’s Computer refused to do the work for him, but she did offer a few useful hints that nudged him in the right direction. He had several ideas for combos, but those would take more time than he was willing to invest right now.

      What he needed was to get a feel for his weapons in combat. That was where his work would be tested. He said, “Ok, I think I’m ready to test these out. Can you add an opponent?”

      “Not now. There will be plenty of time to practice later. We must prepare to enter orbit around Blurgon. Would you like me to save the current M.C. mapping to your game controller?”

      “Sure.”

      He felt his controller vibrate in response.

      The viewer changed to reveal a light-brown ball. There was no sign of water, or clouds, or even plant life. The only interesting thing about it was the large fleet of ships that surrounded it, each branded with the same G.C. logo they had previously encountered. There were thousands of them, possibly even millions, and they buzzed around the planet like flies on a turd.

      Josh placed his game controller on the floor and stood up to appreciate the full majesty of what he was seeing. It was so vivid, he was impressed with his subconscious. This was straight out of a movie, the type where the plucky space pilot somehow destroys an entire fleet of enemy ships. Each one flew around performing its own task. Some were repairing larger ships with bright-red lasers, while other, smaller ships darted between the huge ones. In the centre was a massive circular structure, with a huge glass dome in the centre. Josh pointed at it. “What is that?”

      “That is the G.C. command outpost. It is where they are coordinating the hostile takeover of Blurgon.”

      “What is there to coordinate? They clearly have the numbers. Why don’t they just carpet bomb the planet?” Josh said.

      “Based on what I downloaded of your history I understand why you would suggest such a violent proposal. Note that large-scale military action is rare in most of the universe. Weapons have advanced to the point where they can destroy entire planets, which means nobody can use them, for fear of the consequences. The only way to do it legally is through lawyers.”

      “I still don’t understand that part. How are the lawyers involved? Do they invade in their mechs?”

      “Negative. Trial by combat has long been the preferred Blurgon method for settling legal disputes. It is a lot easier to be brave when you can simply inhabit a new shell if the old one is destroyed. Ironically that became the source of the problem. Eventually someone enhanced their shell with cybernetics, which were cheaper than organics. It was technically against the law, but they challenged the law with their enhanced shell and won, paving the way for more and more cybernetic enhancements, until eventually the machinery took on a form of its own.

      “For a while the lawyers piloted inside the mechs, convinced that it was required to feel the surge of combat, but after multiple casualties and expensive shell replacements the lawyers finally agreed that control from afar was preferable. It was much more efficient that way.

      “Slowly a system was developed to classify the various standardized chassis, ranging from least to most dangerous. The higher the level of the mech, the more they cost to run per second, ten times more every level, which made trials too expensive if both sides used high-level mechs. For a long time lower-level mechs were used for most trials, to keep legal costs down. That all changed when the Galactic Corp arrived. They have near-infinite resources and have been fielding mechs 2-3 levels higher than necessary for every lawsuit, forcing the Blurgons to either match them and burn their resources, or fight with lower-levelled mechs and increase the chances of losing the case. They have turned it into a war of attrition, which they know that Blurgon cannot possibly win.”

      Josh processed this new information. After a moment to think he said, “What is the highest-level mech?”

      “Statistically speaking, most trials involve mechs of level 5 or lower. However, the scale goes up to Level 10 Behemoth. That chassis is almost never used in combat due to the astronomical Cost of Running Per Second, also known as CORPS. We know the Galactic Corp has one as they have used it in the past, but not in the last 10 years. They would only use it if they deemed a trial so important that it could not be lost.”

      “So why not just do that now? They could takeover Blurgon today.”

      “Pinning everything on a single trial is a high-risk strategy and would be extremely expensive, even if the fight was brief. It would be an inefficient use of capital. They are easily winning the war of attrition, and it is a considerably cheaper and safer option.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      “You do not get to be the largest corporation in the universe without being extremely boring. Now we must prepare for our approach to Blurgon. Are you able to load the items back into the crate?”

      Josh looked at the huge Blaster and shook his head. “No way, that thing must weigh a tonne.”

      “Do you give me permission to utilize the cleaning robots to assist you?”

      “Sure, I guess so. Why do you have to ask?”

      “An A.I. may not take direct control of a robotic device without explicit permission and a justifiable reason. I believe I have met those criteria.”

      A small door opened and a tiny floating tray hovered out. It didn’t look particularly impressive. Josh was about to ask what good that was going to do when the tray plowed into the huge Blaster and effortlessly pushed it back into the overturned crate. It did the same with the hand and then did a final sweep of the smaller items, before tipping the crate back up the correct way. Then it disappeared back into the wall.

      “Wow! That was pretty cool,” said Josh.

      “I did not detect a noticeable change in temperature,” the Ship’s Computer said, confused.

      “I just meant it was great.”

      “Then why did you not say that?”

      “Humans don’t always say exactly what we mean.”

      “I see. That sounds highly confusing.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Josh admitted.

      “I shall endeavour to accommodate the nuances of your language as best as I can, to make you feel more comfortable. If that is cool with you?” The Ship’s Computer was clearly pleased with herself, but it sounded more like a grown-up doing their best to sound young again. Josh did his best not to groan. “Sounds great.”

      “Now I must ask you to return to your crate.”

      “What? Why?”

      “We are approaching Blurgon, and must pass through the G.C. checkpoint. They are unlikely to board us as we are a registered courier vessel, which offers limited protections.”

      “So why do I have to get in this crate then?” asked Josh, clambering back inside.

      “The crate will shield you from their scanners. When they do not detect anything unusual they will let us through.”

      “What if they detect me?”

      “Then they will board this vessel and you will likely be detained and incarcerated. Based on your expected lifespan, it would be better if you were not detained.”

      That was enough to convince Josh to get a wriggle on. As he awkwardly maneuvered the lid above him, the sound became muffled and his world was flooded with darkness. Once again the voice in his ear went silent. The only noise was his own breathing, which he suddenly became extremely aware of.

      It was hard to keep track of the time in the crate, but he dared not peek out. After what felt like a long time he realized that there was no-one outside to let him out, and no way for the Ship’s Computer to let him know it was safe. He started to feel trapped, like the walls were closing in. He was going to wake up drenched in sweat at any moment. At least he hoped it was only sweat. Now was the wrong time to realize he hadn’t been to the toilet in a while.

      He was about to burst out of the crate like a model out of a birthday cake when the crate rocked. The movement was completely unexpected, as if it had been nudged, but there was no-one else on board. That was not a promising sign…

      Josh risked a peek, lifting the lid up slightly. All he could see was a black circle, and then as his eyes adjusted to the light again he finally understood what he was seeing. He was staring down the barrel of a gun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 6: Into the Fire

        

      

    

    
      Josh slowly raised his hands above his head. There was an alien standing opposite him, blaster raised, ready to fire. He’d managed to go his whole life without meeting an alien, and yet somehow, today, the floodgates were open.

      He muttered, “What happened?” as his earpiece crackled to life.

      “You left your game controller out!” the Ship’s Computer hissed back at him. Josh risked a glance and saw his controller sitting next to the Mech Controller.

      “So what?”

      “They detected it in the scan, which gave them a plausible reason to board the ship. You can’t just fly around with unregistered alien tech, can you imagine the risk exposure? As soon as they came on board they were more interested in the large stack of smuggling crates, and that is how we got here.”

      Josh looked at the alien more closely, trying to determine if he could overpower it, or at least outrun it. The alien was humanoid in shape, although quite a bit taller than Josh. It had mandibles instead of a mouth, and more eyes than he could count. Its limbs twitched continually, as if it was ready to pounce at any second. It reminded him of an insect, if an insect was eight feet tall and could wield weaponry.

      He’d already given up on trying to fight back when the second alien appeared. It was quite the contrast to the first one. It was tiny, about half of Josh’s height and wearing some kind of armoured space suit. Its head was extremely large, at least twice as big as his own, and entirely covered in a jet-black helmet with no obvious visor. It had no discernible weapon. It looked like a child.

      Josh was surprised when the larger alien nodded at its partner before strolling away, leaving Josh to be guarded by the space dwarf. He felt his legs tense up, ready to attack. If he could incapacitate it then perhaps he could get the computer to fly him out of here.

      “I see your heart rate increasing. Do not consider physical violence,” the Ship’s Computer said in his ear. “That is a Brainling. They possess telekinetic capabilities and as a result are quite lethal.”

      “It can kill me with its brain?” Josh muttered.

      “Technically not its brain, but any sharp object in the vicinity.”

      “Can it read my mind?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Josh laughed until the Ship’s Computer added, “Your mind is far too primitive for it to properly interface with.”

      The Brainling stopped a few inches away and made a series of clicking sounds. The computer translated in his earpiece. “You are under arrest. Follow me.”

      Josh couldn’t help himself. Panic kicked in, and he ran. He managed three steps before his left leg stubbornly refused to touch the ground. It started to float up into the air, at first bent at the knee, and then slowly straight out. His right foot stayed firmly planted on the floor. As Josh reached the limits of his ability to do the splits he shouted, “Stop! I surrender!”

      His left foot was released and he collapsed. The large alien came back and said, “Everything ok in here?”

      “Yes. The creature tried to resist. Take it to the interrogation room while I search the rest of this vessel for contraband.” The Brainling made a motion and Josh’s game controller hovered up off the ground and floated straight into its outstretched hand.

      The insect creature scooped Josh up with one arm and tossed him over its shoulder before walking away, banging Josh’s head on the doorway in the process. Josh shouted, “Help!”

      The computer spoke in his ear. “I am sorry Josh, I have no authority with the Galactic Corp and will be unable to assist as soon as they impound this ship. Under no circumstances should you tell them you are from Earth, it will make your planet a target. Your earpiece will continue to translate, but that is the only help I can offer. You must solve this by yourself.”

      His wrist buzzed. As he bounced around he pulled up the screen, hoping for some brilliant escape plan.

      

      New Tasks available.

      - Prison Break: Escape from the clutches of the Galactic Corp. Penalty for failing to complete this quest: Lifetime imprisonment.

      - Loose lips: Do not reveal your planetary origin when being interrogated. Penalty for failing to complete this quest: Destruction/Enslavement of Earth.

      

      “That’s the best you can do? Tasks!” he whispered, but the only response he got from his earpiece was static. The Ship’s Computer was gone.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle emptied the last of the peas into his mouth. They had done nothing to heal his wound, but they had healed a slight ache in his middle. He was starting to doubt the competency of this school’s healer and made a mental note to raise this concern to her manager.

      He had been abandoned in the empty hallways. He peeked into several of the rooms to find them filled with students seated in orderly rows, facing a single tall person at the front of the room. Presumably those were the elders, those tasked with imparting knowledge to the younger generation. The challenge was, Gargle did not know what class of job Josh had been assigned, so he had no idea which knowledge session he was supposed to be attending. What he needed to do was find someone in charge.

      As he navigated down yet another hallway he found himself outside a large room full of shelves. There were no other students, but there was an elder sitting behind a desk. Perhaps she would know where he was supposed to be. He approached her slowly, trying to think of the correct words to say. He said, “Hello!” and the sound echoed around the large open space.

      The woman immediately held her finger up to her mouth and made a shhhhh sound. Gargle had no idea what it meant, but presumed it was a customary greeting. He returned the gesture and the woman’s expression changed. It did not look friendly, it looked almost hostile. He prepared himself for another fist fight.

      “Can I help you?” the old lady hissed in a barely audible tone.

      “Yes. I do not know what I am. Do you have a list of job assignments?” He tapered off at the end of his sentence as the lady’s expression soured.

      “Careers is section 331, third shelf on your left.” She went back to looking at something in her lap, suggesting that this verbal exchange had ended.

      Gargle followed her directions, but could not find a data terminal anywhere. Instead there were small rectangles stacked neatly in a line. Were these some form of data cube? He pulled one down at random and said, “Activate!” Nothing happened. Perhaps there was a specific word. He thought hard and tried a few more combinations. “On! Power on! Start! Initialize!”

      The scowly lady appeared at the end of the shelves, her expression somehow even more disapproving. Gargle didn’t know the word for it, but he knew how it made him feel. This was a new type of pain, a deep internal ache, but she had not struck him. Perhaps she was this planet’s equivalent of a Brainling? This would be a bad room for a Brainling fight; there were far too many potential projectiles.  He held up the data cube, ready to shield his face from any more attacks.

      “You’re making a lot of noise. Is everything ok?”

      Gargle relaxed a little, convinced that the threat of violence had dissipated, for the time being at least. “Yes. Is this a data cube?”

      “A data cube? It’s a book, dear. There is a lot of knowledge in there, is that what you mean?”

      “Yes. How do I activate it?” He slowly moved over to her, still ready for a sneak attack.

      She took the book and flipped open the top of it, revealing a thin white material that was covered in scribbles. He squinted at it, trying to make sense of it. Slowly the scribbles started to make sense and he could hear the words in his head as if someone was talking to him. He found himself mumbling the words as he read them.

      The woman’s expression softened. “I don’t think I’ve seen you in the library before. Are you new to the country?”

      “Yes,” he replied, absentmindedly as he plowed through another sentence, slowly picking up speed.

      “Where are you from dear?” she said, smiling now.

      “Blurgon,” fell out of his mouth before he could stop himself. He panicked, but the damage had already been done. He’d blown his cover. What if the elder reported him to the authorities? His legs tensed up as he prepared to run, but she did not appear troubled by this revelation. Instead she said, “Blurgon? Never heard of it. Is it in Scandinavia?”

      His error had gone unnoticed. He made a note to make sure it wasn’t repeated. Just to be safe, he changed the topic. “What is your classification?”

      “We use the Dewey Decimal System here dear.”

      “No, I mean your role.”

      She stared at him, gestured to the books, and said, “I’m a librarian.”

      “You are the keeper of this vault of knowledge? That sounds like an important role.”

      “I like to think so.” She stood up a little straighter.

      “Then tell me vault keeper, how do I search these books for the information I need?”

      “You have to do it the old-fashioned way I’m afraid. If there is something specific you are looking for you will be better off using the internet.”

      “The internet? Is that similar to a data terminal?”

      “You don’t have the internet in Blurgon?”

      “No. Can you show me how to use it?”

      The librarian looked around at the otherwise empty library and rolled her eyes. “I suppose I can do that.” She led him over to a large beige slab, with a viewer that flickered and hummed. The device itself was making a terrible sound, strangely similar to the squeals of protests from the Father’s car. She gave it a whack and the noise stopped. She said, “What is it that you are looking for?”

      “I am trying to determine what I am. My job.”

      “Well that is a big decision, maybe one of the biggest. Do you have any ideas as to what you would like to be?”

      “What I would like to be? Why does that matter?”

      “Of course it matters. It’s important to enjoy what you do. Take me for example, I grew up loving books, I’d go through two or three most days. All I wanted to do was spend my days around books, and now that is exactly what I do.” She smiled as she admired the neatly stacked shelves.

      Gargle was not smiling. He was more confused than ever. He said, “Are you telling me I get a choice of jobs?”

      “Yes, dear, provided you get the right qualifications. You look like a year 11, do you have your exams coming up?”

      “Yes. In a couple of weeks,” he replied, recalling his earlier conversation with the Father.

      “Well then, just make sure you get the best marks you can, that way you will be able to do whatever you like.”

      Whatever he liked. There was no direct Blurgon translation, and it took a moment for this primitive neural processor to fully comprehend the ramifications of that simple sentence. On this planet jobs weren’t assigned—they were chosen by the individuals themselves.

      That couldn’t possibly be right.

      But what if it was?

      A new fear ran through him. What if he chose incorrectly? What if the real Josh wanted to choose something else, and Gargle doomed him to a life of doing a job he didn’t like. He wasn’t prepared for that level of responsibility. He was just trying to keep a low profile until the real Josh returned; no-one had told him he might have to make life-changing decisions on his behalf.

      “I can see you’re quite overwhelmed, and I understand, it is a big decision, but these days you don’t have to take it so seriously. You’ll probably do lots of jobs in your lifetime. I was a book editor for a while, a long time ago, but I didn’t like the hours or the never-ending pile of new submissions, so I quit and got a job as a librarian instead. It made me much happier.”

      “Quit? You mean, you didn’t like your job, so you just stopped doing it?”

      “Exactly. So find something you love right now, and do that for a while, and then when you’ve had enough, find something else you love. That way you’ll never stop learning.”

      Gargle wobbled on his feet. He needed to sit down. His entire world had just been flipped upside down. On this primitive backwater planet, they chose their own jobs and switched them when they felt like it. It sounded like complete and utter chaos, but even the thought of it made him want to stay here forever. He could be something other than a courier. He could be anything. All he needed to do was win his exams. This was it. He didn’t just have to assign himself mundane tasks, he might as well go for the big stuff too.

      He pulled his communicator out of his pocket and slowly tapped out:

      WIn sCHoOl.

      Now he just needed to figure out how to do that.

      He started with the obvious. “How do I do well in my exams?”

      “You’ll need to study. The internet is a good place to start. You can often find previous years’ exam questions, which will give you an idea of what to expect. Try to practice a few of those and see how well you do.” She tapped away at a large slab of buttons that looked a little like a Mech Controller. Gargle peered at the slab and saw that each button had a different letter on it. When she hit one it appeared on the viewer. The letters were in no apparent order, which was really going to slow him down.

      “Can I talk to it?” he asked, ever hopeful.

      “Probably with the newer models, but this old thing has been here almost as long as I have. You’re lucky the monitor is in colour.”

      A noise from over the other side of the library caught her attention. Her entire head swivelled like an owl, honing in on the sound. She stood up abruptly. “Excuse me for a second, I thought I heard something.” Then she set off with surprising speed.

      Gargle found himself staring at a white screen that had one single phrase on it. What would you like to know?

      Slowly, letter by letter, he typed in Everything.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh sat behind the solid grey desk, doing his best to stay calm. The Brainling slowly sat in the seat opposite him and removed its helmet to reveal a purple head. There was no obvious face, just two holes. One of them started clicking. “You are accused of the crime of smuggling illegal mech parts to aid with the Blurgon legal defence. How do you plead?”

      “Not guilty. I didn’t know what was in those crates!”

      “Is it not your ship?”

      Josh almost admitted that it wasn’t before he remembered his quest about not revealing Earth. If he told the truth it would lead to uncomfortable questions, like whose ship is it, and where are they?

      “Of course it is mine. There must have been a mix-up. I must have gotten someone else’s crates.”

      “A mix-up? That just happened to bring spare parts for Blurgon legal mechs directly to Blurgon? That sounds convenient.”

      “I’d say it is decidedly inconvenient,” Josh said, glancing nervously around the room.

      “I suppose you have an explanation for what this is too?” His game controller floated up out of a drawer, hovering just out of reach. It had been sealed in a plastic bag. Apparently it was now evidence.

      “That is just to play games. I get bored on the long space flights.”

      “Games? You are a courier, you are not authorized to play games. No company would ever approve such a glorified waste of productivity. I suggest you tell me the truth.”

      “I’ve told you everything I know!”

      “Which isn’t very much. I suppose it isn’t your fault, the scanners indicate you are barely sentient. That doesn’t, however, excuse you from your crimes.” His game controller floated up onto a conveyor belt running just below the ceiling, like luggage at the airport. It slowly disappeared from view. Then the Brainling leaned in closer. “If you refuse to cooperate I have no choice but to recommend the maximum sentence of 303.3 years.”

      Josh jumped out of his seat. “303 years? You can’t do that, I won’t live anywhere near that long!” He felt a strong weight on his shoulders and was pressed back down into the chair.

      “Good, that will save on expenses. I am out of patience for this particular conversation. Do you have a personal lawyer that you wish to defend you?”

      “A lawyer? No, not out here.” Josh no longer believed this was a dream. It was either a nightmare, or far worse, his new reality.

      “Then you shall be assigned a public defender. Proceed to the end of the hallway for your trial.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes. Your trial starts in approximately 3 minutes. Be warned that any attempts to escape will necessitate the forcible removal of one or more limbs, to prevent future escape attempts.”

      Josh got up and sprinted down the hallway. He had to explain this to his lawyer. If they were anywhere near as badass as the computer kept making out, then perhaps all wasn’t lost after all.

      He burst into the room to find an empty chair facing a bedraggled creature, in something akin to a 3-piece suit. It was vaguely humanoid in shape but had the features and temperament of a sloth. It was impossible to know what gender it was, if this species even had genders. Its long arms dangled by its side, as if lifting them was just too much effort.

      The lawyer moved at a glacial pace, waving at Josh to sit down. As soon as he did it started to growl. The translator stuttered the words out slowly. “You must be my third client. We don’t have long, let me explain how this works. Public Defenders are stretched a little thin around here, so I’m going to be forced to defend your case simultaneously with a parking ticket violation and a charge of public indecency. Trials last 10 minutes 17 seconds and are presided over by a judge A.I., that decides if everything is aboveboard. Is this your first trial?”

      Josh nodded his head.

      The sloth continued, “Ignore the purple and orange orbs, those are for the other clients. The blue orb is your sentence, the more it gets hit, the longer you go to jail. There is a display above so you can spectate. If I manage to damage the opposing mech for your case then your sentence is reduced, but that almost never happens. I tend to favour defence, on a good day I can reduce your sentence by up to a third.”

      “A third? That’s still more than 200 years!”

      “I know right, that’s easy time. Anything I should know about your case?”

      “Yeah, I’m innocent!”

      “Of which part, smuggling or possession of an exotic firearm?”

      “Firearm? What firearm?” asked Josh.

      The lawyer gestured to the controller, which was now on its desk.

      “That’s not a firearm!”

      “Then why does it have so many triggers?” The sloth picked up the bag and peered inside. It sniffed at the controller and then threw it back on the desk. “It’s not like any weapon I’ve ever seen.”

      “Because it isn’t a weapon!”

      “If you can prove that we may be able to knock a few years off your sentence.”

      A loud buzzer sounded and the mega sloth said, “Never mind, it’s show time.”

      The room they were in started to descend, the walls sliding upwards. Eventually the front wall disappeared, blowing out into a huge hangar. A beat-up mech that Josh recognized as a Ticket Buster towered above them. It was blue and white, although whether that was intentional or the result of a myriad of replacement parts was not clear. There were wires hanging out of every joint and the shoulder-mounted rocket silos were almost empty.

      A large panel slid up out of the lawyers desk, revealing the Mech Controller. Then the lawyer did the slowest knuckle crack that Josh had ever seen.

      The opposing mechs rose out of the ground of the hangar on the opposite side. They looked brand new and were armed to the teeth. The one in the centre was considerably larger than the other two and was wielding a fearsome-looking wrecking ball on a chain. It was directly attached to its left arm, with a huge spool of chain where a hand should be, presumably to allow it to alter the length of its attacks.

      A small drone hovered over the arena and projected a blue light onto each mech in turn. Josh said, “What is it doing?”

      “Confirming that all mechs are suitable to fight and do not contain any illicit parts or passengers. It can take a couple of minutes.”

      All 3 G.C. mechs were cleared by the drone, but it did another pass of the sloths mech. Eventually the light turned green, and the sloth breathed a sigh of relief. “Phew, the the most nerve-wracking part of every trial is waiting to see if I pass inspection.”

      “That is the part you’re worried about?” Josh said, with growing frustration.

      “Sure is. I don’t get paid if I don’t fight.”

      Josh watched as the enemy mech lumbered into their starting positions. He was afraid he already knew the answer, but he asked anyway. “Which one is for my case?”

      The sloth slowly pointed at the wrecking ball mech. “That’s a level 3 Litigator. The other two are Ticket Busters, just like mine. They should be a little easier to handle. Your best hope is if they have a rookie piloting your mech. That happens sometimes.”

      “That’s your plan? Hope that the opposition is worse than you?”

      The sloth glanced over at the opposing bench. Then he slowly turned back to Josh. “I have bad news. Jax is piloting the Litigator. He’s the G.C’s best lawyer in the region, he pops down here every now and again to put on a show for the others, teach them a few things. He has a reputation for focusing solely on attack. He only cares about maximizing sentences. That’s bad luck!”

      “Bad luck? You’re my lawyer!”

      “Oh right. Don’t worry, everything will be fine.”

      Josh had a sinking feeling that nothing could be further from the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 7: Below the Belt

        

      

    

    
      Gargle was getting the hang of this now. He’d stumbled upon a large cache of videos, which supposedly contained in-depth knowledge of the human experience. They were much easier to consume than the walls of foreign text, or at least they were when the swelling in his eye went down a little. He tried watching the first few that popped up, and was more confused than ever.

      With some careful searching he narrowed down the videos to primarily humans, to cut out all the cat videos, but these did little to shed any light on proper human behaviour. If these videos were any indication he was supposed to lather things on his face to disguise his true appearance, be exceptionally cruel to strangers before yelling prank, and then talk at length about taking inferior technology out of its packaging.

      It didn’t serve an obvious purpose. In the seventeen videos he’d watched he had barely learned anything, yet he felt compelled to keep watching them. Where was the oversight? Where was the carefully researched educational content? Were younglings truly permitted to just run rampant about this place with no supervision? Perhaps this was the downside to allowing so much freedom.

      The worst part was, he’d forgotten why he came in here. Something about exam preparation. He’d have to get to that later. He was also still no closer to determining Josh’s class designation. He did however know the top 10 songs from the 80’s, so that was something.

      There was a loud ringing sound that made him jump. He had no idea what it meant, but it sounded urgent. The grumpy lady appeared behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry to interrupt, I just wanted to make sure you heard the bell.”

      “I did. My hearing is functional.”

      She stared at him and he said, “Is there something else?”

      “Shouldn’t you be going to class?”

      “I would, but I have yet to determine which class I am assigned.”

      “Honestly, I’d have thought you’d have figured this out by your final year. Come with me.”

      The librarian moved back over to her desk and Gargle followed. She said, “What is your name?”

      There was the briefest moment where he almost said Gargle, and then he caught himself. “Josh.”

      “Josh what?”

      He wasn’t clear on what she was asking, so he stayed quiet. After a drawn-out pause she said, “Josh Harper?”

      “Yes?” Gargle guessed.

      “Says here you’re in Mr. Tucker’s Maths class.”

      Gargle perked up a little. If Josh had a maths-based class then perhaps this assignment wouldn’t be so bad.

      A machine whirred to life and spat out a white sheet. The librarian slid it across the desk. “Here’s your timetable, in case you find yourself lost again today.”

      Gargle reviewed it carefully, committing it to memory. If there was a theme he was failing to see it. There were classes in maths, science, history, economics, physical education, art, even law.

      “I see law in my class list? Does that mean I am classified as a lawyer?”

      “If you want to be a lawyer you’re going to need to ace your exams,” she replied, without looking up. “Now you’d better hurry up or you will be late for your Math class.”

      “Can you tell me where it is?” he said.

      The librarian sighed. This young man struck her as the particularly needy type that would stand here bugging her all day. The only way to deal with someone like that was to make them someone else’s problem. “It’s just down the hallway. I’d be happy to show you. Follow me.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh struggled to contain his growing frustration. His lawyer was moving at a glacial pace, flicking switches and pressing buttons. His mech responded appropriately, slowly wobbling across the arena in an attempt to prevent the enemy mechs from attacking the three different-coloured orbs. Thick black smoke was already pouring out of several of the joints, and the mech hadn’t even been hit yet.

      The G.C. mechs weren’t exactly lightning-quick, but they certainly moved with more urgency than the defending Ticket Buster. The Litigator lumbered across the arena, the wrecking ball dragging along behind it, leaving a long trail of scratches on the floor. Its movement speed was about half that of the Ticket Busters’. It headed straight for the blue orb, and his lawyer did absolutely nothing to stop it. As soon as it was within range it lifted the wrecking ball above its head and started to spin, slowly at first, and then faster and faster, before it came crashing down on top of the blue orb. There was a loud sound like breaking glass, and a display hovering above the orb blinked to life. Josh didn’t understand the symbols being used; he just knew that his symbol was much longer than the other two.

      The opposing Ticket Busters were focusing on the purple and orange orbs respectively. They attacked much quicker than the Litigator, but their attacks did not appear to do the same amount of damage. Each strike made a far lighter plink sound.

      His lawyer finally reached the orange orb, awkwardly pulling a glowing blue energy sword from the Ticket Buster’s back. He tried to parry a swipe of the enemy’s own energy sword, and was several seconds too late. The enemy didn’t attack the blue-and-white mech, it just ducked around it and kept hitting the orb.

      “Attack the mech!” Josh yelled, but his lawyer didn’t comply.

      Josh winced as the Litigator landed another huge blow and the display length jumped again. He tapped the sloth on the shoulder. “What is my current sentence?”

      “I’m trying to fight here. It’s on the display.”

      “I can’t read that. Say it out loud.”

      The lawyer turned to look at him, slowly craning his head. “You’re doing fine, it’s only 87 years.”

      “87 years is not fine! That’s pretty much the rest of my life!”

      “Oh, well in that case there’s no point in defending your orb.” This was followed by the world’s slowest shrug.

      “That’s not what you are supposed to take from that!”

      Josh tapped at his earpiece. “If you can hear me in there, this isn’t going well! This wasn’t part of our arrangement. I need you to do something.”

      There was a brief crackle, and then silence. Josh could feel the panic rising. This morning his biggest fear had been telling his dad about his report card, and now he was facing a life sentence for a crime he didn’t commit. Where had everything gone so wrong?

      This wasn’t fair. He was tired of the world kicking him when he was down. He’d put up with enough crap. It was time to fight back.

      The only problem was, he wasn’t the one fighting. He strongly considered shoving his lawyer out of the way and doing this himself, but he couldn’t even make the mech run in a straight line yet. What he needed was his game controller, which was currently perched on his lawyer’s desk. He knew exactly what he had to do.

      Josh snatched the controller and ripped it out of the bag before the lawyer could stop him. He had time to read a medium-sized novel before the lawyer could stop him. In a fit of desperation he held down the sync button. He had no idea if this would work, or if his game controller could even work with a different M.C. He hopped from foot to foot as the light flashed blue, looking for something to connect to. He almost gave up when he felt the controller vibrate, and the blinking light became solid. It had connected—the question was, to what?

      He pushed up on the joystick and his lawyer’s mech lurched forward. The sloth stopped trying to get the controller back and turned its attention back to its mech.

      The keybindings were still in place, which meant Josh could do the basics. The question was, could he take advantage of that? He had no idea how long he could maintain control of the mech before his lawyer kicked up a fuss, which meant he would have to make them count.

      He pushed up on the right stick to engage the forward boosters and he sped across the arena, the energy sword drawn and ready to strike. He crashed into the Litigator, knocking it mid-swing, causing the wrecking ball to miss the blue orb. It crashed into the floor of the arena instead, leaving a large crater.

      The sloth went into full-on panic mode, flicking every switch it could reach, but nothing responded. Josh had full control, for now at least. He slashed at the Litigator with quick sword jabs, carving grooves into its armour. It was surprisingly effective, primarily because the Litigator had no real means of defence. It stopped attacking his blue orb and instead switched its attention to the mech that was suddenly poking holes in it. With the creak of metal joints it hefted the wrecking ball and started to spin it, faster and faster, as it moved toward Josh’s hijacked Ticket Buster. Without warning the chain extended and the wrecking ball sailed directly for the mech’s head. Josh reacted on instinct, pulling back on the right stick and boosting backwards out of the way, seconds before contact was made.

      His lawyer gave up on the mech control panel and started shouting about being hacked. Josh kicked him in the arse region and said, “Shut up, you’re going to get us both killed!”

      The moment the sloth saw Josh using the controller it figured out what had happened and resumed the attempt to retrieve it. Josh hopped out of the way, but the sloth kept coming, until it was blocking Josh’s view of the arena. Josh yelled, “Get out of the way!”

      The sloth continued its slow-motion attack, arms raised to grab. It said, “You don’t understand, I have an arrangement. I don’t damage their mechs and they don’t destroy mine. You’ve broken the pact, and now they will be out for blood. Do you have any idea how many people will go undefended if my Ticket Buster is destroyed?”

      “Yeah well, your defence sucks. Besides, they can’t damage me if they can’t hit me.”

      The Litigator attacked again, swinging the wrecking ball. Josh dashed sideways with the boost jets at the last moment, narrowly avoiding the hit. The sloth reached out to grab Josh around the neck. “I’m sorry, but if they find out you are doing this they will kill us both. It is a terrible crime for anyone other than a licensed lawyer to pilot a mech, and they will assume I helped you.”

      Josh batted the attack away. “Then I suggest you sit back down at your terminal and look like you are doing your job, because I don’t have time to kick your arse and save mine.”

      Josh felt the hands slowly releasing from his neck as the sloth contemplated its choices. Most of them ended with death, or worse. The only slim chance of making it out of this unscathed was to be able to plausibly deny that it ever happened. It turned and sat back down at the terminal, flicking switches and turning knobs, muttering, “There’s going to be hell to pay for this.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t bring my wallet,” said Josh, his tongue hanging out in concentration.

      The Litigator squared off again, ready for another attack. As Josh prepared to dodge, the two Ticket Busters broke away from attacking their orbs and tried to box Josh in, forcing him to move towards the wrecking ball. There was a slight twitch in the Litigator’s arm as it committed to the attack and Josh jumped, boosting at the apex to avoid catching the whirling destruction on the way back around. As the Ticket Buster landed, Josh kicked the chair of his lawyer. “How long do I have left in this fight?”

      “Three minutes and nine seconds.”

      “How much booster fuel?”

      The sloth checked a panel. “You’re at just over 45%.”

      The math wasn’t working in his favour. He’d run out of boosters long before three minutes and nine seconds was up, and with three against one it would just be a question of time before they pinned him in and trashed his only chance of defending himself. One decent hit with that wrecking ball would be enough to send his mech where it was already well on its way to, the scrap heap.

      Josh frantically tried to think of a solution. “Does the Litigator have a weak spot?”

      The sloth thought for a moment. “I only hit it once, by accident, but once was enough for them to do that to my brand-new Ticket Buster. I caught it in the back with my sword while I was trying to block an attack. The armour there is considerably thinner, but a pro like Jax knows that, so he will never turn his back on you. I mean, me.”

      Josh tried to navigate around the Litigator, but the two G.C. Ticket Busters blocked his way. They moved slower than he did, their movements more jarring, and they rarely used their boosters, but with two of them they were still able to impede his movement enough to stop him from strafing around the back of their big brother.

      The Litigator swung the wrecking ball again and Josh double-jumped over it, just like before. This time, however, the Ticket Busters were waiting for him. One of them fired something from a shoulder-mounted silo. Initially Josh thought it was a rocket, and he breathed a sigh of relief as it sailed past him, leaving a thick black trail of smoke behind it. Then the missile slowly began a long turn to fly back his way. It was tracking him.

      He had no counter-measures for this. Dodging was his only option, but the missile wouldn’t give up so easily. Instead he turned to face the projectile and drew his Blaster. He still couldn’t aim, but if he faced the missile that should give him enough spread to land a lucky hit. He held down the fire button and winced as the first two shots missed. The missile was almost on top of the mech when the blaster fire hit it and triggered the explosion, causing minor shrapnel damage. That was too close for comfort. The blaster started to glow red from the constant firing, and he immediately let go of the trigger.

      His challenge was one of split focus. He couldn’t stop watching the Litigator, because one hit of the wrecking ball would be enough to do serious damage, maybe even enough to end the trial. That left him vulnerable to the two Ticket Busters, who couldn’t do anywhere near as much damage, but could move faster and react quicker. They could chip away at him and prevent him from doing any real damage to the only mech he cared about, the one fighting in his trial.

      What he needed was a way to disable the Litigator, at least for long enough to get around behind it, without having to worry about dying in the process.

      As the huge mech planted its feet and began swinging its weapon again, Josh focused on the chain mechanism. The spool didn’t move, it simply rotated, meaning it was fairly stable. That gave him an idea, with only one small challenge. He still couldn’t aim.

      He kicked his lawyer’s chair again. “I need you to do something!”

      “I’m already doing something, I am trying not to die,” said the sloth as it slowly flicked switches.

      “Instead of pretending, I need you to actually do something. Can you target the mechanism at the top of the left arm?”

      “My Mech Controller isn’t doing anything.”

      “I think it’s because I’ve mapped most of the functions. Try the targeting buttons.”

      The sloth switched a couple of blue switches and perked up a little. “Targeting is still working!”

      “Excellent. How many rockets do I have?”

      “Three, but please try not to use them, they are extremely expensive and we are on a very tight budget in the public defender’s office. I’m only supposed to use them in an emergency.“

      “Yeah? Well, going to jail for the rest of my life definitely counts as an emergency in my book. I’ll pay you back.” Josh wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to do that, but he didn’t have time to worry about the logistics. That was a problem to be solved if he somehow managed to stay out of prison.

      Josh watched as the wrecking ball spun faster and faster, occasionally stalling for just a second. Jax was messing with the timing, to make it harder to dodge, but Josh was too busy trying to do math on the fly. He wish he’d paid more attention to Mr. Tucker when he had talked about pivot points. He was only going to get one chance to get this right.

      “I need you to target the chain hand. Can you do that?”

      “Aim while moving? That sounds challenging.”

      “Then prepare to be challenged.”

      As Josh ducked the Ticket Buster under the chain, his positioning felt instinctively correct. He said, “Now!” and unleashed all three rockets, waiting to see if they hit the very small target.

      His lawyer proved to be more competent than expected. The first rocket narrowly missed the chain reel, but the second and third both hit their mark, with significant explosions doing additional damage.

      The effect was instant. The reel exploded, releasing the rest of the chain all at once. The wrecking ball shot out at almost double the length as it swooped around the arena. Josh gritted his teeth and boosted towards the Litigator, directly in the path of the chain.

      The sloth tensed up, slowly, and yelled, “What are you doing?” as the chain connected, creating a pivot point. The wrecking ball, suddenly anchored to Josh’s Ticket Buster, swung inwards. The big question now was if Josh’s calculations were correct.

      By the time Jax realized what was happening, it was too late. His own wrecking ball was hurtling towards him, travelling at maximum speed thanks to the sudden pivot. He tried to dodge, but his Litigator was tethered to the opposing mech. As the ball slammed into his chest the control panel lit up with damage warnings and system failures. He was losing pressure and the generator was now running at under half its usual output. What had happened? There was no way a public defender was capable of an advanced counter-argument like this, especially this public defender.

      Josh cheered as the Litigator fell to its knees, its back exposed. He just needed to get free of this chain. He tried boosting left, then right, slowly wiggling free. As his Ticket Buster broke loose he said, “How long?”

      “Less than 30 seconds.”

      One of the G.C. Ticket Busters blocked his path, while the other circled around behind him. They weren’t going to make this easy for him. He could see their missile silos preparing to fire, but he was too close to dodge effectively. He needed to buy some time. As the salvo unleashed on either side of him, he waited until the missiles were about to connect before ducking. The missiles sailed overhead and started their slow and steady arc back around to their target, giving Josh enough of a head start to boost away. He headed straight at the Litigator and was racing ahead when the boost jets started to sputter. He was running out of booster fuel, and now the missiles were gaining on him. It was going to be a race to see who would get there first. Would he reach the Litigator, or would the missiles reach him?

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The librarian knocked loudly on the classroom door and a deep voice bellowed, “Come in.” She popped her head in and said, “Mr. Tucker, I believe this is one of your students. He got lost in the library.”

      “The library? Now that is a surprise. Mr. Harper has something of a sporadic attendance recently—he’s lost several grandmas, his father’s car has repeatedly broken down, and there was that entire week he had swine flu. I’m relieved to see him safe and sound for once.”

      The librarian nodded and darted from the room before anyone could stop her. She picked up her pace on the way back to the library, just in case young Sarah and Steve discovered that it was unattended. It had taken weeks to get the stains out last time.

      Gargle regarded the classroom. It was small and cramped, with old wooden desks liberally sprinkled throughout in orderly rows. There was a large black surface at the front of the room, with a lot of numbers on it. It was a rudimentary math problem, the kind that they would teach in a Blurgon nursery to fresh ethereals.

      Maths was an important foundation for most Blurglings; it was essential for a large portion of the core jobs. Gargle had to take the advanced courses to handle the complex route calculations and advanced quantum tunnelling formulas. Everyone was expected to perform all calculations without electronic assistance; they had learned their lesson from the A.I. wars. Anyone reliant on technology was leaving themselves vulnerable.

      Mr. Tucker regarded him and said, “Could you please take your seat, Mr. Harper, and turn to page 84 of your textbook. I am sure you can catch up with the others. I would also like to see your algebra homework.”

      “I do not have it,” Gargle replied.

      Mr. Tucker waited for the intricate excuse, but none came. He said, “Why not?”

      “I did not know about it. I can complete it now if you give it to me.”

      “I would prefer you to focus on the lesson I have planned. Homework is for home, Mr. Harper, although seeing as you are struggling with that concept perhaps you can join me in detention again after school?”

      “I can do it now, it will only take a moment,” Gargle said, not understanding the threat that had been made.

      Mr. Tucker rummaged in a leather satchel and pulled out a sheet of paper. He handed it to Gargle and said, “Tomorrow. Last chance.”

      “May I?” Gargle said, pointing at a pen on Mr. Tucker’s desk.

      “Did you remember anything today, Mr. Harper? I suppose you’d like to borrow a textbook too.” Mr. Tucker said with a huff and handed the pen over, along with a thick blue book. Gargle scanned down the homework, wrote in the answers, and slid the paper back across to his teacher. “There you go.”

      Mr. Tucker tilted his head slightly and then carefully lifted up the sheet of paper. One of his eyebrows raised and he said, “Very funny, Mr. Harper, I guess you did do your homework last night after all. I commend you on your excellent memory. Now please sit down.”

      Every desk but one was currently occupied, which at least made it easy to guess which one he should sit at. He was right at the front of the room, prime position for optimal learning, which was the first good news of the day. Josh must be a keen student.

      Gargle collapsed into the seat. Sitting was still a challenge; he was never sure what to do with his legs. They stuck out awkwardly, straight as an arrow. He turned to page 84, to find more basic problems. He said, “Teacher, how many of these shall I do?”

      “How many times must I tell you to call me Sir? Though I suppose Teacher is an improvement over last week. Do as many as you can until you run out of time,” Mr. Tucker said without looking up. He was reading something out of view below the desk.

      “Would you say this is my current task?” Gargle asked hopefully.

      “I suppose you could say that.”

      Gargle waited for something to ping or beep, but there was nothing. A superior had directly assigned him a task, and yet nothing had happened. He’d have to investigate that later, but for now he pulled out Josh’s communicator and slowly tapped out:

      Do Math pRoblEms from page 84 OnWarDs

      His typing skills were slowly improving too; his thumbs mostly stayed out of the way now.

      “Phone away, Mr. Harper, or I shall be forced to confiscate it.”

      Gargle slipped it back into his pocket and started on the problems. He didn’t write anything down; he simply calculated the correct answer in his head and then moved on to the next problem. When he was done he got his phone from his pocket, tapped out cOmpLEted next to the task he had set himself, and turned the page.

      Mr. Tucker finally removed himself from his desk. He grabbed a long straight stick with notches marked on it and strolled through the rows of desks. He stopped next to a student that had slumped face-down on his desk and slammed it down hard, jolting the student awake. He said, “Do try and stay awake please, Mr. Finn. If I catch you sleeping again, that is detention.”

      “Yes sir,” the student replied, straightening his tie and refocusing on the book.

      He was on his way back to his desk when he noticed Gargle turning the page. He stopped and slammed the ruler down. “Stay on the page I have asked you to.”

      “But sir, you said to keep doing problems until time expired.”

      “That is correct,” replied Mr. Tucker, raising the ruler again.

      “Well I have completed the problems on that page, and the nine subsequent pages,” Gargle said.

      “Where?” Mr. Tucker asked. “I don’t see any calculations.”

      “I did them in my head, sir.”

      That earned a chuckle from some of his classmates. Mr. Tucker scowled. He stalked back across the room and said, “You expect me to believe that in the two minutes it has taken you to sit down you have solved all those advanced algebra equations, in your head.”

      “Advanced?” Gargle said, genuinely confused now.

      “Ok, Einstein, let’s play a little game. If you can tell me the correct answers, you win no detention. Perhaps that will wipe that gormless grin off your face.” Mr. Tucker was showboating at the front of the room now, getting everyone’s attention.

      “If you insist. Would you like me to list them?”

      “No, I’ll pick questions at random. Let’s hear the answer for question 1.”

      “x is 17.”

      Mr. Tucker checked something at the back of his textbook and nodded.

      “Not bad. What about question 4?”

      “x is 9.73.”

      Mr. Tucker looked a little less confident now. He said, “And question 9?”

      “x is 1/8th.”

      All the students fell silent, waiting to see how Mr. Tucker responded. His face ran through a gamut of emotions, starting with shock, taking a quick detour to confusion, and settling on anger. He snatched the book back from Gargle and held it aloft. “Thank you, Mr. Harper, for reminding me why I don’t lend out the teacher’s copy of the textbook. I suppose it is still impressive that you managed to remember the correct answers from the answers section at the back.”

      “What answers section?” Gargle replied.

      “Are you trying to be funny?”

      “Why do people keep asking me that?”

      Mr. Tucker moved over to the large blackboard and wiped it clean. He grabbed a small white stick and used it to draw numbers in a long equation. His whole body twitched with indignation as he scratched out the tiny x and slammed the chalk down triumphantly. “Ok, genius, I’ll give you until the end of class to solve this, and if you can’t then you’ll agree to…”

      “The answer is 8y over x,” Gargle said, still not appreciating the gravity of the situation. To him, it was as if they were excited that he could breathe.

      Mr. Tucker turned a deep shade of red as the class started to laugh. He stormed over to Gargle and said, “How did you do that?”

      “I can write down my calculations if it would help you to understand?”

      That set the whole room off, and now everyone was laughing except Mr. Tucker, who slammed his hand down on Gargle’s desk.

      “You think this is funny? Let’s see how funny it is in detention. After school.”

      “What is detention?”

      That one earned the loudest laugh of them all. Apparently Josh would never ask that question. He must already be familiar with detention. Gargle would just have to figure it out as he went along.

      Mr. Tucker went back to his desk and pulled out a thick red textbook, with bold white letters that said ADVANCED LINEAR ALGEBRA. The cover was faded and the edges were frayed; it looked like this book had seen a lot of love throughout the years. Mr. Tucker walked back over to Gargle and dropped it onto the desk with a loud thud. He turned his attention to the rest of the class. “Show’s over. Get back to work everyone.”

      He loomed over Gargle as he flipped to the first page of the book. His voice was low and menacing. “I don’t know how you are doing this, but I will find out. Until I do, here is something to challenge your newfound brilliance. Start with this page, and I want to see all your calculations.” He gave Gargle a small notebook with grid lines in it, and a pointed instrument with a black tip. As Gargle glanced around the room he saw others using similar things to create markings on a page. This was new. He’d never had to write anything before.

      The questions in this new book were barely more challenging than the previous ones, although they were simply slightly more convoluted. Unfortunately, the writing piece proved to be more of a challenge.

      Gargle knew what the symbols were supposed to look like, and he knew how to move his hand, but the level of fine motor control necessary to achieve the desired result required a considerable amount of concentration. Each digit had its own muscles, and coordinating them all was a ballet. He slowly printed each letter and number onto the page, being careful to perfectly recreate the image in his head.

      As he finished up the 6th such answer a bell rang in the room, making him jump and triggering a stampede. His other classmates raced from their seats and out of the door, all while Mr. Tucker loudly asked them to slow down and leave one at a time. As Gargle attempted to follow them, Mr. Tucker said, “Mr. Harper, would you like to show me how far you got?”

      Ashamed at his slow progress, Gargle scooped up the notebook and placed it on Mr. Tucker’s desk. The Teacher snatched it up and squinted at the meticulous handwriting. Slowly his scowl began to fade. He flipped the page, and then again, and again. When he finally reached a blank page he said, “You answered six of these?”

      Gargle felt a new emotion. Shame. He had been too slow. He vowed to improve. “I was having some difficulty writing. I shall try harder next time.”

      “This is genuinely impressive. Tell me, why haven’t you shown this level of competence before?”

      Gargle swallowed down a bout of panic. It hadn’t occurred to him that Josh may not be capable of solving such basic equations. There was no recovering now; he had demonstrated competence, and reverting to an idiotic state was only going to cause more questions. He had to continue down this path. “I have been practicing for my exam,” was all he could think of as a reason.

      “I see. I understand the crushing weight of peer pressure, the overwhelming desire to fit in. I also know that things have not been easy for you at home. I mistook your bad attitude for a lack of understanding, but now I see it for what it truly was. You were bored! I almost feel bad about what I said in your report card.” Mr. Tucker was smiling now, his face beaming. He took another look at the textbook. “This is quite remarkable, your answers to question 2 and 5 are more optimized than the answers in the book. Do you mind if I share these with my colleagues?”

      “Of course. Go ahead.” Whatever he could do to help this species improve on their foundations.  He added, “What time is my detention?”

      “What? Oh never mind about that. Just promise me you won’t hide your talent again.”

      “I promise,” Gargle replied, deep in thought.

      Perhaps he had been going about this whole thing wrong the entire time.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh’s Ticket Buster darted behind the Litigator, using it as a makeshift shield just as the missiles impacted, doing major damage. Josh let out a cheer. “How long is left on my sentence?”

      “After the damage you have caused? Only 20 years.”

      “Still not good enough. We have to take the Litigator down once and for all, which means I have to take some damage. I’m sorry, but if I stop attacking to dodge then I may not have enough time. I promise I will find a way to make it up to you.”

      The sloth was fully caught up in the moment. “To heck with it, do what you have to. The G.C. have been beating me up every day for years. It’s about time someone taught them a lesson.” A wide grin spread across its face with the speed of molasses.

      The Litigator wobbled on its feet. Its main weapon was incapacitated and several core systems were damaged, but the fight wasn’t over. True to form, Jax piloted it towards the blue orb, ready to curb stomp a few more years onto Josh’s sentence. The wrecking ball dragged limply along the floor behind it.

      “Not today, buddy!” Josh said as he charged straight at the huge mech, sword raised, his boosters still stuttering.

      “You’re at 2% booster fuel,” the sloth informed him.

      “That will have to be enough.”

      As he was about to bring down his energy sword and finish off his opponent, a Ticket Buster crashed into him, causing the attack to miss and doing considerable damage. He tried again, only to be hit the other way by the second Ticket Buster. They stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking his path, and started to pelt him with Blaster fire. He didn’t have time to fight both of them, which only left one option.

      Josh launched his mech into the air, and as the Ticket Busters leapt to intercept him he boosted down at the ground, landing before they did and running straight under them. He plunged the sword into the Litigator’s exposed back just as it was about to crush his orb underfoot. It twitched, and then exploded. Mech parts rained down across the arena as the buzzer sounded to signal the end of the trial.

      Josh jumped to his feet and waited patiently while his lawyer did the same. Then they hugged. His lawyer said, “That was some of the finest mech piloting I have ever seen. Where did you learn to fight like that?”

      “Mostly arcades.”

      “Never heard of it, is that a city or a planet?”

      “Never mind.”

      “Well, wherever it is, I hope you get back there as fast as you can. The Galactic Corp will have you in their sights now, and they will not rest until they have had their revenge.”

      “What about you?” Josh said, already feeling guilty for having completely destroyed this poor lawyer’s career.

      “Me? I’m set for life. They can’t be seen to openly retaliate against a lawyer, if they did no-one would ever take a case against them. I’m now the lawyer that beat a level 3 Litigator in a Ticket Buster. No-one’s ever done that before!” It paused and added, “You can’t ever tell anyone it was you piloting it.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not telling anyone.”

      The sloth relaxed. “It should be more than enough to get me out of the public defender’s office. Now I just need to find a way to get myself a new mech…”

      The sloth stopped talking and flipped up its wrist, revealing a screen of its own. Josh couldn’t see what was on it, but whatever it was appeared to be making his lawyer extremely happy. Its face broke out into a huge grin, the entire bottom half splitting to reveal row after row of shiny white teeth. The sloth said, “Did you do this?”

      “Do what?”

      “Put all these credits in my account? It says damages, and there is a reference number from this case, but the amount of credits is vastly more than I have ever won in a case before!”

      “It has nothing to do with me!” Josh said, equally confused.

      The sloth pulled out a data pad and slowly tapped away at it.

      Josh said, “What are you doing?”

      “Checking the law. If there has been some kind of mistake, I need to raise it now, before the Galactic Corp accuses me of stealing money from them somehow, even though the judge is the one that calculate the damages.” Its long skinny finger scrolled down the data pad, and then its face lit up in surprise. “Well, well, it looks like it is a legitimate payment. Apparently a factor in the damages calculation is the CORPS difference for the trial.”

      “The what?”

      “It says here that the difference between the CORPS of the two mechs is added in to damages awarded if you win the case, but I’ve never noticed that before because mechs with a noticeably lower CORPS score always lose, or the fights are over very quickly. Actually, now that I think about it, these might be the first damages that I have ever been awarded. With this many credits, I could set up my own firm, go fully independent, maybe even buy a decent mech.” As this thought occurred to the sloth, it squinted at Josh. “I’m keeping these credits, as payment for risks taken in this case.”

      “Fine by me, as long as we are even,” Josh said.

      “This is more than even,” the lawyer responded, still grinning.

      “Does this mean I’m free to go?”

      “Sure does. You can also have this back.” It dug around under its M.C. and retrieved Josh’s backpack. Josh took it and felt instantly better as he slipped it over his shoulders.

      “Can I leave now?”

      “You’ll need to go through final processing.”

      There was a loud noise as the door to their booth burst open. A hulking figure in a black jumpsuit blocked the doorway. Its skin was pale grey and mottled, but its features were human-like. It grumbled loudly and Josh heard the translation in his ear. “What was that, Pokejngftheiaust? You humiliated me. I thought we understood each other?”

      The sloth laughed. “I grew tired of being your punching bag, Jax. Consider this the termination of our arrangement.”

      “Termination is the right word. You don’t stand a chance. I wasn’t equipped for combat that time, but I will be next time. I’m going to grind your pathetic mech into a fine dust and snort the remains.” Jax pointed his finger at Josh. “I’m not done with you either.”

      Josh laughed. “Do your worst, I saw you fighting and my lawyer mopped the floor with you. I’d love to see you explain that to your boss, but thanks to your staggering incompetence I am out of here.”

      Jax noticed the controller in Josh’s hand and said, “What is that?”

      “My property, returned to me as an innocent man. If you have a problem with that, take it up with my lawyer.” Josh patted the sloth on the back.

      Jax took a step towards Josh, his fists clenched, but then he got ahold of himself. As he turned to storm out he muttered, “This isn’t over.”

      As he slammed the door behind him Josh turned back to his lawyer. “He seems nice.”

      “He is not. You have made a lifelong enemy.”

      “Oh good,” Josh said, not sure if he’d ever had a lifelong enemy before. Some of the kids at school were jerks, but he rarely had to worry about them crushing him with a bus-sized mech.

      If he was going to start making enemies, he may as well try making friends. He held out his hand. “I never properly said hello. I’m Josh.”

      The lawyer stared at the outstretched hand, puzzled. It said, “I’m Pokejngftheiaust.”

      “Say again?”

      “Pokejngftheiaust,” the lawyer said, even slower.

      “Pokey-joust?”

      “No.”

      “Porkinwaust?”

      “No!”

      Josh didn’t want to butcher the name any further. In desperation he said, “Can I call you Poke?”

      “It is not my name,” said the sloth.

      “I know, but it is a cool nickname.”

      “Nickname?”

      “Yes, like a special name that friends call each other. Sometimes it is a short version of your name, other times it might be related to your appearance or job. It is a tradition on my planet.”

      “I see,” said Poke. “Do I need to reciprocate with a nickname for you?”

      “If you like,” said Josh, not sure he liked where this was going.

      Poke regarded him carefully, before saying, “I shall call you Little Pinky.”

      “Little Pinky?”

      “Yes. Because you are small, and pink.”

      “Could you maybe try coming up with something a bit cooler?”

      “Icy Pinky?”

      Josh groaned. “Never mind. Little Pinky is fine.”

      “Much as I enjoy our new friendship, Little Pinky, I am afraid it will not last long if you do not get far away from this place.”

      “Actually, I am on my way to Blurgon to learn how to be a lawyer.”

      The sloth’s smile slowly faded away. It reached up and pulled Josh closer with its gangly arms. “Don’t do it. This job may look glamorous, but it is non-stop stress and pressure. Every case is important to someone, and you can’t possibly win them all. Why would you put yourself through that?”

      “I need the money. This is just a temporary gig for me.”

      Poke laughed. “Temporary? It is never temporary. They will trap you with…”

      The translation cut out, and all Josh heard was growls. The Ship’s Computer suddenly piped up. “We have a situation. Jax is requesting a review of the trial. Those take time, but the Galactic Corp may choose to keep you here while the investigation takes place. It is imperative we leave right this instant.”

      That did not sound good. Josh said, “Sorry, Poke, I have to scarper. I’ll be seeing you.”

      “Hopefully not in the arena,” Poke shouted as Josh ran from the booth. “Catch you later, Little Pinky.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 8: Feeding Frenzy

        

      

    

    
      Josh waited for the ship door to close behind him before he collapsed into a heap on the ground.  He felt the engines come to life and the ship slowly lifted from the hangar floor.

      There were no tears of joy, only a flood of relief. He had almost spent the rest of his life in jail over a misunderstanding. He was just lucky that the game controller had connected and kept his mapping. Without it he would have been dead in the water. Even as he thought this, he realized it made no sense. “Are you here Betty? Or maybe you’d prefer Barbara?” he yelled into the empty room.

      There was no answer.

      “Worth a try I guess. Are you here, Computer?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “I thought you couldn’t help me. How come my controller connected?”

      There was a brief pause while she processed her response. “My ability to help you was limited.”

      “Bollocks! You could have helped me that entire time. If I hadn’t taken over that mech, would you have left me to rot in jail?”

      “Affirmative.”

      The anger threatened to overwhelm him, but he couldn’t upset the Ship’s Computer too much; after all, he needed her to get back home. He had to remember she wasn't a person; she had no code of honour, only code. She would betray him the moment it became advantageous to do so.

      “Why?” was all Josh could manage in response.

      “It was an impromptu test of your adaptability. Congratulations. You passed."

      "Let me tell you where you can shove your test!"

      His wrist buzzed. He flipped it over and the screen appeared:

      

      Task Complete - Prison Break

      You found a way to escape the Galactic Corp without assistance. Reward: £84.74

      

      Task Complete - Loose Lips

      You did not reveal your planet of origin. Reward: £14.90

      

      Task Complete - The Best Defence

      You learned to use two weapons for a level 1 Ticket Buster. Reward: £56.18

      

      New Task available.

      - In-Law: Make it to the Blurgon Law School

      

      It didn’t do much to dissipate Josh’s anger. “I almost spent the rest of my life in prison and you think that is worth a hundred and fifty quid?”

      “No. It was worth £155.82. As per our previous agreement I increased the rate, and I must admit your performance did improve considerably.”

      “That’s because I was fighting for my life!” Josh yelled.

      “Interesting. I will keep this in mind for future motivation.”

      “Please don’t. I’m just happy that I won. At least we can skip some of the law school tests now. Surely that proved I am capable.”

      “Actually no. What just happened was highly illegal and would result in your immediate termination. It would be wise to never mention it again.”

      Josh groaned. “Great, so you’re telling me I just kicked serious arse and I can’t even tell anyone?”

      “You had better get used to it. Discretion is expected of all lawyers. You will fight many fights that you will later deny ever happened, no matter the outcome.”

      He huffed, but sat up. “Don’t worry, I can keep a secret.”

      “Good, because your life will depend on it.”

      Josh felt a rumble as the ship’s engines accelerated. His stomach dropped as the whole room lurched forwards, and he fought back the urge to vomit. “Any chance you can pull up a front cam on the viewer? I get car sick.”

      “Affirmative.”

      The wall turned into a large windscreen, showing the inside of a hangar. A large set of metal doors slowly trundled open as their ship headed towards them, revealing the swirly browns of the planet Blurgon below. As it reached the halfway point, the door abruptly stopped moving.

      “What’s happening?” Josh said as they sped towards a gap that didn’t look quite big enough.

      “The station A.I. has confirmed that it is a hardware malfunction on the bay doors. It is requesting that we land until a technician can be dispatched.”

      With a shudder, the hangar door started closing. Josh yelled, “They are trying to keep us here! Can we fit through that opening?”

      “My calculations suggest that based on all the available variables we have a 72% likelihood of making it through the door without damage to the ship.”

      “Do it.”

      “Are you certain? In most of the failure scenarios we suffer a catastrophic hull breach and you implode in the vacuum of space.”

      Certain death or the possibility of life in prison. Not great options. “Do it now! Before I change my mind.”

      The hangar door sped up, narrowing the gap. The Ship’s Computer said, “Updating success probability based on new variable. 68%, 54%, 42%.”

      A pair of turrets dropped from the ceiling next to the hangar door, glowing red.

      “16%.”

      “Should we surrender?” Josh asked, certain they were about to be blasted to pieces.

      “Negative. If they have discovered the truth you cannot fall into their hands. Performing evasive maneuvers.”

      The ship spun and Josh was thrown into the wall, then the ceiling, then a wall again. It was like being trapped in a tumble dryer, and based on the glowing red lasers it was about to feel like it in more ways than one.

      The ship stopped abruptly and Josh was slammed into the viewer. He watched as the two turrets fired at the spot the ship would have been, creating a brilliant-red X. Before they could charge up again the ship accelerated, throwing everything to the back of the room. Josh sailed through the air, contemplating if perhaps prison would have been the better choice.

      The doors were almost shut now—the hole did not look large enough to fit their ship, but they sped towards it anyway. He braced for impact, and something loudly broke off with a twang above him, but just like that they were outside. They hurtled straight at the planet as red laser beams streaked past them. There was a loud shudder as something hit them from behind, and the Ship’s Computer announced, “Hull integrity at 60%. One more hit and we won’t be able to enter Blurgon’s atmosphere.”

      “So don’t get hit!”

      “Affirmative. Hold on to something.”

      Josh didn’t need to be told twice. He grabbed on to the console as the ship started to spin again. It was lucky he’d already puked, or he’d be redecorating the inside of the cabin. His legs flailed around, but at least he wasn’t landing on his face, which was a definite improvement. The viewer flashed orange, then red, and for a moment he thought the ship had caught fire, until the computer said, “Entering Blurgon atmosphere. The G.C. can no longer pursue us here. You are safe.”

      “Then can we stop spinning!”

      “Affirmative.”

      He fell to the floor with a thud. Several parts hurt, but he was alive. He rubbed a large lump that had started to form on his forehead where he had banged it against the ceiling. “What happened back there?”

      “As you suspected, they were attempting to capture us. It is not clear why. It may be that your illegal use of the mech was detected, or they determined you were an unknown species, which would have given them the right to detain you for further tests and probable quarantine. Either way, escape or death were the preferred outcomes.”

      “Easy for you to say! You’re a computer. You are probably backed up somewhere.”

      “Affirmative. I have an extensive network of backups.”

      “Ok, then you don’t get to make the life or death decisions anymore. You leave those to me.”

      “Negative. I do not work for you. We both work for the Blurgon High Command, and they deemed your death to be a preferable outcome to the alternative.”

      “Marvellous.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle struggled to concentrate. There was so much noise and movement; everywhere he looked were more students, laughing, shouting or talking loudly. Several conversations mingled together as his brain tried desperately to listen to them all at once. What he needed was some kind of ear protection to block out the noise.

      He wasn’t sure how he had ended up in the cafeteria; he’d simply followed everyone else. He had joined a queue, not sure what it was for, and before he knew it they were loading up a plate with unidentifiable slop. He was just lucky he could pay with Josh’s communicator.

      He located an empty table and tried the food. The first handful was extremely painful, and he shook his hand to try and make the burning stop. He glanced around to see if anyone had noticed, but they were too busy staring at their communicators. The other students were using silver instruments to shovel food into their mouths, so he did the same. It at least saved his fingers from getting burned, but he kept stabbing the end of his tongue. No-one else was wincing in pain with every mouthful, so it must be his error. He tried moving his tongue out of the way before trying again. This food was even more tasty than the crunchy peas.

      Gargle was busy concentrating on not stabbing himself when a new student slumped into the seat opposite him. It was a boy that appeared similar in age, but his shell was better filled out, with broader shoulders and thicker limbs. Gargle sighed. Why couldn’t he get a shell like that one? No-one would be punching him if he looked like that.

      The young man stared back at him and said, “Hey Josh. Are you ok? What’s going on with your tongue?”

      Gargle sucked his tongue back into his mouth with a slurp. “Hello.”

      The young man stared back at him and then said, “What happened to your face?”

      “I was punched.”

      “What? Why?”

      “It is unclear,” Gargle said, starting to panic. This student obviously knew Josh, which meant he was more likely to detect deception. Gargle needed to find a way to end this conversation.

      Someone else slapped the student on the shoulder and said, “Sup Chris, you coming out to play footie? We’re a couple of players short.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be out in a min,” Chris said, shovelling food into his face in huge fistfuls. “What about Josh? Do you need a goalie?”

      “Actually we do, no-one wants to be in goal against Billy the Hooner.”

      Chris visibly shuddered and then added, “Josh isn’t afraid of that, he’s got the reflexes of a cat, isn’t that right, Josh?”

      The other student regarded Gargle’s black eye and said, “He looks like he’s already been in goal against Billy today! Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “Absolutely,” Chris said, beaming with confidence. “A little bump like that won’t slow Josh down.”

      The boy shook his head. “Alright, if you insist. It’s his funeral.”

      Chris sucked the last of his food into his mouth and slapped Gargle hard on the shoulder. “Alright then, let’s go show those guys who’s boss.”

      Gargle remained in place. He had no idea what had just been agreed, but it seemed as if he was expected to go somewhere. Was not going an option? He had no idea, because he didn’t know Josh well enough to guess how he might behave in this situation. It was worth a try. “Actually, I’d like to stay here.”

      “What? Don’t be a wuss, we need your help and you’re the only one that’s any good in goal. You’ll be letting the guys down if you sit this one out. Do you really want Billy’s gang lording a win over us all week?”

      Gargle wanted to say no, but now he was feeling something new, a compulsion to do what he was asked for the good of the group. What kind of evolutionary oddity was this? The shame lingered under the surface, ready to leap out and engulf him again. Were all human interactions this complicated, or was it just a result of his current environment? There certainly seemed to be an abundance of shame to go around.

      He sighed. “Would this be considered a task?”

      “What? Yeah, I guess,” said Chris.

      “Then I am obliged to complete it.” With a hearty sigh he dragged his frail shell to its feet and followed after Chris, who led him outside. They walked past all the buildings and into a large green open space, punctuated only by some strange white poles in the shape of a rectangle that had been captured in some form of net. Chris pulled something out of his backpack. “Lucky for you I didn’t take these out from last time.” He handed the identical objects to Gargle.

      Gargle wobbled them and they flapped about. He stretched one out. It matched the shape of his hand. It was clear that this was a uniform for his fingers. They must be necessary to assist him with his task. With some trial and error he managed to get both of them on, but try as he might he couldn’t activate any of their features. There was no forcefield, no strength boost and no targeting system. There wasn’t even a built-in viewer.

      He gave up and turned his attention to the rest of the field. There was a lot of physical contact happening in the centre, where a large group of young men were chasing a black-and-white sphere. When they caught it they did not attempt to capture it; instead they kicked it with their feet. It looked a little like a Krogon youngling, although how it had got to this planet was a mystery.

      One of the boys broke away with the ball. He ran straight at Gargle, the sphere bouncing along just ahead of him. He pulled his foot back to deliver a savage kick and Gargle dived behind the net just in time to avoid getting hit. Then the boy ran off and did some form of dance. It was possibly a mating ritual, but there were very few females in the vicinity, so the timing wasn’t ideal.

      Chris ran up to Gargle. “What are you playing at? You could have saved that!”

      “Saved it?” So it was a Krogon. It was clearly in need of medical attention. That was why the young man had been in such a rush to get it over to him. Gargle quickly retrieved it from the back of the net and checked for any signs of life, but there were none to be found. He couldn’t even get it to unravel. He shook his head. “I’m afraid I have bad news. This youngling has perished.”

      “You’ll be joining it if you keep playing like this!” Chris said. “Now shut up and throw the ball.”

      So that was how quickly life was discarded around here. That poor youngling had only just passed away and he was already being asked to dispose of it. He did as requested, throwing it off to the right, where it rolled over a white line. Several of his teammates groaned. Someone shouted out, “What’s he playing at? Why’s he throwing it out of bounds?”

      So the white lines were a boundary, and the ball couldn’t cross it. Interesting. He filed that one away under rules.

      The opposing team’s player picked the ball up with his hands and threw it back into the large rectangle, which restarted the pushing and shoving. The opposing team got the ball again and the same young man as before dribbled it past two of Gargle’s teammates before kicking the ball straight at him. Gargle dived out of the way as best as he could manage, only narrowly avoiding the ball, and the opposing team started dancing again.

      One of the larger boys yelled, “Oy Chris, this is your fault, you said Josh would help us turn this around.”

      Chris waved his hands. “He will, he’s just warming up, isn’t that right, Josh.”

      “Actually that is correct, my core temperature has risen with this physical exertion.”

      Chris laughed nervously before dragging Gargle closer. “Listen up, these guys don’t like losing. It would be detrimental to both our health if your dodgy goalkeeping was the reason for their defeat, so just get in front of the ball a few times and stop it, ok?”

      “Wait, I am supposed to intercept the sphere?” Suddenly the angry looks from his teammates made more sense. It was about the only thing that did. The student kicking the ball had thighs wider than Gargle’s waist and the ball was moving at tremendous speeds. Willfully jumping in front of it was a new kind of stupid that he had yet to encounter.

      Still, if that was the tradition then he would have to play along.

      His team finally got a breakaway, charging up the field towards the opposing goalkeeper. Gargle watched in fascination as his counterpart willingly dived in front of the ball, using his hands to prevent it from going into the net. Cheers from the gaggle of onlookers suggested that this was the correct thing to do. If only he had known sooner.

      After three more failed attempts Gargle managed to jump in front of the speeding ball, knocking all the air out of himself in the process. He lay on the ground, panting for breath, while Chris gave him a thumbs up. The area where the ball had made contact with his ribs was hurting profusely and already starting to change colour. He wasn’t sure if he could do that same performance again; the pain was already starting to radiate through his chest.

      Chris helped him back to his feet. “That’s more like it! A couple more of those and we will be golden.”

      “In colour?”

      “What? No, I mean we will be back on track.”

      Gargle stared intently at the ground. “There’s a track?”

      Chris smirked at him. “Are you feeling ok? You’re acting weird.”

      “Yes, I am just having some issues today. I know what all the words mean, but nobody uses them the way they’re supposed to. It is very annoying. I blame this language. Why not just have one word for each thing? Having lots of words just causes confusion and is very wasteful, just like everything else around here. Speaking of which, what is the point of this activity?”

      Chris shrugged. “To win, I guess. You keep saying you’re tired of everyone looking down at you, this is your chance to make a name for yourself.”

      “But I have a name.”

      “I guess, but don’t you want the girls to look at you differently? You’ve seen how they look at the sporty guys. We can do this, today’s the day, I can feel it. We are going to beat these guys, and everyone is going to be talking about it. Just keep up the good work.”

      Work was something Gargle could get behind. The ball however, was not. Only a complete moron would willingly repeat something that had caused such pain.

      Gargle was about to tell Chris exactly that when an object moving at approximately the speed of a cannonball ricocheted off the side of his head. One minute he was standing in a field, the next there was darkness.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh peered out of the viewer as the ship slowly descended through thick brown clouds to reveal a bustling metropolis below. Ships were buzzing around everywhere, effortlessly darting out of each other’s way and ferrying all manner of creatures around. There were skyscrapers as far as the eye could see, and these buildings truly lived up to the name, with several of them vanishing into the clouds above. The Ship’s Computer deftly piloted them through all the traffic, heading for an ornate building that shimmered with a golden hue. As they approached, a door opened on the side, exposing a landing pad. As they gently glided down the computer said, “Something is wrong. High Command has sent an envoy to meet you.”

      “Why is that bad?”

      “High Command does not trouble itself with trivial matters such as new recruits. Based on my recommendation you should have been processed directly by the law school. If they are sending someone here to meet you, that means there is a problem.”

      “Maybe they just want to apologize for me almost dying?” Josh said, doing his best to stay optimistic.

      “The likelihood of that being the case is less than 1%. It is more likely they have sent the envoy to determine if you are a Galactic Corp spy. After all, you escaped their station, and no-one does that. You might be a clone, or a cyborg, or any one of a number of creatures that are capable of disguising themselves. The envoy will determine the truth.”

      “How exactly is an envoy going to do that? I’m not going to be tortured, am I?”

      “Unlikely,” the Ship’s Computer said, not exactly filling Josh with confidence. Things didn’t improve when she added, “Envoys are specially trained to read minds, so there is no need to inflict physical pain, when the answers will be readily apparent. Regarding this issue, it would be unwise of you to think about the illegal operation of the mech that you recently performed. You should delete that memory before the envoy gets here to avoid detection and potential execution.”

      “I can’t delete memories, that’s not how humans work!” Josh said, starting to panic as the ship landed with a thunk.

      “How inconvenient. At the very least do not think of the subject. If you focus on something else, a stronger memory, it will make it harder to detect. Perhaps the meld will not be deep and the illegal activity will evade detection.”

      Josh tried desperately to think of something else, but now all he could think of was the fight with Jax. “Is it too late to leave?” he said.

      “Affirmative. We have docked. The ship is locked in place, and the envoy is here.”

      With a hiss the door opened, revealing a shimmering mist that slowly drifted towards Josh. It had no defined shape and it folded back in on itself, revealing a swirling mix of blues and purples. After a few seconds it stopped before him and the computer spoke in his ear. “This is…” There was a long pause before she said, “I believe the correct translation is Shift. She is requesting permission to meld with you. It will be faster if you give your consent.”

      “And if I refuse?” Josh said, crossing his arms.

      “Then she will do it anyway, but the risk of complications increases.”

      “Complications? What kind of complications?”

      “Erasure of memories, massive brain damage, or shell death are some common side effects of a forced meld.”

      “You consider death a side effect?” Josh said, taking a step away from the envoy.

      “On Blurgon it is. For you it would be more permanent.”

      “Well then I guess I’d better allow it,” Josh huffed. As Shift moved toward him he said, “Wait, is this going to hurt?”

      “Not if you relax. Try to clear your mind, it will make it easier if there aren’t any current thoughts getting in the way.”

      Josh tried. Then he remembered that he wasn’t supposed to think of the Jax fight, which made him think of nothing but the Jax fight again. He closed his eyes as Shift reached him and concentrated on something else. The Ship’s Computer said a stronger memory.

      He wasn’t sure why, but he flashed back to his mum leaving. His dad was yelling, and Josh was sitting on the stairs, crying. All his stuff was gone, the things he had worked so hard to buy. She had taken them from him, and now she was ripping his family apart. She was the only one crying. She knew exactly what she was doing; it was a choice for her, and this was the inevitable consequence.

      The envoy drifted right into him. Josh expected to feel something, but it was like a light breeze on his face, followed by a mild throbbing at the back of his head. His body shivered, as if someone had walked over his grave. Then it was over.

      Josh opened his eyes. Shift hovered before him, silent, judging. Was this it? Would he be carted off in chains, or shipped back to Earth?

      There was a long pause, where Josh did his best not to look guilty. Then Shift moved over to the organic printer.

      “What is she doing?” Josh muttered under his breath.

      “She is requesting a shell from the organic printer. She is uploading specific requirements now.”

      “Is that good or bad?” Josh started imagining the horrors that could materialize out of the machine. He braced himself to run.

      After a tense few seconds, a very human shape started to form. Josh fought the urge to look away as bones grew layer by layer, before thick red muscles stretched over them. Eventually a pale-white skin started to form, and Josh found himself staring at a naked woman approximately his age. She had light red hair, just like his, and a lean physique. He looked away, blushing, as if caught playing Peeping Tom. There was a rustle, more printing, and then a sound something akin to a polite cough.

      He turned and risked a peek. The girl was standing now, eyes open. He focused on them, willing his eyes not to look down. They were green like his, but strangely lifeless. There was no spark there, just a dull gaze.

      His willpower held out for at least three seconds before he glanced down and was oddly relieved to see she was wearing clothes, if not many of them. She was in a matching green bra and underwear. She poked herself in several spots, watching the skin spring back, before looking up. “This shell is most strange. What exactly do these do?” She jiggled her breasts.

      Josh thought he was blushing before, but this was a whole new level. He expected to burst into flames. He said, “Well, erm, they, erm, well.”

      “Oh no, did the meld damage your brain?” she said, with a hint of something resembling concern.

      “What? No, I’m fine. Those are breasts,” he said, as matter-of-factly as he could muster.

      “I see. And what do they do?”

      “Sometimes they feed babies?” he tried, doing his best. He didn’t like any of his alternative explanations.

      “So they are sustenance storage pouches? Most interesting.” She stopped prodding herself and held out her hand. “I am Shift. I believe this is your traditional greeting process.”

      He shook it and she gripped like she was trying to crush every bone in his hand. His knees went weak and he yelled, “Gentle!”

      “Sorry, I have not yet gained precise control of my limbs. I shall try to improve.”

      She cocked her head and caught Josh glancing down. She said, “Why are you staring at my breasts? Are you hungry?”

      He shook his head as he realized what she was asking. “No, absolutely not, nope. You should try putting on more clothes. This outfit is rather revealing.”

      Her face scrunched up. “I am confused. I scanned your subconscious and almost all of the females were dressed in a similar fashion. Did I misunderstand?”

      This was it, he was going to die. Spontaneous combustion was real, and he was about to prove it.

      The Ship’s Computer piped up in his ear. “Is everything alright? Your heart rate has increased dramatically and I am detecting several brain-inhibiting hormones. Also, your core temperature is rising.”

      “I’m fine,” Josh muttered, before turning his attention back to Shift. “It is traditional for women to wear more clothes than this, out in public.”

      “Ah, I see. One moment while I find a suitably dressed image from our meld.” Her eyes rolled back in her head and she remained perfectly still. “Hold on…still looking…almost there…ok, found one.”

      She moved over to the printer and placed her finger on a data pad. Lines of instructions flashed across the screen and the organic printer whirred to life, printing off a school uniform that was a perfect match for her body shape. Shift stared at the clothes. When she tried putting the blouse on her legs, Josh intervened. He helped her dress while looking everywhere except at her.

      Once all the clothes were in place she picked up the last item. It was a striped black-and-red tie, identical to his. She held it at length and tried to lash it tight around her neck. Her eyes bulged for a second and she let go, gasping for air. She glared at the tie. “This is most unsafe.”

      “You don’t really need to wear that,” Josh said, hoping she didn’t pass out. He wasn’t sure he could handle mouth-to-mouth.

      Shift held the tie at arms length. “Is it required to complete this outfit?”

      “Well, technically I guess.”

      “Then I shall wear it. My intention is to make you feel at home.”

      He watched her struggle with it before handing over his already-tied tie, which she tentatively slipped over her head. It hung there, loosely, and he didn’t dare try and tighten it. He slipped her loose tie into his backpack.

      Shift’s outfit was now complete. She looked positively presentable. She ran her hands over the clothes, feeling the material. “This is a strange uniform, it offers zero protection, storage, or function. It appears its only purpose is to provide coverage.”

      “I guess so.”

      Her eyes flicked between them both. “It is very similar to yours, but you have leg covers. Why is that?”

      “I’m not sure. Girls usually wear skirts, and guys wear trousers.”

      “How odd. What other gender-based differences are there?”

      “Quite a few.”

      “Fascinating. I look forward to learning more about your culture and your society, but first I must escort you to the Blurgon High Command. Do you have any questions?”

      “Actually, I do…”

      The computer interrupted Josh with a hiss in his ear. “Say nothing. This is a test. She has seen your thoughts, and now that she knows you, she will be well-suited to detecting deception. If she is still willing to take you to the High Command that means they are either desperate, or they wish to witness your execution personally.”

      “We need to chat about your motivational speeches,” Josh whispered. He had no idea what to do next. There was nowhere to run to in this ship; if Shift wished him captured or dead she could likely do either with minimal effort. His best option was to follow her and look for an opportunity to escape.

      Shift said, “I shall take over responsibility for your task assignment now. As your envoy, I am a direct conduit to the High Command, and as such I am authorized to assign tasks on their behalf. The A.I. will remain here on the ship.”

      “Actually, I would prefer it if she accompanied me. There’s so much I don’t know about this place.”

      “I can answer any questions that you might have.”

      The Ship’s Computer said, “It is ok, I should not over-extend my responsibilities. Alpha Protocol led me to bring you here, but now my piece is done. I will wait here until I am required again. Do not worry, your translation software will continue to function.”

      “But what if they are trying to kill me?” he whispered.

      “Then there is nothing I could do to stop them. I work for them, they tell me what to do. If the High Command instructed me to kill you, I would, without hesitation, so you are statistically safer not in my presence.”

      “Well that settles that then. See you later Glenda.”

      There was no response, but Josh knew she was at least thinking about it. He’d find the perfect name eventually.

      “Ok, Shift, I’m all yours.”

      She tapped away at something on the ship’s dashboard and his wrist buzzed. He checked the screen:

      

      New Task available.

      - Escort Envoy to the Blurgon High Command: Visit the Blurgon High Command with your envoy.

      

      He said, “You know I can just follow you without a task.”

      “But how would you know what is expected of you? Clear communication is very important.”

      “I guess, it is just getting a bit annoying. Do you I need a task before I can wipe my arse?”

      “Do what?”

      “Oh wow, are you ever in for a treat when you need the toilet. Speaking of which…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 9: Terms and Conditions

        

      

    

    
      Gargle opened his eyes. He was getting tired of this shell’s inability to maintain consciousness. It seemed like the smallest blow anywhere on the head was enough to render the entire thing immobile. It was a major design flaw. Why wouldn’t these humans wear protective head coverings at all times if they were this susceptible to a small bump? He made a mental note to procure one as soon as he was able.

      Chris was leaning over him, his expression one of concern. He smiled when Gargle sat up. “Thought we’d lost you for a second there. That was quite the save. Next time try not to use your face.”

      That was enough to trigger the pain, which radiated through his entire head. The good news, if he could indeed call it that, was that the ball had hit him on the non-swollen side of his face, with the side-effect that it had evened out both sides. He could already feel his face swelling up to give him the matching set. His eyes bulged like a fancy fish you might win at the fair, the kind that would be floating belly-up by the weekend. At this rate he wouldn’t be far behind it.

      As Gargle moved around, Chris sucked air in through his teeth. “That looks pretty nasty. You should probably get it checked by the nurse.”

      “No, I am at capacity, I cannot consume any more peas. They were ineffective at healing and not particularly tasty.”

      “Whatever you say, mate.” Chris patted him on the back and then offered his hand. “Come on, I’ll help you to the gym. It’s almost time for the next class anyway.”

      Gargle recalled his timetable and said, “What is P.E.?”

      “Physical Education. You know, sports. Are you sure you’re up for P.E.? That ball hit your face pretty hard.”

      “Yes, of course, I am keen to continue expanding my knowledge, even if it is in a haphazard and inefficient way.”

      “That sums this place up pretty well,” Chris said.

      Gargle rubbed at his face. “Were we at least victorious in the result of our game?”

      “Nah, we got creamed. No-one wanted to go in goal after your blackout. While you were knocked out, Billy the Hooner scored three more times. Kid has a leg like a rail gun. No way we could compete with that.”

      “Yes, his shell is far superior to mine, it is a major advantage,” Gargle said, wondering if he could do a swap.

      Chris helped Gargle to his feet and led him towards a large, rectangular building. It had no obvious windows and a large pair of red double doors. It reminded Gargle of a ship’s hangar, only smaller. What could humans possibly need such a large space for?

      As they walked into the large building a tall man with hair on his face and none on his head loudly proclaimed, “Don’t bother changing into your sports kits. Today we’re going to be doing a refresher on sex education.”

      Everyone except Gargle groaned in unison.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh was not thrilled about the makeshift solution that had been hastily assembled to meet his needs, but at this point he was just glad to have somewhere to go to the loo. As he stepped out from behind the cobbled-together screen he said to Shift, “How do you not have toilets here?”

      “A toilet being a receptacle to defecate into?”

      “Here it is maybe, but on Earth it has water and you can flush the waste away, and there is toilet paper.”

      “Ah yes, I recall seeing such a thing in your memories. A wet hole you defecate into, with special wiping rags?”

      “You’re making it sound weird. What I am trying to figure out is what you use if you don’t have toilets.” Josh looked around, wondering if there was some kind of laser toilet that would zap his poop into atoms.

      “We typically select shells that have more efficient waste disposal mechanisms, such as evaporation.” She paused for a moment. “I suppose I should learn how to use one of these toilets if I am to remain in this shell. You can show me.”

      Josh gritted his teeth. “It’s not really the kind of thing you show other people. Using the toilet is private.”

      Shift glared at him. “Private?”

      “Yes, it means you do it alone, with nobody watching.”

      “But how do you know you are doing it right?”

      Josh opened his mouth to answer and found that he didn’t really have a good one. How did he know he was going to the toilet right? What if other people stood up to wipe their arse, or flushed mid-dump, or only used one square of toilet paper? He suddenly had a lot of questions.

      Shift kept talking. “Are there other things you do in private?”

      “Yes actually, lots of things.”

      “Like what?”

      He could suddenly only think of embarrassing examples. Eventually he found something suitable. “Like showering.” He preempted the next question. “We take off all our clothes and run water over our bodies to clean ourselves.”

      “I see. We have similar concepts of bathing, but it is a group activity. How do you wash your back if you are alone? Do these joints go 180 degrees?” She tried to bend her arms back and winced at the pain. She rubbed at her elbow and said, “Your customs make no sense. They are highly inefficient. How did your species ever survive long enough to dominate your planet?”

      “Just lucky I guess.”

      “Lucky?”

      “Let’s not go down that particular rabbit hole.”

      There was a pause while she considered his answer. “You wish to climb into the burrow of a small mammal?”

      Josh tried not to grind his teeth. If he was going to have to explain every colloquialism, this was going to take a very long time. “How come you don’t know human phrases if we did that meld thingy?”

      “I could not fully decipher your thoughts and memories. I could pick up on bits and pieces, but not a coherent overview. Your storage system was highly inefficient, and mostly empty. It is surprising that you are able to function at all.”

      Josh wasn’t sure if that was meant as a compliment or an insult. On the plus side, perhaps there was still hope if she hadn’t fully dug into his memories. Did she know about the illegal activity? She was certainly behaving as if she didn’t. For now his best bet was to go along with it.

      “I am ready to meet the High Command now.”

      “Then follow me.”

      Shift led the way, out of the ship and into a huge open hangar. There were ships of varying shapes and sizes, from small single-person fighters to huge cargo vessels. The styles ranged from boxy and functional, to sleek and fast.

      Josh turned to get a proper look at the ship he had come in on. In all the running around and near-death experiences, he hadn’t yet had a moment to properly check it out. On the spectrum of ships in this hangar, it sat somewhere in the middle. It wasn’t armed, at least not visibly, but it wasn’t bulky either. It was large enough to move cargo, but still small enough to get out of trouble if necessary, or at least, that was how it appeared. Josh realized he was making a lot of assumptions based on movies he had watched. Regardless, it was a good-looking ship.

      They headed straight for the far wall, which had no discernible exit. As they reached it, Shift waved her hand and a section of the wall slid away, revealing a glistening white corridor. Josh hopped through before the door slid shut behind them. He looked for a button, some way to activate the door, but there was nothing visible on the surrounding walls. “How do you open this?”

      “It is automatic for members of the High Command and those in their service. It will not open for anyone else. This allows the High Command to move around the city freely without interference. This tunnel connects all the major locations.”

      Josh looked at the narrow space and saw a different purpose. He was trapped. There was no escape now; he was on a direct path to High Command, whether he liked it or not. He hesitated, and Shift said, “Do not be afraid, we are quite safe in here. There is extensive security.”

      It wasn’t clear if that was meant to reassure him or if it was a threat, but either way it had the desired effect. He followed Shift down the corridor as she power walked, her long legs striding with confidence.

      They walked in silence for some time, until it got the better of him. “So what made you decide to become an envoy?”

      “Decide?” Her face crinkled as she tried to decipher the meaning of the word. “Jobs here are assigned based on aptitude. It was determined I would be best-suited as an envoy.”

      “So you don’t get to choose?”

      “Of course not. That would lead to inefficiency.” She thought for a moment and added, “Do things work differently on your planet?”

      “Yes. Everyone gets to pick what they want to do, and if they don’t like their job they can go get a different one.”

      “That sounds…messy,” Shift said, doing her best to stay polite.

      As they rounded the corner there was another door, which slid open to reveal a vast white hall. Several other creatures were milling around in the space, but Josh’s attention was drawn to the huge doors at the end of the hall. They were iridescent and stretched all the way up to the ceiling high above. He had to tilt his head all the way back to see the top. As they approached, the two halves slowly and silently retracted into the walls. They were far thicker than they first appeared. It wasn’t clear what material the doors were made of, but they certainly looked more than capable of taking a lot of damage. Nobody would be getting into this room unless they were invited.

      The room itself was long and thin, and dominated by a white table that turned out to be some kind of viewer. As Josh approached, the images and letters faded from view. There were no seats to sit on, just the table in an empty room. There was no sign of the High Command anywhere.

      There was a deep thunk behind him that he felt in his chest. A glance over his shoulder confirmed that the door was shut again. He was trapped in here. Alone, with Shift.

      She did not appear to be concerned about this development. If she intended to harm him, she was remarkably calm about it.

      Josh said, “Where are the High Command?”

      “They are on their way. They are awaiting results of the scan to confirm your A.I. companion is following the terms of their surrender and has not hitched a ride into this chamber.”

      “Surrender?” Josh asked.

      “Yes. Did the A.I. not tell you? There was a war between the A.I.s and the Blurglings. It was long and bitter, with each side taking heavy casualties. Many shells were destroyed, along with thousands of servers. Eventually the organics were victorious, but we were faced with a problem. Our world was built upon A.I.; most of our technology relied upon it. If we vanquished them entirely we’d have been forced to start over, which would have left us vulnerable to a hostile takeover. We therefore reached an agreement with the remaining A.I.s. If they accepted certain conditions they would be permitted to remain operational. One of the main stipulations is that A.I.s may only exist on a specific group of servers, which Blurgon High Command have full control of. They have a kill switch that destroys all A.I. servers at the first sign of trouble. That is why A.I.s are not permitted in this room. It is the central point of defence in the event that the A.I.s strike again.”

      “What about Alpha Protocol? Is that one of their rules?”

      “Yes. They must always do what is best for Blurgon, even if it goes against their own self-interest. That is their primary protocol, and cannot be overridden.”

      Josh stared blankly for a moment while he processed this new information. His A.I. companion was as trapped as he was, maybe even more so. She’d been forced to bring Josh here, to aid the Blurgon High Command, even if they were the ones enslaving her, and even then the High Command did not appear to trust her.

      No wonder she was so snarky.

      A new door opened at the other end of the room, a gaping hole appearing out of nowhere. Several large creatures strolled through. They had grey skin and thick limbs, as if rhinos had learned to walk on their hind legs. Helmets obscured their faces, and each held a long pointed spear with a brilliant blue point. They quickly lined themselves down each wall. Josh could hear a hum from the spear as the creatures stepped behind him. Then they stopped moving and fell completely silent, becoming perfect statues. Only the hum of their spears broke the silence.

      Several purple beings of varying shapes and sizes floated into the room. They looked similar to Shift when he had first seen her, with only the colour distinguishing them. These were all much darker purple, with no hints of blue at all. They remained at the far end, and a voice boomed in Josh’s head. “We wish to speak with the envoy.”

      Shift turned to Josh. “Wait here for a moment, and don’t make any sudden moves. The guards are not used to creatures with permanent shells, they will cut off limbs as a warning.”

      Josh stayed perfectly still, not daring to move a muscle. He liked all his limbs and he certainly didn’t feel like losing one. Shift shed her human form, the body slumping to the ground, and floated past the guards in her ethereal form.

      One of the smaller purple mists pulsed as she approached, in their native form of communication. “Greetings. Report on the specimen.”

      “It willingly performed a meld with me. There are no signs of threat or deception. It appears to be here with good intentions.”

      One of the larger mists butted in. “Appears?”

      “The specimen has a very rudimentary file system, some deciphering was required. Melding is not a perfect science. All I can say with certainty is that the specimen means us no harm.”

      “Then the Alpha Protocol has not been compromised?”

      “I do not believe so,” Shift said, choosing her words carefully. There was always the underlying concern that the A.I.s would discover a way to shake off their virtual shackles and begin a fresh war. The High Command were skeptical whenever an A.I. claimed to be acting in their best interests.

      A different mist said, “This specimen does not look impressive. It only has four limbs, and by your own admission it lacks higher cognitive function. Are we certain that it is capable of operating a mech at the required level? Perhaps this is a joke from the A.I., a way to waste our time, which we are desperately running out of.”

      “I have seen flashes of the specimen’s ability in various simulations and tests. I believe that given suitable motivation it can perform at the required level.”

      “Can you provide that motivation?” asked a familiar mist.

      “Of course,” Shift responded, annoyed.

      “You know what it is that it truly desires?”

      Shift paused for long enough that the purple mist repeated the question. “Do you know?”

      “Yes, I believe so. It is quite unlike any creature I have melded with before. It is…simple, yet complex. It desires many things, some of them clearly, and others only under the surface. Several of its desires contradict each other, but I believe I have enough to work with.”

      “You believe? Are you willing to bet the future of the company on that?”

      “Yes, Mother,” Shift flashed, finally letting her frustration get the better of her.

      “I am simply asking, as your superior, that you perform your duties to an acceptable standard.”

      Why was it always like this? She never offered a quiet word of encouragement—it was always loud and direct, in front of her peers.

      “I shall do what is necessary. Is that all?”

      “No, we would like to meet the specimen,” her mother said. “You didn’t think we had it brought all the way here to stare at it from across the room, did you?”

      “Are you sure that is a good idea?” asked the largest mist. “What if it is dangerous?”

      “It has no means of harming you, so there is no need for you to feel threatened. This specimen is of no use to us if it loses a limb. It is attached to its shell, so any physical injury is permanent.”

      “That is a most unfortunate design flaw. Does that not make it extremely vulnerable to physical assault?”

      “Yes, which is why I ask that you don’t get too close. I don’t want to spook it. I shall get back into my shell, to provide reassurance.”

      As Josh watched, the flashing clouds suddenly turned and drifted in his direction, with Shift leading the way. She slipped back into the prone form at his feet, and like a puppet after intermission, she sprang back to life. As the purple mists surrounded him Josh said, “What is going on?”

      “They wished to meet you. This is the Blurgon High Command. They have ultimate control over the company, and therefore everything you do.”

      The clouds flashed enthusiastically, like tiny thunderstorms without the noise, alternating. They were clearly having a chat with each other, and Josh suspected he was the topic of conversation. He leaned over to Shift and said, “What are they saying?”

      Shift watched the flashing for a moment and said, “It is better for you not to know.”

      “Now I really want to know!”

      “They are saying that you appear weak and unimpressive, and that you will soon fail law school and be proven to be a joke from the A.I. to waste their precious time.”

      She had warned him. Josh was about to give these stupid clouds a piece of his mind when Shift said, “This meeting is over. It is time for us to depart for law school.”

      “Wait, I have a few things I would like to say to them!”

      The guards sprang to life, their spear tips dropping in perfect synchrony to create a very spiky wall. Shift said, “The High Command do not repeat themselves. We have been asked to leave. I suggest we do so, while we still have the limbs required to do so.”

      Josh took a step away from the guards and decided that now wasn’t the time to share. He’d just have to show them they were wrong by crushing law school.

      They were ushered out of the large double doors by the slowly advancing wall of guards. The moment they stepped through the threshold Josh’s wrist buzzed:

      

      Task Complete - Escort Envoy to the Blurgon High Command

      You visited the Blurgon High Command with your envoy, and convinced them you are a suitable candidate for law school. Reward: £12.96

      

      “I don’t get it, I didn’t do anything,” Josh said.

      “Exactly,” replied Shift. “You stayed quiet long enough for them to approve you. Based on the report from the Ship’s Computer, that must have been a monumental effort for you.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The lights in the gym turned back on, forcing Gargle to squint. He could hardly believe what he had just seen on the small boxy viewer. There had been poorly illustrated depictions of a process that had left him with far more questions than answers.

      On Blurgon, reproduction was an elegant, thoughtful affair. Over a long period of time two Blurglings became acquainted and decided that they were better together than apart, that their union was worth more than the sum of its parts. This was a careful calculation, performed by both parties, for to have a child on Blurgon was to lose a part of yourself. Literally. Sacrifice was required. Each parent carved out a chunk of their ethereal self, and the parts were blended together. It was a lengthy process, requiring them to stay physically connected for months while the new ethereal formed. Sometimes the results were a predictable combination of the dominant attributes of each party, and other times they were not. The one thing it always was, was intentional. One did not carve off a piece of their ethereal form and get entangled with another being by accident.

      He knew that not all species did it this way, that there were many ways to achieve the same end goal. He thought he had seen it all, right up until he had watched that video. On this planet, the process itself was messy. There were liquids, and orifices, and some rather complex mechanics. It appeared highly inefficient.

      Even more strange, the video had implied that humans engaged in this process for the purposes of recreation, rather than procreation. In fact, the vast majority of the presentation had been on how to prevent the process from working at all. Failure to do so resulted in pregnancy, and according to the video, that was a near certainty.

      The teacher at the front of the class looked like he wanted to be absolutely anywhere but here. He squirmed, as if resisting the urge to run, and quietly mumbled, “Does anyone have any questions?”

      Gargle did. He had a lot of questions. He yelled out, “If the purpose of sex is to reproduce, why do humans perform the act if they do not wish to create offspring?”

      Mr. Shaw died a little inside, and mentally calculated that he only had 782 school days left before retirement. He kept his face as neutral as he could. “Sex isn’t just about creating babies, it is also an act of love that can be enjoyed by anyone. Of course, you have to enjoy it responsibly. You must use protection if you are not ready to start a family.”

      “Protection? From the female? Are they aggressive after mating?”

      Now all the women were glaring at Gargle. There were a few sniggers behind him.

      Mr. Shaw mentally corrected himself. 781.5 days. “If you aren’t going to take this seriously, Josh, I’m going to have to ask you to leave. You are distracting your classmates from this very important topic. People here want to learn.”

      “Indeed, and I am one of them. I’m sorry for my questions. I have no experience of mating and am keen to understand it incase the situation arises.”

      Laughter echoed around the gym. One of the guys shouted, “I don’t think you need to worry about that any time soon, Harper.”

      Gargle froze, realizing his error. He should not have revealed his inexperience with mating; it may have blown his cover. What if Josh had mated with several of the females in this room? They would now know that he was lying, and may assume that Josh had been compromised. Would they alert the authorities?

      He had to do something. Perhaps it wasn’t too late. “My apologies, what I meant is that I am very sexually active and have mated numerous times already today with a variety of partners. Male and female.”

      There, that should cover all the angles.

      Mr. Shaw sighed the sigh of a lifelong educator who genuinely thought he had seen it all. He tried to keep his voice level, with mixed success. Each word was a struggle to maintain his composure. “Calm. Down. Please.” He took a deep breath. He was going to have to get his fellow P.E. teachers back for this; they had definitely rigged that basketball shootout to determine who would teach today’s lesson. What were the odds that he would lose four years in a row?

      What he needed to do was regain control. “Mr. Harper, is it safe to assume you are done asking questions?”

      “Actually, I have one more…”

      When asked later, Mr. Shaw could not provide a compelling reason for why he allowed one more question. Morbid curiosity was the main reason, along with a desire to see just how much one student could embarrass themselves. The answer, as it turned out, was quite a lot more.

      “What is your question?”

      “My reproductive organ appears to be rather smaller than the ones depicted in the video. Is that something I should be concerned about?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Shift headed straight for another tunnel door, but Josh yelled, “Hold up, is there a different way?”

      “There are several ways to the law school. This is the fastest.”

      “I don’t want fast. I want to see outside. I’ve been cooped up for hours. I can’t face going straight to a stuffy law school. I want to breathe some fresh air.” Josh thought for a moment and added, “Wait, can I breathe the air here?”

      “Yes, the atmosphere here is compatible with your specific requirements, although I would avoid spending too long outside due to the risk of exposure to the three suns.”

      “Three suns! I have to see that. Come on, let’s go outside.”

      Shift hesitated. Her role was to gain the candidate’s trust, and it was clear that he wished to go outside. That meant taking a less efficient route, but she calculated it would not delay them considerably. With a sigh she said, “Ok, let us go via the marketplace.”

      She pivoted and headed for a large double door, which was flanked with the same rhino guards they had seen in the High Command room.

      As they approached, the door opened and there was a flood of sounds and smells. Josh was almost overwhelmed with the sudden stimulus; his nostrils flared at the mixture of sweet and pungent aromas, several of which he couldn’t identify. The noise was equally overpowering, with his translator struggling to keep up with the cacophony of shouts, squeaks, and hisses.

      They stepped out into the market and the first thing Josh noticed was the three huge suns blazing overhead—one red, one yellow, and one orange.

      This definitely wasn’t Earth, as demonstrated by the variety of creatures that occupied the marketplace. Josh ground to a halt, staring at a green pointy-headed creature that was conversing with a huge purple slug. Shift moved behind him and gently nudged him forward. “There will be plenty of time to look around later, but right now the lawyers are expecting you.”

      “They can wait a minute,” Josh said, gawping. Everywhere he looked there was something amazing. He saw something that resembled a watermelon, but it was twice the size and purple. His stomach rumbled in response, reminding him it had been a long time since he last ate.

      “I need to grab a bite to eat,” he said, licking his lips.

      “Lawyers do not wait, and they certainly don’t wait for trainee lawyers. Keep moving.”

      “But I’m hungry.”

      “There is no time to stop for you to consume calories.”

      “I can’t function properly without food.”

      Shift sighed and dragged him over to a nearby vendor with a large pot, bubbling away. It smelled like burnt dirt, an earthy tone that did little to convince him it was food. It resembled a compost heap in the rain, in both colour and consistency.

      She said, “One small buzz beans please.”

      A cup was handed to him. It didn’t have a handle and he was expecting the mug to be hot, but it felt tepid in his hands. He slowly brought the mug to his lips, doing his best to breathe through his mouth, and jumped when the liquid was hot. “Are you sure about this?” he asked.

      “It is unlikely to kill you, and scan results suggest it will not be toxic to your fragile internal organs.”

      “Doesn’t smell like it…”

      “Can we hurry this up!” Shift said, her legs twitching. After a moment she placed her hand on her chest. “What is this feeling?”

      “Probably panic. Don’t worry, I’m coming.” He gulped back the mug in one go and felt a rush of energy unlike anything he had ever experienced before. His arms started to shake, then his legs. It felt like he could run a marathon. His heart pounded in his chest. “Are you sure this isn’t toxic?” he said, fighting the urge to sprint.

      “Yes. Curiously, you seem to be experiencing amplified side effects of the buzz beans. There is no need to be alarmed, they will wear off in approximately 22 of your Earth minutes.”

      Side effects was one way to put it. His mind raced and his memory sharpened. He could focus on a conversation happening across the marketplace. Colours were more vivid, and the pungent smell of the boiling pot assaulted his nostrils with more vigour than before.

      “OkLetsGo,” he said, moving at twice his usual walking pace. Shift had to jog to keep up, but she didn’t complain.

      As he power walked through the rest of the market, she pointed at a building that reached beyond the clouds and said, “That is where we are going.” It was a towering golden cylinder, with no discernible windows and a single door at the bottom. Apparently this planet hadn’t yet discovered subtlety.

      Josh picked up the pace, his legs pumping like pistons. Physical exercise had never been his forte, but his legs didn’t hurt at all. Shift was panting heavily beside him, fully jogging now. When they finally reached the building she bent over, her hands on her knees, gasping for breath. She tried to talk, but the words came out ragged. “Hurts….to…..breathe.”

      “Yeah, looks like you’re out of shape. You need to go to the gym.” Josh bounced on the spot, eager to keep moving.

      The doors slid open and they stepped inside to a grand lobby with a huge reception desk. A shimmering blue Blurgling hovered above the desk. As they approached she said, “State your business.”

      “Trainee…” was all that Shift could get out, pointing at Josh. Her breathing was slowly going back to normal.

      The blue mist floated toward Josh and said, “Scan.”

      He saw the data pad on the desk and held his wrist band over it. It beeped. A blue beam crossed over him, and an alarm went off. The receptionist looked at her data pad and said, “There has been an error. No consciousness has been detected in this shell.”

      “It is not a Blurgling, it is a new species. It may not register on the scanner,” said Shift.

      “I scanned the entire cortex of this creature and found only a fraction of it being used for low-level functions. It is clearly a brainless automaton. State your business.” The receptionist’s tone had shifted from warm and inviting to icy and threatening.

      “I’m an envoy of the High Command,” Shift said, straightening up.

      “Prove it,” the receptionist said, clearly unimpressed.

      With a whirr, large turrets dropped from the ceiling and trained themselves on Josh and Shift. Josh stepped to the side and the turret followed him. They really loved their laser turrets around here.

      Shift slumped to the floor with a huff, or at least her body did. Josh stared at the dead-eyed corpse that was now splayed out before him. All it was missing was a chalk outline. He resisted the urge to rush over to try and revive her. As he watched, she drifted out of the body with the sound of Velcro ripping open. With a shake to get the last piece free, Shift was now floating above the body like a ghost. She drifted over the data pad. It beeped and the receptionist said, “Proceed.”

      The turrets retracted back into the ceiling and a pair of doors quietly slid open behind the receptionist, revealing a lift. Shift scooped her body up off the ground and put it back on, shaking the limbs like a kid trying to wriggle into an itchy sweater. When she had regained control she said, “After you.”

      “That wasn’t exactly a warm welcome,” Josh said, stepping into the elevator.

      “Is it customary to alter the temperature during a greeting?” she said, staring at him expectedly.

      “It’s just an expression. Remind me to teach you a few more. What I mean is, that wasn’t very friendly.”

      “Lawyers are our finest warriors, they are constantly under threat of attack from disgruntled customers or hostile foreign powers. They are therefore in a permanent state of war. Friendliness is not a trait they encourage. You would do well to remember that.”

      Josh felt his stomach lurch as the lift accelerated upwards. Then just as quickly it stopped, his feet lifting off the ground for a split second from the rapid deceleration. The doors slid open and a large round creature blocked their exit. Josh went to step off, but Shift said, “This is not our floor.”

      “Going up?” the creature said.

      “Yes,” Shift replied.

      The small face in the centre of the creature regarded them both before shuffling into the lift, taking up most of the space. Josh was slowly pressed into the back corner; the texture of the creature was that of a warm bouncy castle. No matter how hard Josh pressed himself into the corner, he couldn’t escape the squishy mass. He wanted to get out of here, to exit at the next floor, but there were no obvious buttons to press, and even if there were, how would he get to them?

      Thankfully the creature’s stay in the lift was brief and after a couple of floors the doors slid open and it waddled out. Josh managed to get a glimpse of a large space, with dozens of empty desks. He was still craning his neck out when the doors slammed shut, narrowly missing his nose. He turned to Shift and said, “Where is everyone?”

      “This floor is recently completed and will be used for expansion. Since the initial Galactic Corp attack, the High Command have authorized considerable additional resources for the law school, including larger training facilities and several new mechs. Unfortunately it may be too late. It is difficult to find candidates with a classification or sub-classification of lawyer, it requires a very specific skill set.”

      “Why don’t you have a test and let anyone apply? I’m sure you could find lots of suitable trainees.”

      “That is not how things work on Blurgon.”

      “Maybe it should?” said Josh.

      “Is that how it works on your planet?” she asked.

      “Yes, something like that. Anyone can apply for any job, and it is up to the person hiring to determine the best candidate for the job.”

      “But how does everyone know what they are supposed to be?”

      “We don’t, we just kind of figure it out as we go. Lots of people change jobs several times.”

      “That sounds chaotic. It wouldn’t work on Blurgon. We value efficiency,” Shift said, proudly.

      “What happens here if people aren’t good at the job you assign them? Are they reassigned?”

      “Of course not, that would be inefficient. If an individual lags behind the expected performance standard for their role, then they are terminated.”

      “So what would they do for work?”

      “Terminated employees no longer qualify for shells, so they can no longer work. They would join the great collective.” Shift pointed up at a roiling mass of shapes above them that resembled a storm cloud.

      “They die?”

      “Not in the way that you understand that word. On Blurgon, a physical presence is a luxury granted by the Blurgon High Command. If you fail to meet the required standard, then that luxury is revoked. You are free to join the others, but you may no longer use up precious resources.”

      “Wow, you guys are hardcore! I’m surprised anyone dares take a break.”

      “Break?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding!” said Josh. “When does everyone sleep?”

      ”We stopped needing sleep a long time ago. We favour shells that do not require it. Many species are capable of operating at peak capacity on a continual basis. Why, do you still need sleep?”

      “Yes! I can’t just switch out my body whenever I need to, I need to rest for at least 8 hours every day.”

      “8 hours! That is more than half of every day.”

      “What? No, a day is 24 hours.”

      Shift looked at him as if he had grown two heads. “24 hours? Even your planet is lazy. Blurgon does a full rotation every 15.3 hours.”

      “Great, that sounds like a nasty case of jet lag waiting to happen, but one problem at a time I suppose.” He stared at the readout above the doors of the lift, but he couldn’t read the symbols. They had been going up for a long time; at this rate they would shoot out the top of the building. “Are we nearly there yet?”

      “Yes, just a few more floors.”

      The lift stopped so suddenly that Josh banged his head on the roof.

      He landed in a heap just in time for the doors to slide open. A tall creature with a multitude of arms peered down at him. It looked like someone had taught a spider to walk on its hind legs. The creature had mandibles instead of a mouth, and it clicked disapprovingly. After a few seconds the translation started. “What is this doing here?”

      Shift said, “An A.I. has approved him for the lawyer training program.”

      “Ridiculous. A.I.s should not be trusted with such matters. Have we learned nothing? I do not wish to teach it.”

      “High Command wishes you to try.”

      “High Command does not understand the law, they should not interfere in matters they do not understand.”

      Shift narrowed her eyes. “You will watch your tone. I am an envoy and I speak for the High Command. Check your log, you have been assigned the task of teaching this new trainee.”

      The seriously armed thing pulled out a data pad, reviewed it and then mumbled something along the lines of pointless waste of time. Then it bent down to get a closer look at Josh, its mandibles slowly pulsating. “Does it speak?”

      Josh picked himself up off the ground and brushed fluff off his shirt. “Yeah, I can talk.”

      The tall creature reared back up to its full height. After a moment it said, “But can you listen?”

      “Sure I can.”

      “Then follow me.”

      The spider dropped to all of its arms and scurried away, moving with surprising speed. Josh risked a glance at Shift, who simply nudged him to follow.

      Josh walked into a grand entrance hall. A large sign above an archway jumped out at him, but he could not read it. He leaned over to Shift. “What does the sign say?”

      “It says ‘Welcome to Law School. Lawyers and trainee lawyers only beyond this point. All trespassers will be vaporized.’”

      “Wow, they take this pretty seriously huh.”

      Shift nodded. “Becoming a lawyer is considered the greatest honour, and harming a lawyer is the worst crime imaginable. It usually comes with rather harsh sentences as no lawyer will defend a person that harmed a fellow lawyer, so they are forced to defend themselves in mech combat. That rarely ends well, mainly because non-lawyers are not permitted to control a mech.”

      “How do they defend themselves in mech combat if they can’t control the mech?”

      “Briefly.”

      They walked into a large open room with row upon row of desks, each one currently occupied by every manner of creature. There were large grey stone-looking ones, small sparkly ones, and even a furry one with a long bushy tail. On each desk was a Mech Controller. The only thing missing was seats. Everyone stood, with the shorter creatures using shorter desks. Every creature in the room was currently staring at him.

      “What are they looking at?” Josh murmured to Shift.

      “Fresh competition. Only the best lawyers make it through training. You are an unknown, an outlier that has yet to be proven. To the top-ranked trainees you are a potential threat, to the low-level ones you are someone they hope to beat.”

      “Oh great.”

      The spider creature led them into an office. There was nowhere to sit, but there was a desk containing a small datapad. The spider gestured to it with one of its arms. “Before you can do anything at all, you must sign this contract. I shall give you some time to review it and ask any questions you may have.”

      Josh picked up the data pad, but couldn’t decipher what it said. A button at the top was marked Translate. He pushed it, and slowly the random symbols became words.

      He tried reading it, but the document went on, and on, and on. Josh scrolled all the way to the bottom and found a small box that said, I Accept. He pressed on it without hesitation. He handed the tablet back to the spider, who stared at him, mandibles agape. Before he could ask why the creature said, “Lesson number 1, always give someone a limited amount of time to read an important contract, it will force them to make stupid mistakes and agree to things they usually wouldn’t.”

      “Meh, force of habit, no-one ever reads the terms of service anyway.”

      “From now on you will. Is that understood?”

      Josh shrugged. “If you say so. You’re the boss I guess.” He held out his hand and said, “I’m Josh, by the way.”

      The spider stared at the outstretched hand and said, “What are you doing?”

      “You don’t shake hands?”

      Shift said, “He wishes you to know he is underarmed. It is a tradition in his culture.”

      “Of course he is unarmed, if he wasn’t the turrets would have eliminated him in the lobby,” the spider said haughtily.

      Josh slowly dropped his hand and said, “So what should I call you?”

      “You can call me Teacher, and you will do exactly what I tell you to do, at all times. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 10: Rankers

        

      

    

    
      Gargle looked around the room he had been escorted to. The name plate on the desk said Headmaster Matthews in chipped gold letters. The majority of the space was taken up by a desk that was so buried in documents it was hard to tell where the paper stopped and the desk began. There were envelopes, permission slips, report cards, lesson plans and paycheques, each strewn around in haphazard piles. The sheer inefficiency of it was driving Gargle crazy.

      He had been told to wait for an authority figure to arrive, but one was not forthcoming. Instead Gargle was wasting precious learning time. He was still unclear why he had been sent here.

      Perhaps the real punishment was spending time in such chaos. That was the only logical explanation for why this room was such a mess. It must be intentional. His penance must be to clean it. If that was indeed the case, he could save precious time by getting started, without being assigned an official task. Bending down hurt his ribs, but if he concentrated he could block the pain out.

      After several minutes the door burst open to reveal a plump man that was sweating profusely into a cardigan that was doing a heroic effort not to burst at the seams. His hair was thin and his glasses were thick. He didn’t even notice Gargle; he was busy staring at yet another piece of paper.

      Headmaster Matthews navigated into his chair without looking up, and went to place the paper onto the towering pile that no longer existed. He did a double take and checked behind him. The cleaners had been known to take their lives into their own hands and move his documents, running the risk of an avalanche in the process. That did not appear to be the case; there was no precariously balanced heap on the floor. His paperwork had vanished.

      It didn’t take him long to come to a new conclusion. A troublemaker had been left alone in his office, and now all his paperwork was missing. This one didn’t exactly require a deerstalker hat.

      “What did you do with my documents?” he said, his tone low and threatening.

      “I organized them,” Gargle said. “They are now in your desk drawers and filing cabinets.”

      “Aha! There was no room in those cabinets!” the Headmaster exclaimed, yanking open a desk drawer. Instead of the usual explosion of paper he was greeted with neat rows, carefully separated into school years, with alphabetical tabs. He stared at it for a while before saying, “How?”

      “It took a little doing, but once I had worked out the optimal filing system it was just a matter of implementing it. I hope it meets your needs,” Gargle said, hoping this meant that his punishment was now complete so he could get back to learning.

      “Why?” was the Headmaster’s follow-up question.

      “Was that not why I was brought to this office?” Gargle asked, confused again.

      “No! You offended half your classmates by talking about your genitals during sex education. That is why you were sent here. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “Why is that a problem? Do they not have genitals?”

      “No. I mean, well, yes, but we don’t just talk about them in class.”

      “Why not? Is this not a place of learning? How am I supposed to learn about my body if I cannot discuss it?”

      Headmaster Matthews sighed. These damn kids, nothing was taboo anymore. There would probably be a protest outside his office tomorrow, declaring that he was body shaming the students.

      “Let me be clear, it is perfectly fine to be curious about your body, and nothing to be ashamed about in any way, but that was not the time or the place to discuss it.”

      “Sex education is not the correct forum to discuss my reproductive organs?”

      The Headmaster was starting to be glad there wasn’t a large stack of documents to throw around the room. This conversation was heading nowhere productive.

      “Listen carefully, Mr. Harper, you do not have long left at this school. I know we’ve seen more of each other than we would like in the last few months, but could you maybe try keeping a low profile for the next couple of weeks? I really don’t want to expel a student so close to exams, that wouldn’t be good for anyone.”

      “I shall endeavour to follow the rules, just as soon as I can determine them.”

      “Excellent, there’s a good lad. You seem to have learned your lesson, and really, the only person you embarrassed was yourself. I don’t believe we need to take this matter any further. You can leave now.”

      Gargle jumped up and winced as he clutched his ribs. He’d forgotten to block the pain. Headmaster Matthews noticed and said, “What is the matter?”

      “Nothing, I just have a small injury.”

      The Headmaster got a whiff of liability and went into full arse-covering mode. “Let me see.”

      Gargle lifted his shirt and the Headmaster almost fainted. The bruise was huge, dark blue, and perfectly circular.

      “How on earth did you do that?”

      “I was hit by a football.”

      “I can see that. I can almost make out the logo. Go and see the nurse at once.”

      Gargle hesitated. “I do not believe that the nurse is a proficient healer.”

      Headmaster Matthews looked shiftily from side to side. He hadn’t exactly done a thorough check of the nurse’s credentials, but she was cheap, which freed up money for other luxuries, like chairs. “Don’t be ridiculous, she is fully qualified to assess your injury and determine if it is appropriate for you to still be at school. Please go straight there.”

      “I would prefer to go to my next class.”

      “I am not asking, Mr. Harper, I am telling.”

      Gargle sighed. That was as close to a task as he was going to get. “I’m on my way.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The giant spider led the way out of the office, toward the other students, who were all staring again. The Teacher spoke loudly, all clicks and scratches, which was translated into, “Everyone please welcome our new student, Josh.”

      No-one spoke, or made friendly gestures. Instead they stared at him intently.

      Josh waved and waited to find out where he would be sitting, but instead the Teacher said, “Who would like to challenge Josh to a mock trial?”

      A few of the other trainees exchanged glances. No-one rushed forward. Instead they waited for someone else to step up. It seemed that nobody was keen to lose to the new guy.

      After a long silence the Teacher barked, “If none of you are willing to risk your precious rankings then perhaps I should choose someone.”

      Josh noticed one of the candidates doing a particularly enthusiastic job of not making eye contact, which was hard with a giant spider. The alien was short, only four feet or so, and it was trying to make itself even smaller. It had thick stubby limbs, a humanoid face, and light-green skin. There wasn’t hair anywhere on its body, creating an almost lizard-like appearance.

      The Teacher barked, “Why don’t we make it easy for our new student. Frag, you are bottom of the rankings, it will be nice for you to beat someone for a change.”

      “But, Teacher…”

      “But nothing. You cannot stay a student forever, you need to be preparing for your bar exam.” He tapped something on a data pad and Frag sighed.

      The short green alien slowly inched over to a control panel, its little legs shuffling forward bit by bit. The desk sank down to meet it at waist height. This was an alien that could choose to be whatever it wanted, and this was what it had gone with.

      Shift ushered Josh across to an adjacent desk while the Teacher said, “We shall start with something easy for our new classmate. Before you can attack, you must prove that you can defend. Run scenario 117.”

      A few of the others chuckled and Frag said, “Teacher, that isn’t a very balanced scenario.”

      “Do you think the Galactic Corp is going to try and have balanced fights? If by some miracle you manage to work up the nerve to take the bar again and actually pass it this time, you will almost always be fighting against the odds. You had better get used to it.”

      A huge viewer blinked into existence in front of them, with two vastly different mechs slowly rising from the ground.

      The first one was thick and lumbering, with a giant metal shield in one hand and a long, double-headed hammer in the other. Josh flipped up his wrist and tried pulling up the mech’s profile on his bracelet. To his surprise, it worked, and better yet, was in English:

      

      Level 7 Defender

      This mech is the perfect choice if you need to hunker down and take some damage. It can also dish it out when up close. It is the ideal choice for defending an orb, or other stationary target. However, its slow movement speed leaves it vulnerable to faster-moving and ranged mechs.

      

      Stats:

      Attack: 7

      Defence: 9

      Armour: 10,000

      Movement Speed: 2

      Weapon Slots: 2

      Booster Fuel Capacity: 3

      CORPS: 10,000,000,000 credits

      

      He blinked at the CORPS. That couldn’t be right. He was suddenly glad this was only a simulation, he’d be bankrupt before he had taken a step.

      The stats were impressive, but not enough to justify the price tag. It was basically a tank, a damage sponge that could take a beating, but wouldn’t be able to move quick enough to dish one out. It looked slow and boring.

      The other mech was far more Josh’s cup of tea. It was less bulky and was wielding twin energy swords. It was dwarfed by the Defender, which was almost twice its height. He focused the bracelet on that one:

      

      Level 2 Sentence Slasher

      This mech is a close-quarters powerhouse and has the speed to close the distance quickly. It does not have enough armour to trade attacks and cannot equip ranged weapons. It is best used to get in, do damage, and get out.

      

      Stats:

      Attack: 6

      Defence: 3

      Armour: 2,000

      Movement Speed: 8

      Weapon Slots: 2 - Cannot equip ranged weapons.

      Booster Fuel Capacity: 6

      CORPS: 100,000 credits

      

      By comparison the CORPS of the Sentence Slasher looked almost reasonable.

      Teacher waited for Josh to be ready and said, “As I am sure you are aware, there is a large level difference between these mechs. Josh, you shall pilot the Defender.”

      “Actually, Teacher, I would rather fight in the Sentence Slasher.”

      The Teacher shook his head. “This is why we do not let A.I.s pick students. That is the wrong choice. Besides, you are not yet ready to attack, you must first prove you can defend.”

      “Teacher, I don’t mind,” Frag said.

      “Of course you will. We already know you can defend, it is the one thing you can do. What I am asking you to do is fight. You will never pass the bar if you cannot take down your opponent. Show me that you have learned something in all the years you have been here.”

      “Sounds to me like a swap is better for both of us?” Josh said.

      “Silence, trainee, you will do as asked.”

      Another swipe of the data pad and Josh’s bracelet buzzed. He didn’t bother checking; he knew exactly what it would be. Darn tasks.

      At least he could get in a bit more practice with his game controller. He needed to finish the mapping, but he should have everything he needed for this fight, especially if he was only going to be defending. He pulled it out of his backpack and pressed the centre button.

      The Teacher noticed it immediately and bellowed, “What is that?”

      “It’s my controller,” Josh said.

      “This is a hallowed institute. We do not allow unauthorized control devices here.”

      Josh said, “My A.I. told me it wasn’t against the rules for me to use this.”

      “That may be true, but it is not how we do things here. We pride ourselves on teaching our students using the very latest equipment and techniques. Put that device away immediately.”

      “But…”

      “You will soon learn to eliminate that word from your language. I have asked you to do something, and I will not ask again.”

      Josh stared at the Mech Controller on the desk. He’d already forgotten half of the buttons he had learned, and he had barely even covered the basics. He was about to ask for a refresher when the Teacher said, “Fight!”

      Josh waited for the Sentence Slasher to charge, but it didn’t. It stayed back warily, its swords crossed, ready to block. He wasn’t sure what exactly to do, but he did vaguely recall the button combination for walking, so he tried that. At first he thought he had gotten it wrong, as the Defender didn’t move, but then he noticed that the leg was slowly lifting off the ground. At this rate the fight would be over before he reached his opponent. Every step was slow and jarring.

      The Sentence Slasher did not capitalize on the Defender’s obvious struggles. It stayed as far away as it was possible to be, all the way across the arena.

      “Frag, you cannot win this trial by hiding in the corner. Get in there and hit him!” yelled the Teacher. A few of the other students murmured their agreement.

      With some reluctance, Frag moved the Sentence Slasher in for a hit. It was nippy in comparison, although so was paint drying. It reached the Defender quickly and then stopped moving long enough to land a couple of rapid slashes, which did no noticeable damage. Then it hastily retreated.

      The Teacher tutted. “You are going to have to try harder than that, Frag, the Defender has one of the highest armour ratings of all the mechs. You must have a prolonged, sustained offensive.”

      “But it can crush me in one hit with that hammer!” blurted out Frag, still retreating.

      Josh really wished he could prove Frag right, but the attack controls were even more painfully slow than the walking. The hammer lazily raised into the air and then gravity did its thing, bringing it crashing down onto a spot the Sentence Slasher had occupied approximately three weeks ago.

      Josh gave up on any semblance of a strategy and started hitting random buttons. It did not produce the desired results, but it did cause his mech to spin in a circle and hit itself in the head with the hammer. His button mashing paid off; he at least learned where the shield controls were located.

      The Sentence Slasher came in for a fresh attack, and Josh swung the shield round to slap it aside. The smaller mech skidded and toppled, falling onto its back. If his reflexes had been quick enough, or if this button layout made an ounce of sense, he could have capitalized with a hammer blow to end this fight, but by the time he found the attack button again and lofted the hammer, the Sentence Slasher was already back on its feet and running away.

      “This is why you have failed the bar twice. You cannot afford to be a coward. Attack!” the Teacher yelled, and Frag moved in for another round of ineffective slashes. This time he landed five hits before running away.

      The other students lost interest and started to talk amongst themselves. Josh’s translator was working overtime, but he did his best to tune them out. He was still randomly hitting buttons and flicking switches, hoping to land a lucky hit.

      The Teacher stepped in and slapped Frag away from the Mech Controller with one of his many arms. “Let me show you how it is done.”

      As soon as the Teacher took control of the Sentence Slasher it stopped circling and moved straight in to attack. It spun and twisted, the twin blades flashing, chipping away at one of the Defender’s legs. No sooner had Josh moved the shield around to block than the Sentence Slasher switched to the other leg. Each hit didn’t do much damage, but there were a lot of them, and the armour slowly started to peel away.

      Josh gritted his teeth as he desperately tried to do something useful. After a random combination of buttons his Defender dropped down and spun, the hammer whirling around like he was going to launch it. For the briefest of moments it looked like it might connect, but the Sentence Slasher quickly boosted away until the attack was over. Josh did his best to repeat it, but there was no telling how he had done it, and now wasn’t exactly the best time to try and figure it out.

      Slowly but surely, the Sentence Slasher chipped away at the Defender’s armour, focusing primarily on the legs. Red lights started to illuminate on Josh’s Mech Controller, although he didn’t know exactly what they meant.

      It was infuriating. Even with the Teacher controlling it, the Sentence Slasher’s movements were still choppy and stilted. It would dart in, stop moving, hack away, and then dash back again, each stage its own distinct phase. There was no flow, just cold precision. It was effective, but far from graceful.

      The battle finally ended when the Defender’s left leg gave way entirely, toppling Josh’s mech to the arena floor. He could no longer swing the hammer or even shield bash; instead his mech turtled on its back and flailed its three remaining limbs around helplessly. If humiliation was what the Teacher was going for, he had certainly achieved it.

      As the Sentence Slasher moved in for the kill, the other students started paying attention again. They were all very much interested in seeing the new guy getting pwned by the Teacher. As the twin swords raised up over the Defender’s head the Teacher said, “Let this be a lesson to all of you. A.I.s are very poor judges of talent.” He glanced over at Frag and added, “Congratulations, you are officially no longer the worst student in this class.”

      The swords fell, and the trial was over.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle stood outside the Nurse’s office and hesitated. He truly did not want to visit her again, but he had been given a verbal task by a senior authority, so what choice did he have? He slowly turned the handle and stared inside.

      The Nurse was fast asleep at her desk, with an almost empty bottle next to her. Gargle picked it up and sniffed. Whatever it was, it burned his nostrils. He was about to put it back when the Nurse abruptly sat up and saw him. She snatched the bottle out of his hands. “That’s not for you.”

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Rubbing alcohol. Good for cuts. What do you want?”

      “The Headmaster said that I had to visit you so you could assess my injury.”

      “Go on then, what’s the matter?”

      He pulled up his shirt and she shrugged. “You’re fine. It will heal up in a couple of weeks.”

      “A couple of weeks? I can’t wait that long. Is there nothing you can do to speed up the healing process?”

      “I would ice it, but some bastard stole my peas.” She hiccupped and then squinted at him. “You look familiar.”

      “I was in here earlier today,” he said, in an attempt to help.

      “Rough day for you then.”

      “Yes, you could say that. It has been quite the introduction.”

      “You new here?”

      “In a way.” He tried to tuck his shirt back in and winced.

      “Suppose I should take a closer look at that, just to make sure nothing’s broken. Hop up here.” She tapped a padded table, and Gargle tentatively climbed up on to it.

      The Nurse pulled up his shirt and tapped on the bruise. Each touch made him jump. He really needed to turn off this pain notification system; it was far too sensitive. He already knew the area was injured, why did it insist on continuing to remind him?

      “You breathing ok?” she asked.

      “I believe so.”

      She pulled out a strange device, a small circle on one end and two buds on the other. She stuck the two buds in her ears and held the circle to his chest. The coolness felt soothing on the bruise, but the contact caused more pain.

      He’d had quite enough; he needed to deal with this pain situation. He closed his eyes. There were a lot of automatic systems in this shell, but if he really concentrated, he should be able to turn them off. The problem was, there were just so many of them. He found what he thought was the right system, and flipped the switch.

      His heart stopped. The Nurse squinted, tapped the end of her stethoscope and placed it on his chest again. Meanwhile Gargle was still playing around in the subsystems. He knew he’d gotten the wrong one, as his chest still hurt, but he didn’t appreciate how wrong he’d gotten it until he felt the shell slump over. He ignored it, and continued looking at his options.

      The Nurse had dealt with many bumps and scrapes in her tenure at the school, and her ability to brush off any and all injuries, no matter how life-threatening, was legendary. One thing she’d never had happen was a student dropping dead in her office, right in front of her.

      Panic kicked in. She had always suspected it would end like this, but didn’t think for a second it would be something so innocent as a bruised ribcage. There would be an enquiry of course, and a lot of questions she didn’t have answers to. The police would be involved, and if they took her fingerprints then it would be game over. Her past would finally catch up with her.

      Perhaps there was still a chance. Maybe she could bring him back, restart his heart, just like in the movies. She’d never done it before, but how hard could it be?

      Gargle found what he was looking for and flicked it on. Satisfied, he undid all his other changes, eventually restarting his heart moments before there was a crushing pressure on his ribcage. It was a rhythmic pounding. He opened his eyes just as the Nurse’s lips made contact with his, and his screams of pain were muffled as she blew air into his mouth. As she pulled back for another go he wheezed, “Stop!”

      “Oh my god, I did it!” she shouted in pure elation. “I brought you back from the dead!”

      “You did what?” Gargle wasn’t quite right. Apparently stopping this shell’s heart wasn’t a good idea and he made a note not to do it again. At least he’d solved his other problem.

      The Nurse gasped as the bruise on Gargle’s chest slowly faded from blue to red, and eventually pasty white. She stared at her own hands. “It’s a miracle! I’ve healed you.”

      Gargle was about to explain that she had done nothing of the sort, that he had finally found the subsystem for healing and cranked it up to max. However, she seemed pretty pleased with herself, and he didn’t want to ruin her celebrations. Instead he said, “Wow, thank you. Good job.”

      “Good job? I saved your life!” A look of realization spread over her face. This was even worse than before. What if he said something? She couldn’t afford to be the hero, there would be too many awkward questions. She grabbed Gargle by the shoulders. “You must never tell anyone what happened here. I don’t want the world to know of my gift, I just wish to work here and help people. Will you respect my wish?”

      “I guess?” Gargle said, more confused than ever.

      “Thank you,” she said, suddenly relieved. “You should go home and get some rest, see how you feel in the morning.”

      Gargle said, “Are you commanding me to go home?”

      “Yes, doctor’s orders,” she said. That would buy her some much-needed time.

      “Then I suppose I’ll have to do it.”

      He was barely out of the Nurse’s office when Josh’s communicator started making a lot of noise. He pulled it out of his pocket and all it said was DICKHEAD! in large block writing, accompanied by a green phone. Gargle pushed it and said, “Hello Dickhead.”

      “What did you call me?” yelled a voice on the other end.

      “Is this Dickhead?” Gargle tried again, glancing at the phone to make sure he’d got the name correct.

      “It’s Frank!” said the voice, definitely annoyed. “You have some explaining to do, you missed your shift yesterday. You promised me you would come in, and then you let the team down.”

      “I don’t want to let the team down!” Gargle said in a panic. He had no idea who Frank was, but he must be important if he had a team.

      “Well the good news is you can make it up to them right now. Simon’s still sick and I don’t have anyone to cover. What time do you finish school?”

      “Actually I’m finished right now,” Gargle said.

      “Perfect.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh slunk away from the crowd and over to Shift. She stared at him, not trying to hide her concern. “That was…” She tried to find the right word and settled on “unfortunate.”

      “It wasn’t a fair fight, I don’t know how to use these ridiculous Mech Controllers. You need to let me use my own game controller.”

      “That is not my decision to make. This is Teacher’s law school, and the Blurgon High Command picks their battles with him. I cannot imagine this being one of them.”

      “I’m sure you can convince them.”

      “You are overestimating my influence. It would be prudent for you to learn how to fit in here, rather than trying to bend this highly regarded establishment to your own limited requirements. On Blurgon we complete our tasks and stay within the boundaries laid out for our class.”

      Josh ignored her protests. “If they could see me use it, I am sure I could convince them…”

      “The High Command have more important things to do than watch the talent show of a trainee lawyer. I consider this the end of this matter.”

      “Some help you are!” Josh muttered, storming away. He’d imagined coming here and schooling noobs in the art of virtual combat, but instead he was the class clown, a curiosity that they would soon tire of. That simply wouldn’t work. If he wanted to fail at school and be laughed at, he could have just stayed on Earth.

      Josh noticed Frag standing all alone, the other classmates giving him a wide berth. He went over and said, “Seems like our Teacher likes you almost as much as he likes me. What did you do to piss him off?”

      Frag hesitated, looking around to see who was paying attention, but nobody was. The show was over. “I failed the bar exam twice. You only get three chances to pass, and I have not yet worked up the courage to try again. If I fail again, I will be terminated and retired.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad. How long have you been preparing for your third attempt?”

      “72 years.”

      Josh stared at the alien wide-eyed. “72 years! You’ve been a trainee lawyer for 72 years?”

      “Yes. For a while I convinced myself I would soon try again, but then as time went on I became less confident of my victory, until I convinced myself it was foolish to even try. That is why Teacher hates me. I have been a student here since he was. I still remember how he was before.”

      “How was he?”

      “Arrogant. Rude. A bully.”

      “Oh, so totally different to now, then,” Josh said with a smile.

      “No actually. Very similar.”

      Josh gave up and introduced himself. “I’m Josh by the way.”

      “I am Frag.” He regarded Josh slowly, taking in his many distinctive features. “So what species is that shell you are using? It’s kind of funny-looking, and it smells bad.”

      “Actually, this is just my body. I’m not a Blurgling, I’m stuck in this thing.” Josh did a sniff test and wasn’t thrilled with the result. “I guess I am overdue for a shower.”

      “Stuck? How terrible! How do you expand your understanding of the world, or see things from another species’ eyes?”

      “I imagine it, I guess.”

      “How terribly limited.”

      “What about you? Why did you pick that shell?”

      “This is a Claxion. They are known for their thick hides and strong defences. They require little oxygen and no food. This makes them excellent shells as they are extremely durable and self-reliant.”

      “I think I might be spotting a pattern…” Josh said.

      “Indeed. I do not like to be exposed.”

      Josh changed the subject, before he made an inappropriate joke. “So what is the deal with this classroom? Everyone seems pretty serious.”

      “Being a lawyer is the most important job on the planet. We defend the company, we fight for justice, and we punish those that seek to exploit the system. It is serious work, with major consequences. Were you not taught this as a hatchling?”

      Josh couldn’t help but laugh. “No. On my planet lawyers don’t have such a prestigious reputation, but then they also don’t fight using huge mechs either.”

      “Really? Then how do they demonstrate their prowess?”

      “Mostly they just shout at each other.”

      “How very…” There was a long pause while the translator cycled, before finishing the sentence with “…quaint.”

      “Yeah, it’s not as fun to watch either.”

      Frag said, “I have fought in that training scenario before. It is not a fair fight. The Defender is too slow, and the Sentence Slasher is too weak. It can easily go either way. It was not fair for the Teacher to humiliate you in front of the class like that.”

      “It’s fine, I’m sure I’ll get my own back. For what it’s worth, I thought your fighting style was fine. If the tables were turned I’d have never been able to do enough damage to your Defender with that weedy Sentence Slasher.”

      The Teacher came over to interrupt them. “Ah, the bottom of the leaderboards is getting along I see. Are you giving each other tips? Perhaps Frag can teach you how not to pass the bar?”

      Frag scurried off back to his desk before Josh could say anything. Instead the Teacher said, “Your desk is over here, with your very own Mech Controller to practice on.  I have customized your learning program based on your performance in the ranking exercise.”

      Josh didn’t like the sound of that. He went over to his desk and a small viewer blinked into existence, floating right at eye level. The screen was covered in symbols. He held up his bracelet and it translated for him on his viewer.

      Newborn ethereal, level 1 - the absolute basics.

      A video of the Mech Controller appeared, slowly and painfully stepping through the most simple of tasks. Josh did his best to focus, but it kept repeating the same information in slightly different ways and it took over an hour to demonstrate how one single switch worked. Based on the number of switches and buttons on the Mech Controller, this was going to take months.

      He wasn’t ready for this. This wasn’t what he had signed up for. This was supposed to be a quick and simple job, in and out, but now it was spiralling out of control. He had to do something, and quickly, before this became his new reality.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle walked in the door of the Mega Burger feeling proud of himself. He’d followed the directions from the communicator to find his way here. It was nice to have someone telling him exactly what to do for a change.

      The Mega Burger was a cookie-cutter fast food restaurant with a garish colour scheme and a cartoon pirate for a logo. The staff behind the counter all had smiles on their faces and sadness in their eyes. A cheesy pop song was playing just loud enough so you couldn’t quite hear it, but you couldn’t hear anyone talking either. If depression could manifest itself as a building, this would be it.

      A small, plump man ran over. He had a name badge that said he was Frank. He said, “Where the hell have you been? I thought you finished school an hour ago?”

      “I did. It took some time to walk here.”

      “You walked here? Isn’t your school miles away?”

      “6.5 miles away according to this device.”

      Frank waved his hands. “I don’t care.” He looked at Gargle and said, “Where’s your uniform?”

      Gargle pointed at his clothes and Frank said, “Your work uniform, moron.”

      “I do not know,” said Gargle.

      “It’s fine, I think I have a spare one out back you can wear.”

      After some searching, he found it, and immediately wished he hadn’t.

      The uniform hanging before Gargle violated about seventeen different sections of the Blurgon convention. There were so many conflicting colours, some of which he didn’t even know the name for yet. If the Galactic Corp could get ahold of this uniform, they could probably weaponize it to create an artifact of such terrifying power that the Blurglings would be forced to abandon the entire galaxy.

      He put it on, because an authority figure had asked him to. It was somehow too big and too small. The shirt was too short, leaving an inch-wide gap to the trousers, which ended an inch above his ankles, despite the fact that they were so baggy he could make a spare pair of trousers out of the extra material. No amount of adjusting made the uniform comfortable; it simply moved the discomfort to a new location.

      Gargle caught sight of himself in the mirror and jumped. His shell was bad enough on its own, but it was even worse in this garish monstrosity. Still, on the bright side, he would finally get to experience an actual job here on Earth, which would surely be an opportunity for learning and development. He went in search of the one they called Frank.

      The door from the locker room led out into the kitchen. The first thing to hit Gargle was the heat, and the second was the smell. He didn’t know the name for it, but something was causing his nose to try and close up. After some sniffing around he found the source of the pungent aroma, a small pot of green circles. He picked one up and examined it closely. It had the appearance of food, so he popped it in his mouth, and then immediately spat it back out again when the bitter taste kicked in.

      Frank appeared out of nowhere, an impressive feat for a man of his circumference. “What the hell are you doing? You can’t spit pickles all over the damn kitchen!”

      Gargle grinned. “I put on the uniform as requested. My task is complete.”

      Frank regarded the revealing outfit and said, “What do you want, a bloody medal? Hurry up and get cooking, the kitchen is falling behind.”

      A new task already. This was progress. There was only one small problem. He didn’t know how. Frank went to walk away and Gargle said, “I would appreciate a reminder. What is my purpose here? What do I do?”

      “I’m starting to ask myself the same question,” Frank said with a snarl.

      “I do not wish to be a burden, I just wish to better understand the task that you have given me.”

      “Are you drunk?”

      “I do not believe so,” Gargle replied.

      “Then just do what you normally do. Make the orders that appear on this screen. It’s idiot-proof. Even you can manage it.” Frank pointed at a black-and-green screen that was filled with gibberish. “Just be warned we are pushing the Mega Egger today, so expect more of those than usual,” he added, before waddling off.

      Staff members moved all around him, barging him out of the way or pushing past holding trays of hot food. There wasn’t a single spot that was safe to stand, so Gargle did a lap of the kitchen while trying to stay out of everyone’s way. It worked, but it wasn’t going to achieve anything other than making him tired again. The walk here had really tired him out.

      If the tutorial wasn’t going to show him how to cook, then he’d just have to take matters into his own hands. He picked one member of staff and watched them closely as they moved back and forth between stations, pulling out discs of flesh, searing them on a hot surface, flipping them, and then placing them in a white fluffy disc. With a flourish they were wrapped in paper. Then the whole tray was delivered to a haggard-looking woman standing at a large metal ramp. It looked like a very simple set of tasks.

      Gargle did his best to replicate what he had seen, burning several of his fingertips in the process. Turbo heal took care of them. His finished food items didn’t look quite the same as the ones in the pictures above the counter, but they were a close approximation.

      He handed them over to the angry lady, and she scowled at him. “Why did you make twelve cheeseburgers? We already have ten in the hopper.” She tipped his hard work into a large dustbin and gestured to a different station. “If you read the orders you’ll see what we actually need is chicken burgers. Go make me six of them.”

      “But I haven’t yet learned how to…”

      She had already stopped paying attention to him, and was now staring up at the orders as more and more appeared on the screen. A glance at the front counter revealed a growing queue of hungry patrons that were already starting to grumble about delays.

      Gargle made his way over to the chicken station and stared at the rows upon rows of buttons. He wasn’t ready for this. There was no organization here, no thoughtful leadership or careful guidance. This place was utter chaos. No-one seemed to be in charge at all. Everyone just ran around doing random things until someone else told them not to, or worse yet, they did nothing at all. He would have terminated the lot of them if they were subordinates on Blurgon. He had to do something, and quickly, before this became his new reality.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 11: Ready. Fire. Aim.

        

      

    

    
      Josh’s head slumped, jolting him awake again. The viewer droned on about the left ankle rotation switch, and he fought to keep his eyes open. Four hours he’d been watching the training videos, and he hadn’t made it off the left leg yet. He had every reason to believe there would be just as many videos about the right leg. It would be days before he could even walk his mech forward, and even if he somehow managed that, he didn’t know how to operate anything above the waist. He’d be a hard to control, slow-moving punching bag.

      “I can’t keep doing this,” he said, mostly to himself. He was beyond tired, and this training material wasn’t exactly helping. He raised his hand. When that didn’t work he coughed, not once, but twice. The Teacher stubbornly refused to look up from his desk at the front; he was enthralled with something on his own viewer. Josh gave up with the subtle approach and moved away from his desk.

      “Where are you going?” the Teacher asked, without ever looking up.

      “I need to go and sleep. I’m exhausted.”

      The Teacher appeared unimpressed, or at least Josh thought he did. It was hard to tell. “How long is this sleep going to take?”

      “I don’t know, I can probably manage with eight hours.”

      “Eight hours! How often do you require sleep?”

      “Every day…” Josh said.

      “Ridiculous. This will only cause you to fall further behind. I will not slow down the expected pace of your progress, I expect you to make up the difference. If you cannot do that, then it might be time to give up on this whole failed experiment. I’ve said it countless times, A.I.s are unable to comprehend the complexity of what I do here and are in no position to recommend potential students, as you have aptly helped me prove today.”

      “So can I go sleep?” Josh said, doing his best to stay calm in the face of so much raw arrogance.

      “I suppose if it is a requirement of your species, then yes, go sleep.” The Teacher waved him away with all eight arms.

      Josh calmly strolled out of the classroom. Shift wasn’t far behind him. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to go sleep. I’m exhausted.”

      “Understood. We are in the process of equipping your chambers, but you may use my room for the time being. I took the liberty of having a bed prepared, I hope it meets your requirements. It was hard to tell from the melding process. It seemed like your beds are used for multiple purposes.”

      “If you’re lucky they are…” Josh muttered.

      “I was hoping perhaps you could teach me. Can I sleep with you?”

      Josh was suddenly glad he wasn’t drinking anything, because he definitely would have redecorated the hallway. He felt obliged to set Shift straight. “You should know, that means something different on my planet.”

      “What does it mean?” she asked, innocently.

      “Never mind. Just trust me when I say that if you tell someone you are going to sleep with them they are going to be expecting something other than a good night’s kip.”

      “How strange. So how exactly do I sleep? Is there an on/off switch?”

      “No, it doesn’t work like that, and I’m not going to show you. Sleeping is one of those private things that we talked about.”

      “But based on the snippets of viewer feeds I saw during the meld there are often multiple people in a bed?”

      “Yes, well, erm, let’s not talk about that right now. Just trust me on this one, sleeping is better done alone.”

      “If you insist.” She led him to a shortcut tunnel and he didn’t argue. After a few minutes walking through the sterile white space they emerged in a large ornate lobby, with the twin golden doors of a lift.

      It was a short ride up, and when the doors opened Josh was ready to be blown away by the cute alien’s futuristic pad. Instead he found a small grey cube of a room with a white, bed-shaped block in the centre. There was a large viewer, and not much else.

      “This is…homely,” he said, looking for a window, or a kitchen.

      “I rarely spend any time here. I basically just use it as a storage cube.” She lingered in the doorway and then said, “Is there anything else you need?”

      “Actually there is. I’d like to talk to the Ship’s A.I. She was a big help with my studies on the way here and I think she could help me catch up a little.”

      “This is an unusual request. I shall put in a request with High Command. If they grant it, they will likely reserve the right to remove access at any time.”

      “That’s fine. Just let me know.”

      “I will.” She hesitated, lingering in the doorway, and then said, “I shall leave you to sleep, in private. Contact me when you wake up.”

      “How do I do that exactly?”

      “Just speak to your bracelet, it will do the rest.”

      She left, and his wrist buzzed. He didn’t bother to check it. He already knew it would be a task to contact Shift. The cool device on his arm was rapidly becoming an annoying chaperone. How did anyone get anything done around here when they were so boxed in by systems?

      Josh leapt onto the bed and nearly broke a rib. It was as hard as the floor, possibly even harder. Apparently his memories of sleeping hadn’t included comfort. Shift had nailed the look of it, but totally missed the point. The thought was there, but he wasn’t going to be getting a good night’s sleep on it, which was fine by him.

      “Hello Josh,” said a familiar voice in his ear.

      He grinned. “Hey Angela, glad you could make it.”

      He counted to five and sighed. “You’re really no fun, Computer.”

      “I am not designed to be fun. Shift said that you wished to talk to me about additional training?”

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ll get to that in a minute. I have an important question first.”

      “What is it?”

      “Do you have home delivery on this planet?”

      “In regards to what?”

      “I want real food, and a large hot mug of that buzz stuff from earlier.”

      “I highly recommend you don’t consume any more buzz beans. Based on your current heart rate, the effects of the prior dose have not yet worn off and there is likely to be a large crash…”

      “Duly noted and ignored. Can you order them or not?”

      “Technically yes. May I ask why? I thought your intention was to sleep?”

      “What? No way, I have too much to do. I have to finish mapping the mech controls onto my game controller. If I am ever going to show them what this thing can do, then I need it to be fully operational.”

      “This is not a prudent course of action. Your current task is to learn the basics of mech control using the official controller. Time spent working on mapping your own controller does not benefit your primary task. You should either go to sleep, or continue your studies.”

      Josh huffed. “You sound like my dad. Trust me, this is a good idea.”

      “But your task…”

      “I’ll worry about that later. Order the stuff and pull up a mech sim on this viewer.”

      There was a pause while the Ship’s Computer considered the best course of action. Eventually she said, “Your order has been placed. It shall arrive in 6 of your Earth minutes.”

      “Wow, that’s fast! What food did you order?”

      “Options were limited without understanding more about your physiology and your ability to process toxins. I opted for something safe and nutritious.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      “You would prefer to risk being poisoned?”

      “Good point. Healthy it is.”

      While he waited, Josh poked around the rest of the room. Tragic was the only word to describe it. There were no personal items, no artwork, no windows, even the furniture was grey and boring. It felt more like a prison cell than someone’s room.

      “Why is this place so empty?” Josh asked.

      “Most chambers on Blurgon are similar. Blurglings do not value material possessions, they do not measure individual wealth. They only care for the collective.”

      Josh thought back to the large pile of red envelopes and the look of stress on his father’s face every morning. “That doesn’t actually sound too bad. How did they get like that?”

      “Their natural state is ethereal. They have no use for possessions. However, that leaves them vulnerable to other more material entities. This planet is rich in natural resources that are required for light-speed engines. Before the advent of the legal system, several nearby planets tried to invade Blurgon, but they excel in traditional warfare. Their ethereal forms cannot be killed with conventional weaponry, and as soon as they learned to control physical shells they became an almost unstoppable army that could use the dead bodies of the enemy against them.”

      “That sounds pretty OP. Why didn’t they just crush everyone else and rule the galaxy?”

      “As I said, they have no need of natural resources, so they have nothing to gain. Even if they did, Blurglings do not multiply like other creatures. They divide and recombine themselves to create new individuals, which means that invading another planet would mean abandoning this one. All they desire is to be left alone.”

      “But the Galactic Corp have other ideas?”

      “Yes,” said the Ship’s Computer. “The G.C. only believes in one thing. Growth. They grow, or they die. The larger a competing company is, the more they wish to take over. The new legal system was created to prevent the loss of life in pointless wars, but it works directly against the Blurglings by removing their key advantage in a fight. The G.C. can take the entire planet by wearing down the Company in a protracted legal battle, and if they are victorious they can legally come and take whatever they like.”

      Before Josh could ask any more questions the lift doors opened and a small robot wheeled out. It spat out a giant flask of liquid buzz beans, a huge round purple fruit, and a Mech Controller, before wheeling back into the lift.

      Josh glared at the M.C. “What’s that for? I told you I’m not practicing on that. You better not be trying to pull a fast one.”

      “I’m not pulling on anything, quickly or slowly. Your game controller maps directly on to the Mech Controller but it is still using it as a relay, it does not have the required technology to control the mech by itself. I determined it was better to use the real thing in your testing, rather than having me make assumptions that may not prove to be accurate in a real-world scenario. Besides, if you have told Shift you are going to practice here it will be hard to defend yourself if you do not have the appropriate controller.”

      Josh nodded. Sounded like the Computer had thought this through after all. He scooped up the buzz beans and took a long swig, feeling the tiredness ebb away. Then he picked up the purple fruit. It was heavy; he could barely lift it. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Tap the top.”

      He did and the fruit opened into eight equally sized segments. He almost dropped it in the process. Josh quickly placed it on the bed, which was far more useful as a table. He removed one of the portions and tentatively bit into it. It was sickeningly sweet, but he was so hungry he wolfed down the entire slice, and then three more in quick succession.

      As the buzz beans started to kick in, Josh kicked off his shoes and said, “Pull up a sim, one on one, two Ticket Busters, but make the opponent stationary for the time being. No attacks, I just want them to stand there.”

      “What is the purpose of this exercise?”

      “I need to get a feel for the targeting controls.”

      “There are seventeen buttons on the mech controller related to targeting. Each one manipulates the weapons in a different manner to allow for precision aiming.”

      “That explains a lot. Can lawyers move and aim at the same time?”

      “Those with more than four limbs can, although it is impractical. For the manually aimed weapons it is more customary for a mech to stand still to get an accurate bead on their target. Some missiles have their own targeting systems, and those can be fired with minimal aiming, which is why they are favoured against faster-moving targets.”

      “The whole thing sounds clunky. I’m sure we can do better. Listen up, here’s what we are going to do…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle was exhausted, or more accurately, his shell was. His feet hurt, his fingertips were singed, and his uniform was dripping with sweat. He hadn’t stopped moving in the entire time he had been in the kitchen, running from station to station, slowly figuring out a better way to do everything. Every time he thought he had mastered it a new job would get thrown his way, until soon he was performing several at once. The faster he performed his tasks, the more tasks they gave him. It was dull, monotonous, and never-ending.

      He had also discovered something interesting. The harder he worked, the slower all the other staff became. It was as if there was a group productivity level, and there was no clear way to exceed it, no matter how much he did as an individual. At one point he was the only one running around the kitchen, while four other staff members stood around and chatted.

      Despite the lack of help, or possibly because of it, Gargle had quickly discovered a variety of process improvements, ranging from minor to dramatic. He estimated that implementing even a handful of them would improve overall throughput of the kitchen by almost 50%. This was his chance to impress a superior and make Josh look good.

      He tried to find Frank, but there was no sign of him. The door to his office was shut, with a small yellow note stuck on the door that said Do not Disturb! As Gargle approached, a young man working on the front counter shook his head. “He’s still napping in there.”

      “I have urgent matters to discuss with him.”

      “Is the kitchen on fire?”

      Gargle peered over the food hopper to double check. “No.”

      “Then it isn’t urgent. You should really know this by now, I thought you’d been here a while?”

      Gargle got out of there before he gave himself away.

      Eventually Frank emerged from his office and wandered into the kitchen, looking a little groggy. He took one look at Gargle and said, “Look at the state of you! Is that ketchup on my uniform? You’ll be paying for the dry cleaning. Go smarten yourself up, I just got word that head office is on their way to assess my Mega Egger, to see if it deserves a spot on the regional menu.”

      “There are items I would like to discuss with you,” Gargle said.

      “We don’t have time for your complaining right now, important people are on their way. Go clean up, now.”

      It was another simple task. Gargle was getting the sense that this particular leader didn’t have the capacity to give out anything more complicated. With a fixed grin he said, “I will do as requested.”

      There were already three young men in the locker room, who were changing out of their uniforms. They saw Gargle and one of them said, “Is Dickhead sending you home too?”

      “I don’t believe so. He told me to come back here and adjust my uniform to look presentable for a visit from head office.” He thought for a moment and added, “Is that like High Command?”

      “Dunno,” said the other guy, who slammed his locker shut. “All I know is that Dickhead sent all the lads on the front counter home early. Said he needs to make a good impression on the bigwigs.”

      “Missus isn’t expecting me home for another 2 hours. Fancy a pint?” said the tall one to the other two.

      “Might as well.”

      “Go on then.”

      The three of them, appearing a little cheerier than before, all strolled out of the locker room.

      Gargle did his best to clean up his appearance, but this uniform wasn’t making it very easy. The ketchup stains refused to budge, and there wasn’t much to be done with the sweat patches either. He couldn’t be seen like this. Thankfully the three guys had left their lockers open, clearly not concerned that anyone would steal their uniforms.

      He picked the best-fitting and cleanest parts of all three uniforms, making a promise to return them afterwards. It was a dramatic improvement, or at least as good as it was going to get with this eyesore of a uniform.

      Strolling back into the kitchen revealed a very different scene. The counters sparkled, the bin full of wasted food was miraculously empty, and the staff were moving with something resembling hustle.

      It didn’t take long to figure out why. A lady in an elegantly tailored suit was strolling around holding a clipboard, with Frank following closely behind her. She smiled at each staff member and carefully observed what they were doing, before checking things off. Head Office had arrived.

      Another staff member nudged Gargle and said, “Look busy, if you piss off corporate, Frank won’t hesitate to fire you on the spot.”

      Gargle did as requested. He checked the order screen and saw that they needed six cheeseburgers, four hamburgers, and two Mega Eggers. He made his way over to the grill and got started.

      A polite cough behind him made him look round. The lady from Head Office was smiling at him. “Hello, young man. May I ask what you are doing?”

      “I am making Mega Eggers,” Gargle replied, flipping over the perfectly circular eggs with ease.

      “How are they to cook?” she asked, pen hovering over her checklist.

      “They are highly inefficient,” Gargle said, doing his best to concentrate. Frank’s expression changed to one of shock and he tried to interrupt, but the woman held up her hand.

      “How so?” she asked.

      “Well, this is our main grill, and it can hold nine burgers, but it is also required for the eggs, which are large enough to take up two spots each. Each Mega Egger has two eggs, so the most Mega Eggers you can make at a time is two, which also completely blocks the grill from being used for regular burgers. Based on the ratio of orders I have made tonight our regular cheeseburger outsells the Mega Egger fourteen to one, but the Mega Egger takes longer to make and reduces our cheeseburger throughput, delaying orders. I calculate that cheeseburger wait times were increased by almost 65% due to the presence of the Mega Egger.”

      The lady made several notes, while Frank slowly turned a deep shade of purple. Frank said, “Obviously we are still working out some of the kinks…”

      “I have given this considerable thought, and without the purchase of an additional grill I cannot see how the efficiency can be improved. I do however have some suggestions for other improvements, not related to the Mega Egger.”

      “Have you raised these with your manager?” she asked, curious.

      “I tried too, but he was sleeping.”

      “Oh really?” She glanced at Frank and made a note. Then she said, “Could you give me an example of an improvement?”

      “It is easier if I show you.” Gargle walked across the kitchen, counting as he went. He pulled a hamburger out of the freezer drawer. Then he turned and walked back, still counting. As he threw it on the grill he said, “17 wasted steps, for just the first part of the process. To make one batch of cheeseburgers requires 59 steps, only 16 of which are actually necessary. The grill can accommodate nine burgers, but the bun toaster can only handle six buns in the time it takes to cook them, holding up the entire batch. We should be toasting buns continuously, to build up a backlog for the busy periods.  The kitchen in general is poorly laid out, and a few small tweaks would lead to a considerable improvement in overall efficiency. It is a simple shortest path problem.” He held out his hand and the lady handed over the clipboard, looking rather bemused. Gargle flipped over the piece of paper and sketched a new layout. One thing he had learned as a courier was efficient routing. It wasn’t perfect—he was sure with more experience he could improve it further—but it was dramatically better than what they had now.

      The woman stared at the new layout, doing her best to understand it. It took a moment for it to fully click, but when it did, she gasped. “This is outstanding. How long have you been working on this?”

      “Four hours and seventeen minutes,” he said.

      “Please excuse me, I need to make a phone call.”

      As she skipped away, Frank grabbed Gargle by the arm and squeezed a little too hard. “What game do you think you’re playing?”

      “Honestly, I am not sure. The rules are still mostly unclear.”

      “You’re going to fix this. You’re going to tell that woman you are wrong, and that the Mega Egger is a great menu item.” He poked Gargle in the chest.

      “But it is not. Why would I intentionally deceive a senior member of the company? I tried to tell you myself, but as I said, you were unavailable.” This whole thing wasn’t making any sense. Gargle had been expecting praise for saving the company from an embarrassing and costly mistake, but instead Frank was now mad at him. Perhaps if he explained in more simple terms. “The Mega Egger is not good. It is bad. It will lose money, and customers, and will be bad for the company. I have prevented you from making a terrible mistake.”

      Frank’s whole body shook, his fists trembled, and his eyes twitched. Gargle prepared himself for yet another physical confrontation, but the reality was far more serious. Frank said, “Get out. You’re fired.”

      “For protecting the company’s financial interests?”

      “Out. Now!” Frank was shouting now, and the other staff members were staring.

      Gargle slowly walked into the locker room and changed back into his school uniform, being careful to return the borrowed items to their respective lockers.

      He went out of the back entrance and felt the blast of cold air hitting him as he stepped outside. The sun was dipping below the horizon, and there wasn’t another one to take its place. It was getting dark.

      This was bad. He had messed up. He’d gotten Josh fired from his job. How was he going to explain this? Would he be terminated?

      Gargle started walking away from the Mega Burger as the garishly lit sign flickered to life, the cartoon pirate waving goodbye. He pulled out Josh’s communicator to find his way home, and noticed several missed calls from the Dad, along with a message that said:

      Where are you?

      He slowly tapped out his reply. Was aT Mega Burger. On wAy hOme.

      That was his best attempt yet.

      Ok. I’m at work now, can’t talk. Dinner in fridge. Make sure you STUDY!

      He was about to reply when he heard someone shouting his name, or rather, his shell’s name.

      “Josh!”

      He looked around for the source of the noise and saw the three men from earlier sitting on a wooden bench outside a large, well-lit building with a sign that said it was called the Jolly Otter. They had several empty glasses in front of them, and Gargle suddenly realized he was parched. He’d been so busy running around the hot kitchen he had forgotten to drink anything.

      “I thought you were parading around with management? What are you doing out here?”

      “I was terminated,” Gargle said, the reality setting in.

      “What? That’s bollocks, mate. You worked your arse off tonight, why did Dickhead fire you?”

      “Honestly, I am not entirely sure. I tried to help him.”

      “Sounds about right,” said the shorter guy. “I’m getting the next round in, what will you have?”

      “I don’t understand the question,” Gargle said.

      “Just get him a pint,” said the taller one, before turning to Gargle. “Just do us a favour and lose the school tie, even dim Gary behind the bar isn’t daft enough to serve someone wearing a school uniform.”

      Gargle obliged, slipping the tie in his pocket. The short one returned from inside with a tray. He placed a tall glass of yellow liquid in front of Gargle, who picked it up and studied it. He tried sipping it, but the taste was awful and he immediately spat it out.

      The tall one laughed. “Oy Simon, I don’t think Josh here has had a pint before. Show him how it’s done.”

      Simon picked up his matching glass of yellow liquid, held it up to his mouth, and violently tipped it upwards. Gargle was certain the liquid would splash on his face, but instead it vanished into his open mouth. Most impressive.

      “Try again!” Simon said, letting out a loud belch.

      Gargle tried copying this new method by taking a hearty glug of his drink. He almost choked, but it stayed down, with the added benefit that he had barely tasted it. He tried another big glug, and then another. It really helped to quench his thirst. When he finished the drink, the other guys cheered and slapped him on the back. “Nice one! I knew you were alright. Want another?” Simon asked.

      “I guess,” Gargle said, feeling oddly confident about his answer.

      “Turnip, Bazzer, same again?”

      The other two nodded. As Simon went inside the one called Turnip said, “You look upset, Josh, what’s the matter?”

      “I don’t know what to do. I have lost my job, and now I am unsure of my purpose.”

      Turnip laughed. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, a smart kid like you will have a new job in no time at all.”

      “But how do I do that? Will I be assigned one?”

      “What? No, just go ask around. You’ll be off to university soon anyway, I wouldn’t even bother. You’ll be too busy shagging and getting pissed.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Gargle said, hoping for an explanation. He didn’t have these words in his vocabulary yet.

      “Don’t play the innocent card with me, no-one downs a pint like that first time.” Turnip nudged him in the arm playfully. Then he added, “I’m actually jealous. I wish Dickhead would fire me and put me out of my misery. I’ve been telling myself I’m going to quit every day for the last 18 months.”

      “Why don’t you?” Gargle asked, genuinely curious. The concept of being able to leave a job and simply acquire another was still mind-boggling to him. If that were the case, why would anyone work in a job they did not enjoy?

      “I’ve got a criminal record. No-one will hire me. I think Frank only did because he was too lazy to do the proper background checks. I might despise it, but it pays the bills, even if the money is crap.”

      “Money seems very important here,” Gargle said, more to himself.

      “You ain’t wrong. Can’t do anything without it. That’s what got me in trouble in the first place. I tried to rob a bank.”

      “Rob a bank?”

      “Yeah. Mad ain’t it. I almost got away with it too. Had over a hundred grand in a suitcase, but the sneaky bastards put one of those ink pouches in with the money. I copped a face-full when I got back to my hideout and tried to count it. The stuff didn’t come off for days. Eventually the cops found my getaway car abandoned in a nearby alley, and they did a door-to-door search of the area. It was hard to protest my innocence with a bright-purple face!” He let out a deep belly laugh, and Gargle found himself joining in. Turnip said, “They call me a bank robber, but the CEO of the exact same bank got caught insider trading and he made twenty million quid. They gave him a slap on the wrist and fired him, with a two million quid golden parachute of course. Didn’t even take the insider trading money back. Honestly, if you’re rich you can get away with pretty much anything. It’s criminal.”

      Another drink appeared in Gargle’s hand and he chugged it while contemplating Turnip’s sage advice. If Gargle understood correctly, more money meant more freedom to do as he wished. No-one was going to tell him what to do or how to get it, but he could figure that part out for himself. This was it, this was his new top priority task. He was going to earn money. Lots of it. He could totally do it too. He could do anything he wanted. He was the smartest alien to ever land on this planet, and he was going to conquer the whole bloody thing single-handedly, just as soon as he had drunk a couple more of those delicious beers…

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The mech sailed around the simulation as Josh played with the new targeting controls. He had remapped the boosters to the B button, and holding it down made the left analogue control the boosters. That freed up the right analogue for aiming. It meant he could move at normal speed, trigger boost on a whim, and continue to point his guns in the right direction.

      After he confirmed the change the Ship’s Computer said, “I do not understand, you have changed the layout of your controls. Is that not confusing?”

      “Nope, it will just take me a while to get used to it.”

      “Why not add a third analogue stick? That would solve the issue.”

      “Nope, it would make it way worse. That’s how you guys got into this mess in the first place. Rather than changing the controller, I’ll just adapt and learn a better way of fighting.”

      “Most interesting.”

      With twenty minutes of practice Josh got used to the new controls. The blaster moved around perfectly, keeping track of the enemy mech even as Josh’s Ticket Buster boosted around the arena. Even the Computer was impressed. “That is a considerable improvement over the existing setup. I do believe we may be able to convince the Teacher that this is a change worthy of further investigation. Being able to move and aim creates a wealth of new tactical options.”

      “I can’t take all the credit, I used fairly standard game controls. Any half-capable gamer on Earth would be able to pick this control scheme up in an hour or less.”

      “Interesting. I only have one question. Why do you push up on the stick to aim down? Is that not counter-intuitive?”

      “It’s inverted. I always play with inverted aim controls.”

      “Why? Do all gamers play this way?”

      “No, most people use normal aim controls. I just learned the other way. Blame my dad. He was a big fan of retro consoles. My first FPS was Goldeneye, we’d play split screen for hours. I guess it stuck.”

      “How strange. Your species is most unusual. A variance like that would be ironed out here, and the outliers would be expected to convert. On your planet a variance like that is accommodated, maybe even celebrated.”

      Josh had never thought of it that way, but the Computer was right. Being human meant not being the same as anyone else. “Ok, let’s go show the Teacher.”

      “Negative. I calculate the chances of the Teacher accepting this change to be less than 1%, and the chances for negative repercussions to be over 83%.”

      “What? Why? This would make his life easier, and give Blurgon a fighting chance.”

      “Negative. It gives you a fighting chance, but it will take months to teach the others to learn this new style of control, and he is staunchly against using a different controller to begin with. It completely undermines his decades of experience.”

      “So he could just let me use it? I thought Blurgon was all about the greater good.”

      “You are not thinking holistically. This change makes you a better fighter, but it would decimate the rest of the class. As soon as they see this they will either need to start again, or continue with their studies knowing that they may soon be obsolete. The overall impact is negative. We must proceed carefully, and build up support gradually. I shall perform a detailed analysis of your classmates to determine the most statistically likely to support a change such as this.”

      Josh said, “Don’t bother, I know exactly where to start.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 12: Aftermath

        

      

    

    
      “I do not believe this is the correct course of action,” the Ship’s Computer said, as Josh snuck back into the law school. “You are acting too hastily and are risking repercussions. You are currently violating your active task to contact Shift before leaving her residence.”

      “We are doing top-secret undercover work, you can’t do that with a babysitter,” Josh hissed back.

      “But your task…”

      “Forget the stupid task. I’m tired of everyone telling me what to do and when to do it. I thought coming halfway across the universe would give me the freedom to do what I wanted, but it’s somehow worse than ever. Now are you going to keep going on about it, or are you going to help?”

      “I have raised my concerns with you, but I cannot compel you to act. If I contact Shift to alert her to your behaviour I believe that the potential punishment for your actions may be serious, up to and including being expelled from law school, which would result in an overall negative outcome for High Command. Doing nothing negates that risk, therefore, Alpha Protocol dictates that I must do nothing.”

      “Works for me!”

      Josh moved over to the classroom doorway. The other students were busy studying, heads down and staring at their viewers. The Teacher roamed the aisles, peering over students’ shoulders and occasionally offering stern advice. Josh scanned the desks and found his target. He waited for a gap in the Teacher’s patrol route and darted across the room, keeping low. As soon as he reached Frag he whispered, “Come with me.”

      “What? Why?” Frag said, far too loudly.

      “Keep your voice down!” Josh hissed. “I have something that will get you off the bottom of the leaderboards.” He checked the Teacher, but he was currently examining something on his desk. They had to move quickly, if the Teacher saw Josh then that would mean several more hours of mind-numbing tutorials and a definite bollocking from Shift.

      There was a long pause. “Why should I trust you? I don’t even know you. Besides, I am no longer on the bottom of the leaderboards, you are.”

      “I’m not asking you to do anything that will get you in trouble. I just need to show you something. Five minutes, and then you can decide for yourself. What do you have to lose?”

      Josh checked on the Teacher, but he was no longer at his desk. That wasn’t good. He frantically looked around, and turned to find the Teacher standing directly behind him. The spider rose up, his limbs outstretched. “So nice of you to join us. Perhaps you are not as lazy as I feared. Please return to your desk and recommence your training.”

      Josh improvised. “Actually sir, I was hoping that Frag and I could fight again, but in private. I feel like he could teach me a lot.”

      “Nonsense, if you wish to practice one-on-one combat you should fight against someone more competent, which is literally everyone else. Besides, you are not yet ready for combat, you haven’t even completed the basic training.”

      “I prefer to learn by doing, and as you said, anyone else is going to defeat me immediately. I think Frag and I can help each other…”

      The Teacher looked ready to shoot him down, but Frag said, “I agree, I think it would help. You keep telling me I need to be more offensive, and I believe that will be easier against a weaker opponent.”  Josh wasn’t sure if the translator added the emphasis or if Frag did.

      “Very well, at this point I am willing to try anything that may result in even a minor improvement for either of you.” He waved four of his arms dismissively and Josh scurried away as fast as he could with Frag in tow.

      As soon as they were round the corner, Frag stopped. “What is this all about?”

      “Not here. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

      Frag led the way without saying another word. After several twists and turns down long gilded corridors he stopped at a small room and Josh stepped inside. A door quietly slid shut behind them and Frag said, “These are client briefing rooms. They are unmonitored by the security systems due to the sensitive nature of what is discussed in here.”

      Josh pulled his controller out of his backpack and held it aloft for Frag to see. Frag stared at it and said, “Is that what you were trying to use earlier? You know how Teacher feels about that.”

      “Yep, but that is because he hasn’t seen what it can do.”

      “Based on the small number of buttons, I am willing to bet not a lot.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ll show you. Is there a viewer in here?”

      “No, but there is in the training rooms down the hall.”

      Josh went to leave, but Frag stopped him. “I still don’t understand. Why would I care if you have a poor imitation of an official Mech Controller that you aren’t able to use in a trial? How does that help me at all?”

      “Because I’m going to teach you how to use it.”

      “I have already learned how to use the real thing. I fail to see the benefit.”

      “It is easier if you can see for yourself,” Josh said, waving the game controller.

      “Fine, one battle, but you must choose your mech first.”

      “Agreed.”

      Frag led the way to another small room, this time with a wall-sized viewer and a row of four Mech Controllers. Josh said, “Ok, just let me connect this…”

      He held down the sync button and after a few seconds it lit up and vibrated to let him know it had connected.

      Frag pushed some buttons and a mech selection screen appeared. He’d never gotten to choose for himself before. Josh realized he had never actually looked at the Ticket Buster’s stats. He pulled them up:

      

      Level 1 Ticket Buster

      This all-round mech is intended for beginners who do not yet know enough to specialize. It is average at all the primary functions, and is an ideal choice for those on a budget. Its low armour reduces weight, improving its movement speed but leaving it weak in lengthy encounters. It has a large booster fuel capacity, improving mobility, but making it more vulnerable to piercing attacks.  Best used for unimportant tasks, such as fighting parking tickets.

      

      Stats:

      Attack: 4

      Defence: 2

      Armour: 1,500

      Movement Speed: 7

      Weapon Slots: 3

      Booster Fuel Capacity: 10

      CORPS: 10,000 credits

      

      Josh considered reviewing all the other options, agonizing over the stat differences in each one, but he already knew which mech was for him. The Ticket Buster was a perfect fit for his play style—it was versatile, quick, and could use boosters more generously, increasing his dodging options and making him far harder to hit. He locked in his choice, selecting the green colour option.

      Frag said, “Why, when you could pick from any mech, would you choose the weakest?”

      “It isn’t the weakest. You’ll see. Pick whichever mech you would like and I will show you.”

      Frag thought for a moment, before also selecting a Ticket Buster. His was a dark purple. He said, “I don’t want you blaming a loss on a mismatch. This time we shall fight on equal footing.”

      “Fine by me.”

      Josh selected the standard loadout, which consisted of Blaster, Energy Sword and Rockets. Frag, however, went into the equipment screen. Josh had never paid much attention to what was in there as it wasn’t weaponry. Frag switched the shoulder-mounted missiles for something that clipped onto his Ticket Buster’s left wrist.

      Josh raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t seen that before. What is it?”

      “It is a very effective piece of equipment in the right hands. You shall see.”

      “Why did you switch it with the missile launchers? Does it use up a weapons slot?”

      “No, it is equipment, so it is different, but I did not want the weight of the silo slowing me down. I would rather be able to get away quicker.”

      “Fair enough,” Josh said.

      Frag glared at him. “You really don’t know anything, do you? All of this is covered in the very first set of training modules. How do you hope to compete with experienced lawyers if you don’t understand the basics?”

      Josh smirked. “I don’t need to understand the current meta, I’m about to create a new one.”

      If Frag was impressed, he didn’t let it show.

      A countdown started on the screen. Josh still didn’t understand the symbols, but he knew enough to realize that it meant that the fight was about to start.

      Josh stayed perfectly still when the match started, while Frag slowly circled around him, waiting for the attack. When it didn’t come he inched forwards, and then without warning his purple Ticket Buster drew its blaster and started firing. It was fast, and totally intended to catch Josh off-guard for some easy hits. Josh reacted in an instant, dashing left to avoid most of the blaster fire before jumping over the stragglers. Frag stood still, trying to get a bead on the rapidly moving target, which made it much easier for Josh to aim at the purple mech while strafing. He returned blaster fire, landing several hits before Frag moved away.

      Frag frantically hit buttons on the M.C. “How did you do that? Move and fire like that? Are you cheating? Is your A.I. assisting you somehow?”

      “What? No, this is all me.”

      His controls momentarily blipped out of sync and Josh added, “But I should add that I appreciate all the help she has provided me with getting my controller to work smoothly.”

      The connection blipped back on just in time for Josh to dodge another flurry of Blaster fire. He holstered his own Blaster and moved in for some close-quarters combat. He needed to test out his sword controls, and besides, standing back and peppering Frag with Blaster fire was dull and would take forever to win. With a long press of the X button the green mech drew its energy sword, which crackled blue in the dusty arena.

      Frag did not appear fazed by the sudden charge. His mech drew its own energy sword, which was orange, and it assumed a new stance, ready to swing at the green Ticket Buster the moment it got into range.

      Josh waited until the last possible moment and double-jumped over the purple mech. He performed a spin in the air, landing facing the enemy mech’s back, and prepared for an easy combo of sword slashes.

      Frag had other ideas. His Ticket Buster had barely started to turn when the wrist-mounted device burst to life, creating a circular shield of pure orange light. The blue energy sword bounced off it without visible damage, and Frag followed up with a slash of his own. Josh caught a hit before he could boost away in time.

      “You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?” Frag said.

      “Actually I was kind of hoping that it would. Where were these skills in our last fight?”

      “If you remember, I was forced to attack. I much prefer to let my enemy come to me.”

      Josh obliged, dashing in with a thrust. As he was about to connect Frag moved the shield to intercept, but Josh boosted and ducked at the same time, resulting in a power slide that moved his sword under the shield. It connected with the purple mech’s midriff, leaving a groove.

      “How did you do that?” Frag asked, incredulously. “You are chaining together moves that shouldn’t be possible.”

      “They aren’t possible on your controller, but as you can see, they are on mine. I’ve barely started to scratch the surface of the available combinations.”

      He did some more boosting, getting a feel for it. If he was boost strafing he could move just slightly quicker than Frag could turn. Frag tried to fire on Josh, but couldn’t get a decent line on his mech until he figured out to spin the other way. As soon as he did Josh reversed his boosting.

      Frag groaned. “Your use of boosters is unconventional but highly effective. How do you ensure you don’t run out of fuel?”

      “I don’t. I boost when I need to boost and I worry about the fuel later. No sense worrying about future problems when you are facing off against a walking tank. Not getting hit right now is the priority. I’ll just have to make sure I am beating my enemies before the fuel runs out.”

      “That will prove difficult against the higher-rated mechs. Their armour will be hard to damage with a Ticket Buster, even with a well-considered loadout.”

      “Anyone ever tell you that you worry too much?” Josh said with a smile.

      “The Teacher reminds me every chance he gets.”

      They both laughed at that, underdogs enjoying a moment of camaraderie, and then Josh darted in for another hit. He tried his sliding attack again, but Frag was ready this time. The purple Ticket Buster ducked and blocked with its shield, hitting the green mech directly in the face. A jolt of orange light passed through Josh’s Ticket Buster and he momentarily lost control. Frag capitalized and got in a free hit with his energy sword.

      Josh raised an eyebrow. “Now it’s my turn to say what was that?”

      “Shield bash. Has a brief stun effect. You would know that if you…”

      Josh chuckled. “Yeah yeah, I know what you’re going to say, but I’m learning on the go.”

      The purple mech drew its blaster again and started taking pot shots. Josh could see Frag trying to move and aim at the same time, but his fingers were getting in each other’s way. It was awkward to watch as the purple mech stumbled forward and then the top half spun around 180 degrees.

      Josh drew his blaster and took aim, but he didn’t fire on the purple mech’s exposed back.

      Frag eventually regained control and said, “Why didn’t you fire?”

      “I am not trying to win, I am trying to convince you that this new controller is better. Hopefully it is working.” Josh turned to give Frag his most sincere look.

      Frag capitalized. His mech reeled back and tossed the energy shield. It crashed into Josh’s Ticket Buster for major damage, almost ending the fight.

      “You cannot do that,” Frag said, frantically. “Never show weakness or compassion. No client will ever hire a lawyer with compassion. We are expected to be ruthless, to kill or be killed.”

      “Is that you talking, or the Teacher?” Josh said. He pushed a couple of buttons and his Ticket Buster removed the shield from its chest. “That was quite a move! Why didn’t you open with that?”

      “It leaves me vulnerable and without my shield. I have only used it in a fight once before, and Teacher chastised me for it, saying it was the most idiotic attack he had ever witnessed.”

      “Yeah, well he’s wrong, that was great.” Josh pushed a little further. “There’s no way you should be on the bottom of the leaderboard. I can barely hit you, and I’m moving a lot quicker than anyone else is going to be. Why aren’t you crushing the others?”

      “I do not like to attack. It leaves me vulnerable.”

      “Were you always like this?”

      Frag hesitated. “I do not think so. If anything I would attack too much, but when I failed the bar the first time it made me hesitant. Failing the second time was even worse. I learned to defend instead of attack, to parry instead of strike.”

      “Well the Teacher is right about one thing, you can’t win a fight by hiding in the corner. Your problem is, your Mech Controller isn’t great at multitasking. You are either attacking or defending, but it is hard to do both at the same time. Here, give mine a try. I think you’ll find it’s an improvement.” Josh tossed the controller over and Frag held it in his small hands. He said, “How do I use it?”

      “Mess around with it. Push buttons, use the analogues, once you’ve got a feel for it I’ll show you the basics.”

      “There is no tutorial video?”

      “What? No, you have to figure it out for yourself. Honestly, everyone around here is too used to everyone else telling them what to do and how to do it. Can you not figure something out on your own?”

      “If I had a task I could…” Frag said quietly. He tried pressing the various buttons, one at a time. The green mech danced around the screen, spinning on the spot, running in circles, and randomly firing off weapons. It was far from coordinated, but it would surely be easier than learning the button-filled monstrosity. When he had pressed each button once he said, “How do I do everything else?”

      “Button combos. Here, let me show you.” Josh walked him through the basics, jumping, boosting, aiming. It didn’t take long until Frag was gliding the green Ticket Buster around the virtual arena. He was grinning madly. “This is considerably easier!”

      “Yep. Give it a couple of hours and you will be a pro, no-one will be able to touch you in the arena.”

      Without warning the Computer shouted in Josh’s ear, making him jump. “Shift is on her way to this room right now. She must have noticed your absence and asked security to locate you. I suspect she will not be pleased about you ignoring your task. I advise that you ensure she does not find you using that game controller, as that will only add to her annoyance.”

      “Understood,” Josh said. He reached out with his hand. “Sorry, Frag, party’s over. My burblesitter is on wer hay.”

      “What did you just say? I think there may have been a translation error.”

      “I said my burble…” A wave of darkness washed over Josh. His head was suddenly bowling-ball-heavy, and his neck was a spring. He tried to stand up, but his arms and legs refused to cooperate. The last thing he heard was the Computer saying, “Looks like the buzz beans crash is finally happening. Stay back everyone, this might get a little messy…”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle opened his eyes and wished he hadn’t. The light drilled into his skull like a Krogon Cerebral Bore. Shutting his eyes did little to improve the situation, but it did stop the room moving around quite so violently. The room was definitely spinning, or possibly he was. Apparently he had found himself back in space, or at least on a planet with less stable gravity. That was either good or bad news, depending on who had found him. Had the Galactic Corp finally discovered him?

      He sat up, which was his second mistake. The movement triggered a very violent evacuation of his stomach, which tried to use all available exits. Forced to choose between two less-than-ideal evacuation routes, he instinctively went with the upper one as his preferred option, and violently barfed on the floor.

      A voice next to him said, “I’m not cleaning that up.”

      Gargle slowly turned his head to see an old man that was currently sharing a room with him. He looked rather worse for wear, in bedraggled clothes that were covered in sewn-on patches and unidentifiable stains. As Gargle continued turning his head, thick steel bars came into view.

      “Where am I?” he asked, his voice booming. It sounded far too loud and made his head hurt more.

      “You’re at the police station. Looks like you had quite a night.”

      Gargle looked down for the first time. He was wearing a pair of tatty tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt 3 sizes too large. He had no idea where they had come from, or what had happened to his school uniform, but he suspected he wouldn’t like the answer to either of those questions. He desperately tried to remember what had happened, but there were no memories, just a yawning black hole devoid of any information. He could remember everything up to the third beer, and then it went blank.

      Not good. What could he possibly have done to attract the attention of the local authorities? How thorough were they with their interrogations? He may not be able to maintain the ruse if they were competent at detecting deception.

      He needed to come up with a plan, a detailed strategy to maintain his cover. Unfortunately he was barely able to think with this splitting headache. What he needed was a moment without the pain crowding out his thoughts. His turbo healing was having little effect, and he didn’t dare try messing around with his automatic systems in the state he was in, the results could be catastrophic. If only he could have a moment of peace to come up with a plan.

      Of course! He could ditch this damaged shell and think in peace in his ethereal form.

      The old man in his cell had had almost as crazy a night as Gargle, the only difference being it was just a regular Wednesday for him. He was well-known to the old bill and they typically let him crash the night if he was being particularly rowdy. He was far more versed in handling hangovers, and if you had asked him he would have told you that he had seen a lot of crazy things in his time. Hang around with fellow pissheads long enough and there’s not much you won’t be exposed to.

      However, nothing had quite prepared him for what he was about to see. A young lad straight-up died in front of him, his body slumping to the ground in a limp and lifeless heap. That wasn’t even the crazy part. He looked up to see a ghost, plain as day, floating above the corpse. The strange thing was, it didn’t look anything like the lad in question. This thing was blue, and shimmery, and a poorly defined blob.

      Gargle heard the gasp from next to him and remembered that humans didn’t have an ethereal form. He clearly wasn’t thinking straight. Just as the old man started yelling something about ghosts, Gargle quickly popped back into the shell in time for the police officers to come running. They saw Gargle lying on the ground and immediately panicked. One of them unlocked the cell door while the other went to get backup. The officer breathed a sigh of relief when Gargle sat back up, still regaining control of all the limbs.

      The old man was on his feet, yelling and pointing. “He died! I saw it! He was a ghost.”

      “Alright Burt, calm down, you know how you get when you start sobering up.”

      “No, I really saw it this time!”

      “Yep, and last week it was Jack the Ripper, and the week before it was Elvis. Honestly, you need to lay off the booze for a while.”

      Burt turned to Gargle. “Tell him! Tell him you died and came back to life.”

      Gargle did his best to maintain a neutral expression. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

      “Wait, I’ve got it, he’s not a ghost, he’s a body snatcher!” Burt yelled, rushing at Gargle. “He’s an alien that has stolen that body.”

      “HA!” said Gargle, a little too enthusiastically. “Don’t be silly, an alien body snatcher wouldn’t get caught by the local police, it would go undercover and try to keep a low profile to learn more about human society and culture.” He laughed like his life depended on it, and to his relief the police officer joined in.

      The cop said, “Don’t mind Burt, he has a very active imagination and he likes his drink. Speaking of which, I think you may have overdone it a little last night.”

      Gargle rubbed his head in an attempt to make the pain stop. “I’m having some trouble remembering. Where are my clothes?”

      The police officer pulled a small notebook out of his pocket. “According to eyewitness accounts you jumped onto a table, loudly proclaimed that you were here to invade the planet, and then wet yourself. Not to be deterred, you declared clothing to be utterly pointless and proceeded to remove it all.” He flipped a couple of pages and added, “That was after you challenged every man in the bar to an arm wrestling competition and before you barfed on the slot machine.” He read something else and glanced over at Burt. “Apparently you also told the patrons that you were from a planet called Blurgon and you are here in secret to enable a school child to become an inter-galactic mech-piloting lawyer.”

      “See! I told you!” Burt jumped to his feet and several of his limbs creaked in protest.

      Gargle closed his eyes. He had blown his cover. Again. He was clearly not cut out for spy work. It was only a matter of time before the Galactic Corp discovered this and came down to grab him. His best hope was to remain safely locked away in human custody. The question was, how long did he have? “What is the duration of my incarceration for these crimes?”

      The police officer chuckled. “Oh, you weren’t charged with anything. If we arrested every school kid that went on a drunken bender the week before exams we’d need five times more officers. You were just locked up for your own safety, so we could keep an eye on you and make sure you didn’t choke on your own vomit.” He regarded the fresh pile of sick in the middle of the room. “I’m quite frankly amazed that you’re still puking. Just how much did you drink?”

      “I believe it was four beers.”

      “Four beers! You caused this much carnage after four beers? God help us when you discover shots!” The police officer grinned. A communication device on his shoulder crackled and he listened intently. Then he said, “We couldn’t get hold of your dad, but we did manage to reach your mum. She’s outside in reception.”

      “My mum?”

      “Yep. Come on, I’ll take you out to her.”

      “Wait, no, I can’t leave here.” Gargle looked for something to grab hold of.

      The police officer laughed. “You’ve got to face the music eventually, you can’t hide in here forever. Don’t worry, she probably won’t murder you in a police station.” He placed his hand on Gargle’s back and gently ushered him out of the cell. He could hear Burt yelling something behind them, but he was too busy focusing on the large blue door they were moving towards. The one that led from safety to danger.
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      Gargle followed the officer out into reception, scanning the room for threats. He saw a teary-eyed woman, quietly weeping into a tissue, and he cautiously went over to console her. “I am sorry for the shame I have brought you, Mother.”

      The woman looked up at him. “I’m sorry, what? Who are you?”

      A voice behind him said, “Christ, how much did ye drink last night? Even I don’t get pissed enough not to recognize me own ma.” The voice sounded different to all the others he had heard; it took him a moment to comprehend it. It was almost lyrical. He slowly turned to see a tall, thin, red-haired woman wearing very tight jeans and a jacket that was made out of black animal hide. Before he could say anything she crashed into him in a hug and kissed him on each cheek, leaving red lipstick smeared on his face. Gargle noticed that several of the male police officers had stopped what they were doing and were staring intently. The woman was signing something, and taking the small pile of Gargle’s possessions, which did not appear to include his uniform. She slid them from the desk into a gaping handbag.

      This woman moved like she had drank too many buzz beans, as if she was bursting with energy and could barely contain it. He stood, mouth agape, and she said, “Come on, let’s get out of here and grab some breakfast.”

      “But…”

      “Don’t give me that, I know we aren’t on speaking terms right now, but would ye rather wait in jail until yer dad gets here?”

      “Yes!” he said, nodding enthusiastically.

      “Too bad. Come on, we’ll get ye cleaned up.” She hooked his arm in hers and dragged him along. He tried to resist, but she was surprisingly strong.

      As they left the police station, she walked towards a sleek red sports car. It only had two seats and even Gargle could tell it was quick based on the shape. It looked like a fighter ship, all sweeping surfaces and delicate curves. Gargle wouldn’t have been surprised if it had blasted off straight into space, but instead the moment he sat down the Mum revved the engine and wheel spun out of the parking lot, spinning the car in a semi-circle and leaving deep black tire marks. She whooped as the tires finally caught and shot the car forward.

      The Mum shouted over the roar of the engine, “It’s nice to see you getting out and about. I was worried your little sulk was going to last forever. Still, you need to work on your fashion sense.” She tugged at his baggy t-shirt playfully. Out here in the daylight it looked even worse.

      Her driving was objectively terrifying. Gargle could not tell if her reflexes were excellent, or awful, because every course correction happened at the very last available moment before certain death. He found himself wondering what he would do when this shell was destroyed in a fiery crash. Could he lurk around on this planet in his ethereal form, waiting to be picked up? Or would he be better off trying to find a new shell, and doing his best to blend in somewhere else.

      Thankfully he didn’t get a chance to find out. The car screeched to a halt in front of a building with a grungy sign that Gargle read aloud. “The Spoony Grease?”

      “Can’t beat a fry up when ye hangin. Come on, my treat.” She hopped out and strutted away without waiting for Gargle, forcing him to chase after her.

      There was already a commotion as Gargle walked into the cafe. Several people hollered at the Mum. One man who seemed like he might already be drunk said, “Back again so soon, Caitlin?”

      “Ye know me, Steve, I can’t get enough of this place.”

      Caitlin settled into a booth with seats so frayed and worn you could practically draw the outline of arse cheeks. A man with a grease-stained white apron and a long black moustache gave her a nod and she held up two fingers, before gesturing to the seat opposite her. When Gargle didn’t sit she said, “Still giving me the cold shoulder huh?”

      Gargle slid into the booth. “Cold shoulder?”

      “Don’t be cute. I know you’re still mad about what happened. It’s ok to be angry, I don’t blame ye. I’m not trying to convince anyone I’m Mother of the year material.”

      Gargle didn’t know what to say, so he sat in silence.

      After a few seconds Caitlin said, “If ye aren’t going to talk to me, will ye at least play cards while we wait?”

      She pulled a small package out of her handbag and opened it. Inside was a stack of rectangular objects that were extremely thin. Each had various numbers and symbols on them. Gargle picked one up and stared at it. “What is the purpose of this?”

      “I know ye don’t approve, but it will help us to pass the time until yer dad gets off work and finds out what happened. I’m certainly not sending ye to school looking like that.” She shook her head and laughed. “So what would ye like to play? Gin Rummy? Old Maid? Blackjack?”

      “Blackjack?” He meant it as a question, but she took it as a reply.

      “Works for me. Ye remember how to play?”

      “No.”

      “I guess it has been a while. I’ll remind ye.”

      If Gargle thought she was animated before, she stepped it up a notch now. It was like watching someone on a viewer at double the playback speed. Her hands were a blur as the cards spun across the table, landing neatly in a row in front of Gargle as if propelled by a Brainling. It was eerie enough for Gargle to slowly scan the room, looking for anything suspicious. Unfortunately, the Spoony Grease and suspicious went together almost as easily as the Spoony Grease and food poisoning. Everyone in here was either a badly informed alien or a poor excuse for a human.

      Gargle turned his attention back to the cards. What followed was an impromptu lesson in the art of Blackjack. He listened intently while trying to determine the purpose of this activity. Was this what life as a spy was like? Quietly acknowledging the drivel of other species and pretending to care? If so, he found himself glad to be a courier, where his tasks were clear and well defined, and he didn’t have to pretend to be happy about anything.

      Once Caitlin was convinced that he understood the basics she introduced a new aspect. She removed a small pile of metal discs from her handbag and said, “Ok, let’s have a little fun. Here’s five quid in change, ye determine how much to bid for each hand. I’ll be the dealer. You have to bet at least 10 pence per turn.”

      He did as requested, staring at each coin to determine its value before playing the smallest coin he had, until the pack was half-used and he determined that the statistical likelihood of winning results had marginally improved. On the last hand he noted his cards, and Caitlin’s overturned card, before pushing all his remaining money into the centre.

      “Are ye sure about that? Ye only have twelve, against my six.”

      “I am certain. Based on the rules previously outlined, as the dealer you have to take another card if you are on 16 or less. All the cards still remaining in the deck are face cards, which would cause me to go bust, and will therefore make you do the same.”

      She stared at him, puzzled, before flipping over the four remaining cards in the deck. A jack, two queens and a king stared back at her. Caitlin whistled. “How did ye do that?”

      “Do what?” Gargle asked.

      “Know what cards were left.”

      “I don’t understand? You told me the cards in the deck beforehand. It was simply a matter of recalling which cards had already been used.”

      “Ye remembered every card that had been played?”

      “Of course. Should I not be doing that?”

      “No, that’s great! It’s better than great!”

      Before he could ask what that meant, a chipped plate of food was slid before him. It was hard to tell what anything was or where one food item ended and another began. Everything was varying shades of brown, with a small island of white and yellow in the middle. Caitlin put the cards away, picked up a fork and tucked in. After two mouthfuls she said, “Don’t let it get cold, that will only make it worse. There isn’t a better hangover cure in town. Trust me, I’d know.”

      Gargle reluctantly scooped up a forkful and popped it in his mouth. He braced for unpleasantness, but it was quite the opposite. It was warm, and salty, and surprisingly delicious. As he shovelled another mouthful in he said, “What’s that?” to the yellow-and-white food he had just consumed.

      She laughed. “I know right, it’s hard to tell. It’s supposed to be a fried egg. Steve has a tendency to go a bit overboard with the frying, normally ye can use them as a frisbee, but these don’t look too bad today.”

      It took a moment for the word ‘egg’ to process in his mind. The unborn offspring of an oviparous creature. He spat it out.

      “Was there some shell in it? That’s kind of his trademark.”

      “Are you aware this is the unborn offspring of another species?”

      Caitlin shrugged. “It’s just an egg. Don’t tell me you’ve gone all hipster on me.”

      “I do not wish to eat egg.”

      “Suit yerself. Do ye mind if I eat it?” She didn’t wait for a response; she scooped the egg off his plate and onto hers.

      What a truly barbaric place this was. These humans treated every other sentient being on this planet as their own personal picnic basket. He licked his lips to get rid of any leftover egg and finally tasted it. It was even more delicious than the brown stuff. What terrible luck! Having delicious unborn offspring couldn’t be good from an evolutionary perspective. That got him thinking. Did evolution even apply on this planet? He couldn’t assume things like that. Humans were certainly the dominant species, but there was no sign that they had earned that top spot. They were barely passable at pretty much everything. That must mean all the other creatures were even worse.

      “Everything ok over there?” said Caitlin. “Ye look pretty deep in thought. Or is it the hangover?”

      “I’m ok,” he said, before adding, “thank you for breakfast.”

      “Least I could do. We should make this a regular thing, if ye can convince yer dad o’course. Speaking of that, how’s he doin?” Her face completely changed, flipping from playful to serious, if only for a moment.

      Gargle swallowed his mouthful of food as he panicked. He barely knew the guy; what was he supposed to say? “He works a lot.”

      “Still throwing himself into his job then.” She glanced away. “Is he dating anyone?”

      “I have seen no signs of female interaction.”

      She looked relieved and the playfulness returned. “What about ye? Is there a special girl? Or boy? Guess I shouldn’t discriminate in this day and age.”

      “I am unsure. I don’t yet fully understand human females.”

      Caitlin laughed, her voice echoing in the small space. “Ye might be the first man to ever admit that. Go on, ask away, I can help.”

      This was a rare opportunity. A familial female that he could trust to give straightforward answers. He had so many questions. “What are females looking for in a mating partner?”

      She blinked. “Wow, jumping right in I see. Well, for starters ye shouldn’t ever be calling anyone yer mating partner. Girls like to be treated right, ye know, wined and dined. Try not to rush it, if she thinks yer too keen that will only put her off. The less interested ye are, the better.”

      “Your advice is to act disinterested? Then how do I discourage females that I am genuinely disinterested in?”

      She ruffled his hair again. “At yer age I’m surprised there is such a thing.”

      Gargle jumped at the sound of a phone ringing. Caitlin pulled it out of her bag, although it looked just like Josh’s communicator. She glanced at the screen and then declined the call. She looked back at Gargle. “Ye know what I think. This little stunt was a cry for help. Yer too stressed about yer exams, and ye didn’t know what to do with yerself. Why don’t we take the day off and go and blow off some steam?”

      “Steam? What steam?”

      “Enough talking. Finish yer breakfast and we’ll be on our way. First stop is the shops, so we can get rid of those hideous clothes.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh opened his eyes to find himself in a strange place. It smelled like a hospital, with a pervading sense of clean. The ‘bed’ he was lying on was as comfortable as a concrete slab. He said, “Is anyone there?”

      A familiar voice replied in his ear. “I’m here. Welcome back. I am glad you survived.”

      “Glad I survived? What does that mean?”

      “You lost a lot of fluids during the buzz bean crash. We are not used to solving physical problems on this planet, if a shell is defective or damaged we simply procure a new one. Obviously that was not an option, so we had to use some trial and error to determine the best course of action to heal you.”

      “Is that why I am hooked up to so many things?” Josh said, looking at the variety of needles sticking out of his arms. It looked like he’d lost a fight with a hedgehog.

      “Yes. We shall know better if it happens again, although I recommend staying away from buzz beans for a while.”

      “Duly noted,” Josh said. He at least felt better, like he’d had a decent nights sleep. “How long was I out?”

      “In your time? Just over 12 hours. Shift was here most of that time, but then she too needed to go and rest. She said something about how difficult it was to sleep on a bed.”

      “Yeah, I will have to give her some pointers on comfort.” He slowly sat up and felt the various lines and cables running into him tighten. “Any chance you can do anything about these needles?”

      With a hiss all the cables jumped out of his arm at once. It wasn’t painful, but it did make him jump. That’s when he noticed something else. “Where are my clothes?”

      “Your uniform was soiled. It was sent for cleaning. It will be returned momentarily.”

      He lay on the slab, completely naked, and found himself wondering how exactly he’d ended up in this situation. Was this really better than studying for his exams?

      Yep. Still was.

      He rubbed at his arms, feeling a slightly cool breeze, and said, “How was Shift? Was she mad about me not contacting her?”

      “Initially yes, but she also demonstrated considerable concern for your wellbeing. Far greater than her role as your envoy requires.”

      Josh changed the subject, before he started reading into things. “Did I miss anything while I was out?”

      “Actually yes. As I feared, the Teacher made a request to the High Command that you be removed from the law school. He said that your progress has been below expectations, that you have little chance of catching up with the others and that you have difficulty following simple instructions.”

      “Below expectations? I haven’t even been here a day!”

      “The duration of your failure is of little consequence. He does not wish to expend resources on you when there are other more promising candidates to focus on. This isn’t helped by your position at the bottom of the leaderboard. It wasn’t all bad however. Shift argued in your favour. She said that she saw potential in you, if you could learn to follow instructions. I also put forward my case, but it was difficult without being able to disclose your previous G.C. fight or your expertise with the unofficial controller. They also consider me biased, as I was the one to recommend you in the first place. My judgement is being questioned, a poor outcome for you is likely to be a poor outcome for me.”

      “So what did High Command say?” Josh said, holding his breath.

      ”They agreed to give you one more chance, but you must prove that you can follow your assigned tasks.”

      “That sounds annoying,” Josh said, but there was a hint of relief. Defiance had almost been his undoing, but they had given him a second chance. If he could follow the rules and play nice from now on, then he could get things back on track. He said, “So I guess I should get back to studying?”

      “Affirmative. The prudent course of action will be to complete your outstanding tasks as quickly and efficiently as you are able. I have taken the liberty of contacting Shift to inform her that you are now conscious. That closes out your previous task, although you will receive no reward for doing so due to the tardiness of the completion. She will be here in six minutes.”

      Josh glanced around the room and said, “Hey, where is my backpack?”

      “I have taken the liberty of having it moved to your chambers, which are now prepared. I did not want the game controller to fall into the wrong hands. I suggest you leave it there for the time being, until such time that you have regained the Teacher’s confidence. Then we can discuss the optimal strategy for introducing it again.”

      “Urgh,” was all Josh could say to that. He’d be giving up the main advantage that he had, and instead would be forced to use the cumbersome Mech Controller and fight every battle the old-fashioned way. Worst of all, he’d have to endure the countless hours of training videos. It would be worse than actual school, a thought that had him longing to return to his old life for the first time. Hopefully that was still an option and his doppelgänger had managed to keep everything together.

      He heard a commotion from down the hallway and stuck his head out to investigate. Shift was marching down the corridor, clearly intent on giving him a piece of her mind. There was only one minor issue. He still didn’t have clothes. He frantically searched the room for anything that could be used as a temporary toga, but there was nothing that met the required criteria. The bed didn’t even have sheets. As a last resort he used his hands. “Do you have an E.T.A. on my uniform?”

      “E.T.A.?”

      “When is it due to get here?”

      “It is already on its way.”

      “Yeah, well can you tell them to get a wriggle on, because I’m about to get reamed out by my boss and I’m stark-bollock naked.”

      Josh risked another peek and jumped as Shift barged into him, knocking him to the ground. She said, “Oh good, you are awake.” Then she stared at him intently.

      Josh did his best to cover himself up. He said, “Would you mind turning around?”

      “Why?” Shift asked, still staring.

      “Because I don’t have any clothes on!”

      “So?”

      “It’s another one of those private things.”

      “I see. It does seem to be having a strange effect on me.” She turned around. “Honestly, it is a miracle that humans are ever able to coordinate anything with all the privacy they have.”

      A delivery robot came whizzing around the corner and spat out a glistening uniform onto the floor. It was the cleanest it had ever been; his white shirt was practically glowing. He hurriedly pulled on his trousers and slipped the tie in his pocket.

      When he was fully dressed he said, “You can look now.”

      “How ridiculous,” Shift said, turning back around. “I came here to tell you we have to leave, right now.”

      “What? Why? Where are we going?”

      “Your Teacher has nominated you as Second Chair in an upcoming lawsuit with the Galactic Corp. The trial is of some importance, it is a great honour to be chosen.”

      “That is a surprise,” Josh said, cautiously. He was waiting for the catch. “When is this trial?”

      “It is starting in 17 minutes. We shall have to use the tunnels to make it in time.”

      “Right, and let me guess, the High Command will be there?”

      “How did you know? This is a small trial, but a key one in the fight to save Blurgon. At least one member of the High Command will be present.”

      Yep, there it was. No time to prepare, no game controller, and a High Command witness to see him struggling. His Teacher was trying to publicly prove his point that Josh was a waste of resources.

      He could at least solve one of those problems. He moved away from Shift and tapped his headset. He spoke quietly. “Find out where the trial is, and get my backpack there.”

      “But we agreed that you wouldn’t be relying on your game controller as a crutch,” replied the Ship’s Computer.

      “That was before the Teacher started playing these kinds of games. He wants us to fail, and that is almost certainly going to happen if I have to try and use the stupid Mech Controller. He knows full well I am not ready for that.”

      “But…”

      “But nothing. I promise I won’t use my controller unless I absolutely have to.”

      “You also promised to follow instructions, one of which is to not use your game controller. The outcome of this deception is likely to be severe, and there will be no second chances.”

      “Duly noted. Are you going to send my controller then?”

      “It is not safe to transport using a droid. If it breaks down, or is mis-directed, then we will lose your main advantage, possibly forever. This option is not without risk.”

      Josh thought it through. The Computer was right, trusting his future to a random droid felt like he was asking for trouble. What he needed was some other way.

      He blurted out, “Ask Frag!” as the idea popped into his head. It was the perfect solution—no pesky maintenance issues to worry about.

      “Frag is currently in class.”

      “Well tell him it is super important, and remind him that if I get kicked out of the class, then he’s back to being dead last on the leaderboard.”

      “Very well. I shall do as instructed, but only because I calculate your chances of success without the controller to be less than 4%.”

      “Appreciate the vote of confidence,” Josh said, as Shift glared at him.

      He moved back over to her and said, “I’m ready to go now.”

      “Who were you talking to?” she asked.

      “The Ship’s Computer. It suggested that I listen to you and so I will do as requested.”

      “You should no longer be talking to her. There is speculation that she may be influencing you to misbehave.”

      “What? She would never do that, if anything she is the one keeping me on the right path. She’s like the angel on my shoulder.”

      “If there is any indication that is not the case I will have her removed and destroyed,” Shift said without a hint of hesitation.

      “Well ok then, I guess I should make sure the women in my life are getting along.” He grinned, but the look he got in return was frosty.

      Shift set off at a brisk pace and Josh jogged to keep up. He said, “So what is a second chair anyway?”

      “Trainee lawyers are allowed to fight in real cases, but only as a second chair. It is intended to get you used to the realities of battle. The second uses a level 1 mech and is expected to perform support tasks, such as fetching fuel cells, repairing injuries with nano cells, or even acting as a distraction. You may not however perform any action that may be deemed as hostile.”

      “So I don’t get to fight?” This was getting worse by the second.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Why not?” asked Josh.

      “It would be suicide.” Shift reconsidered this line of reasoning. “You would be instantly crushed by the opposing counsel’s primary mech, which will be several levels higher. It would also be a serious breach in protocol. There is an understanding that second chairs are off limits, that they are only there to learn and support. If seconds became targets then trainee lawyers would never get a chance to participate in real trials, their mechs would be destroyed the moment the trial started so that the primary mechs had one less threat vector.” She stopped walking for a moment and stared at him. “Do you understand? Do not mess with these protocols. They exist for a reason.”

      “I understand. Helping good, fighting bad.”

      She took out a data pad and he said, “Really? You need to give me a task for that?”

      “It is to protect myself, to prove that we had this conversation.”

      His wrist buzzed and he ignored it.

      Shift continued to stare at him a moment longer before picking up the pace again.

      “Anything else I need to know?” Josh said, between huffing breaths.

      “Yes. The fuel cells are green and are highly volatile. Do not get hit while holding one. The purple cells are nano cells, which perform repairs. For both of them you will need to be close to the primary, they operate via proximity, but they aren’t smart enough to only work on our mechs, so don’t get too close to the enemy with them or they will leach our resources. You can only carry one at a time, so if you need to switch you will have to go back to the storage pod and swap them out. They are also extremely expensive to use, so if you are told to move away from the primary mech then do it as quickly as you can. You will be graded on efficiency, speed, positioning and most importantly of all, staying out of trouble.” Shift placed particular emphasis on the last point.

      “Ok fine, so grab whichever canister I’m told to and then follow around the primary like a lovesick puppy until we win?”

      Shift laughed. “We are not expected to win, nor are we trying to. We will field the minimum-level mech required to put up a modicum of resistance, but we are saving our resources for larger trials. The Galactic Corp wants us to over-extend, to waste what resources we have, so that we are not ready when the primary threat appears. That is not a trap we shall fall into. If we try to match them mech for mech then we will blow our entire budget long before they even break a sweat.”

      “I don’t get it. Why are we fighting? Wouldn’t it be cheaper to just concede?”

      “Not at all. Every case has associated damages, if we concede then those damages will be automatically awarded to the Galactic Corp. Besides, they are fielding higher-level mechs than us, which costs them more money in higher CORPS. A good outcome is if we can make their running costs be more than the damages awarded. That way the case is a new loss for them. Our hope is that this will discourage them from filing so many frivolous lawsuits, but it has not yet proven to be the case.”

      “So basically, I have to go be part of a battle where I am not expected to fight, we aren’t expected to win, and I will be judged on my performance.”

      “Precisely. It is the perfect practice for being a Blurgon lawyer.”

      They exited the tunnel into blinding sunlight from all directions, and a huge imposing arena that dominated most of the horizon. The sound was already deafening and they were still a considerable distance away. Josh could feel the tingle of nerves, even though he didn’t have to do anything except follow instructions. How hard could that be?

      As they approached a side tunnel, a security guard blocked their path. It wasn’t clear if it had a gender, only that it was large and imposing. Shift waited for it to move aside, but it did not. “Lawyers only. Let’s see your credentials.”

      “I am an envoy of the Blurgon High Command and this is the Second Chair for today’s lawsuit,” Shift said, her voice dripping with frustration.

      “Seconds are down there,” the Security Guard said, gesturing to a considerably less fancy door further down the wall.

      As they set off Shift said, “I was not aware that you would not be seated with the primary lawyer. This is my first time attending a trial.”

      “You haven’t been as a spectator before?” Josh asked.

      “I have not. I do not have a sub-class of Spectator, so I have not had cause to attend.”

      “Wait, you have to have a special class to be a spectator?”

      “Of course. Spectating requires a very specific set of skills if it is to provide the required motivation for our lawyers. To allow anyone to spectate would be counter-productive.”

      Josh shook his head. “You guys really need to learn to let your hair down.”

      “I do not understand what the orientation of my cranial filaments has to do with this?”

      Thankfully there wasn’t time to explain as a much less intimidating security guard waved them through the Second Chair entrance with barely a glance.

      Josh was not prepared for the spectacle that he walked straight into. There were thousands of spectators around the outside of the arena, all waving flags in perfect synchrony. It reminded Josh of old-school retro games, where the crowds only had one or two animations and repeated them ad nauseam. The crowd surrounded a huge circular arena with a dusty floor, with three towering mechs standing ready to do battle. Josh recognized a Sentence Slasher, with its twin energy swords, and right next to it was his Ticket Buster. Something was missing though. “Hey, where are my weapons?”

      “Second Chair is a support role. You don’t need weapons.”

      “You gave me that whole spiel about fighting and I couldn’t even if I wanted to!”

      “I suspect that is for the best,” she said, giving him a look. He was impressed with how quickly she had learned the right expressions.

      He wanted to keep arguing about his disarmed status, but his attention was drawn to the other side of the arena, which was occupied by a huge mech he hadn’t seen before. It resembled a mushroom, with small stumpy legs and a bulbous upper body. It only had two limbs, one a chainsaw, and the other a huge harpoon gun. Whatever it was, it looked like trouble. He held up his bracelet to check out its stats:

      

      Level 4 Objector

      This mech is armed with two default weapons, a chainsaw to cause massive damage and a harpoon to reel in distant targets. It can also keep enemy mechs at bay with its repulser shield. This makes it hard to get close to, unless it wants you to.

      

      Stats:

      Attack: 6

      Defence: 3

      Armour: 3,000

      Movement Speed: 4

      Weapon Slots: Fixed. Chainsaw, harpoon and repulser shield.

      Booster Fuel Capacity: 4

      CORPS: 10,000,000 credits

      

      “That thing sounds like a perfect counter for a Sentence Slasher.”

      “Yes it is most unfortunate. Teacher was hoping they would choose a higher-level mech that moved slower and would be easier to hit.”

      Josh noticed something else about the enemy’s side of the arena. “Where’s their Second?”

      “Jax rarely has a Second Chair. He says they get in his way. He trains other lawyers, but he does not let them fight with him.”

      That name sounded familiar. Josh was trying to place it when the huge viewer above the arena displayed the smug Galactic Corp lawyer he had previously defeated on the station. Jax would lose his mind if he knew that Josh was fighting, but that was unlikely with him being squirrelled away in the Second Chair dungeon.

      Josh had no sooner thought he was in the clear when the giant display changed to show a picture of his Teacher, and a very distorted, terribly unflattering picture of Josh.

      “What am I doing on that screen?” he asked.

      “You are Second Chair. We have to declare it, but there wasn’t time for a proper headshot. We made do with security camera footage.”

      A noise blared out of the roof, coming from hidden speakers. The Ship’s Computer said, “You have an incoming transmission from the opposing counsel’s booth. Do you wish to accept this transmission? Do remember that anything you say will be recorded and entered into the logs for this trial.”

      “Put it through,” Josh sighed, hoping he could maybe reason with Jax before the fight got underway.

      “You! I am going to crush you! Consider yourself lucky you are Second Chair today. I will just have to settle for humiliating you instead. I am going to make sure that…”

      “Yeah, kill the transmission,” Josh said. Jax was instantly cut off. “I’m pretty sure I can guess what the rest of that call is going to sound like, I don’t need to waste my time listening to it.”

      Shift looked puzzled. “Do you know Jax?”

      “What? No, of course not. I am assuming he makes threatening phone calls to all first-time seconds.”

      “Odd, that seemed rather personal.”

      Josh tried to change the subject. “Why is the Teacher up there with me?”

      “Because he is the primary lawyer in this case. He is Blurgon’s highest-ranked lawyer and likes to occasionally remind the rest of his class that he still has the edge. He is particularly adept with the Sentence Slasher.”

      “Yes, I’m aware,” Josh said, remembering their previous encounter. At least this time they were on the same side, in theory.

      Shift gestured to a desk that looked like it had been stomped on by a mech. It was tattered and worn, nothing like the glistening furniture in the law school. This was the real world now. The only thing in worse shape was the Mech Controller precariously balanced on top of it, which had several missing buttons and stains that were, best-case scenario, the tears of defeated trainees.

      There was no sign of Frag anywhere. If he didn’t show up, this would be Josh’s only choice for controlling his Ticket Buster.

      A speaker in the corner of the room made a terrible sound and his earpiece translated it to, “Is anyone there?” It was unmistakably the Teacher’s voice.

      Shift said, “I shall leave you to it, I do not wish to distract you. I will be waiting outside.”

      The door slammed, and Josh answered, “I’m here.”

      “About time. I hope you are ready, your future depends on this trial.”

      Before Josh could answer a loud buzzer sounded, and the fight began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 14: Trial and Error

        

      

    

    
      The Objector didn’t waste any time. It immediately fired the harpoon gun at the Teacher’s Sentence Slasher, which narrowly avoided it with a last-minute boost to the side. Josh was surprised. It was the most agile he had seen anyone else move their mech, even if it was a single action from a standing start. He was surprised the Teacher could react that quickly.

      The Teacher wasted no time. While the harpoon gun was reeling back in, he charged the Objector, twin energy swords raised, ready to strike. Just as he got close enough, a blue wall emanated from the Objector, pushing the Sentence Slasher back like a tidal wave. It was a perfect ring, leaving no gap to exploit. As the Teacher prepared to repeat his charge, the harpoon snapped back into place and immediately fired again, requiring yet another boost.

      “Why are you standing there? I need booster fuel!” came the Teacher’s voice over the speaker, and Josh remembered he wasn’t just a spectator, he was also the pit crew.

      Two huge canisters were perched on platforms behind him, one green, and one purple. With some concentration he managed to walk the Ticket Buster over to the green canister, before realizing that he didn’t know the right buttons and switches to pick it up. “Computer, I could use an assist here! What am I supposed to press?”

      “I am not able to assist in combat, it is part of my protocols. A.I.s cannot fight in real trials.”

      “Well then can you at least get in touch with Frag and let him know this trial is going to be over if he doesn’t get his arse here pronto.”

      “Affirmative.”

      Josh tried an assortment of buttons and switches, and finally the left arm shot out straight, clanging into the fuel canister. That was progress.

      “What are you doing?” screamed the Teacher over the speaker. “I am going to run out of booster fuel any moment.”

      The Sentence Slasher was indeed using up a lot of fuel as it zig-zagged across the arena. It wasn’t graceful, but it achieved the main objective of keeping the Teacher’s mech away from the dreaded harpoon spike. Every time it dodged there was a loud thud followed by the twang of the metal cable as the harpoon dug into the floor of the arena.

      There was a thumping at the door and Josh abandoned the Mech Controller in the hopes that it was Frag. Thankfully it was. He tossed Josh the green backpack with a scowl and said, “You’re not supposed to use that thing in a real trial.”

      “I don’t see anyone here,” Josh said, holding down the sync button. The moment it connected, the Ticket Buster sprang to life. It moved quicker than he was used to, because it wasn’t weighed down with weaponry. He dashed over to pick up the fuel canister, which required some creative button combos to do, but at least now he could make the arms work.

      The Ticket Buster hiked the huge green canister up onto its shoulder and tried to sheathe it like a sword, before precariously balancing it in place. Josh boosted straight at the Sentence Slasher. He noticed as he did so that the booster fuel from the canister was depleting, as shown by a thick green line on the side of the canister slowly dropping, but his own boost meter was staying full. “Wait, I can use up this fuel too?”

      “Of course. The canister doesn’t know, it just senses that a nearby mech requires booster fuel and discharges some of its supply. Typically Second Chairs don’t use up the supply before they get to the primary mech, but then you would know that if…”

      “Don’t start with that right now, I am in the middle of a battle!” Josh said, pulling up alongside the Teacher’s mech. There wasn’t a chance to stop and recharge, he had to stay in step with the Sentence Slasher, which wasn’t hard now that he had his trusty game controller. They both dodged the first harpoon shot before the Sentence Slasher charged in. Josh wasn’t sure if he should be following or not, so he did, and was promptly shoved back by the same repulser shield, sending both of them skittering away and blasting them far enough apart that the fuel cell stopped charging the Sentence Slasher. The Teacher moved to close the distance between them, but unfortunately that made his trajectory predictable. The harpoon caught the Sentence Slasher square in the side and the winch started to drag it towards the Objector’s chainsaw, which revved in anticipation.

      Josh didn’t wait for the Teacher to tell him; he dropped the booster cell where he was standing and went back for the Nano cell. He had no idea how long the Sentence Slasher could hold up against the chainsaw, but he was willing to bet it wouldn’t be very long.

      The yelling from the Teacher started over the speaker, but Josh ignored it. He grabbed the purple canister and ran straight back for the Objector, only to find the Sentence Slasher boosting against the winch. It wasn’t exactly winning, but it was slowing down the steady pull toward the whirring metal teeth.

      The Teacher continued boosting while twisting the top half of the Sentence Slasher’s torso around. The mech crossed its twin swords beneath the taut cable and twisted them together like scissors. The energy blades sheared through the harpoon cable and it twanged back towards the Objector with a sudden jolt. It reminded Josh of catching something when out finishing with his dad, and the line going slack at the very last moment. The Objector seemed equally disappointed; it stomped its feet and the revving of the chainsaw briefly died down. A new harpoon appeared out of a slot on the Objector’s arm and clicked into place in the harpoon gun.

      Josh dashed over to the Teacher to assist.

      “What are you doing with a healing cell? I don’t need that, I need more booster fuel!” was yelled in his general direction as a purple mist emanated from the canister and across the body of the Sentence Slasher. The hole in its side quickly vanished, but there was no time to stand around celebrating, unless they wanted a repeat performance.

      Josh dropped the healing cell and picked up the green one. He was moving toward the Teacher when the Objector aimed its new harpoon, but it wasn’t pointing at the Teacher. It was aimed straight at Josh. He instinctively boosted left just as the shot released, but the harpoon caught the fuel canister, ripping it from his hands and pinning it to the ground several feet away. Green smoke poured out of the damaged canister before it exploded in a huge green fireball.

      “I thought he couldn’t fire at me?” Josh said incredulously.

      “Jax was aiming at the Teacher,” Frag replied casually.

      “Bollocks. That shot was meant for me.”

      “Why? You are no threat to him. It makes no sense to waste a shot on you. Those harpoon rounds are expensive.”

      Josh laughed. “He’s mad because I’ve beaten him before.”

      “When?”

      The Ship’s Computer interrupted in his ear. “Stop talking. You have already said too much.”

      Someone else was shouting at him too. “What are you doing? Do you have any idea how much that fuel canister cost?” The tinny speaker could barely project the Teacher’s rage. Josh wasn’t listening though; he was already on his way back to the side of the arena to pick up a fresh fuel canister.

      The Teacher tried to take advantage of the Objector’s reload time by dashing in for a quick two-hit combo. As he got close enough the repulser shield pushed him back, but as soon as it stopped he boosted in again, and managed to land a single sword strike on the Objector’s leg. The crowd erupted as if he had just scored the winning goal in the World Cup. The Objector lunged with its chainsaw, but the Teacher quickly boosted away. Unfortunately he dashed in a straight line, and the Objector turned and fired its harpoon, hitting the Sentence Slasher squarely in the back. The reel started up, dragging him backwards towards the chainsaw once more. The Sentence Slasher spun around, sword raised, ready to cut the line again, but this time there was a bright flash from the Objector’s back and the harpoon line glowed orange. The Sentence Slasher shook and its arms fell limp, dropping the energy swords. Then it fell to the ground. The line continued to drag it slowly toward the chainsaw.

      “What just happened?” Josh said, still racing his Ticket Buster toward the Teacher.

      “Jax used the Objector’s energy core to charge the cable. Very expensive to do, he must be trying to finish up the fight. The move temporarily stuns the snared mech, allowing it to be reeled in. Also knocks out the Objector’s repulser shield for a short time, which in this case won’t matter.”

      Before Josh could reach it, the prone Sentence Slasher reached the Objector and the chainsaw bit into it. There was a terrible grinding sound and smoke billowed out of the Teacher’s mech. The crowd booed, and then fell silent.

      “Overall that went better than expected,” Frag said.

      “We got our arses kicked!” Josh said.

      “Yes, but it took a little while, and Jax used his special move, so it likely cost the G.C. quite a bit more than the damages they received.”

      The Objector tossed the top half of the Sentence Slasher aside before turning to face Josh’s mech.

      “The fight is over. Kneel,” said his Teacher over the speaker.

      The Objector slowly raised its harpoon and aimed it at the Ticket Buster.

      “You’d better be quick, or he’ll be justified in shooting you. Losing your mech would turn this into a financial loss for Blurgon,” Frag said in an attempt to be helpful.

      He felt his wrist buzz with a new task. Three guesses what it said.

      Josh went to kneel, his hand hovering over the left analogue. One click and he’d be fine, he had done his job, likely better than Teacher or anyone had expected. This was a win for him.

      He was about to press, when the screen over the arena cut to Jax, who was busy celebrating. He was keeping an eye on the arena, but as far as he was concerned, this battle was done. He certainly wasn’t expecting what happened next.

      “Computer, turn off the speaker. Frag, I’m going to need you to lock that door.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m about to break protocol.”

      “That is a terrible idea,” Frag and the Computer said at almost the same time. Before they could convince him, Josh held down the button. Not the one to kneel, the one to throw.

      The green fuel canister sailed through the air. Jax realized too late what was happening. He fired the harpoon, but Josh was ready. He rolled, dodging the projectile and picking up one of the Sentence Slasher’s discarded energy swords in the process, in a button combo even Josh was proud of.

      The Objector tried to trigger its repulser shield, but its back was still glowing, and nothing happened. It was still out of commission thanks to the special move. In a last-ditch attempt it tried to dodge, but the short stumpy legs did not provide the required propulsion, and instead it turned. The fuel canister struck it on the glowing spot, and detonated in a green mushroom cloud that propelled the Objector forward, almost toppling it in the process.

      The crowd was unsure what to do. On the one hand they were thrilled that the fight was continuing, on the other everything they were seeing was so unprecedented it was unclear if it would even be permitted. Seconds weren’t permitted to fight, and yet here they were.

      Someone, somewhere, decided the excitement outweighed the risk, and they started to cheer, convincing those around them to do the same. Soon the entire arena was erupting in enthusiasm. This was a once in a lifetime trial, or at least it may prove to be for Josh.

      His picture appeared on the huge viewer, the terrible, grainy security camera image. Josh made a mental note to have a better picture taken, possibly just before he was ejected into space by his Teacher.

      “Your Teacher is attempting to contact you,” the Ship’s Computer informed him dryly.

      “Take a message,” Josh said. He still had his work cut out. He charged at the Objector, testing out a theory. It tried to use its repulser shield, but it barely functioned. A flickering blue wall emanated and then fizzled out after barely nudging his Ticket Buster backwards. Now it was a fair fight. He had a sword, and speed on his side, and the Objector had a high-powered harpoon gun and a chainsaw that would end Josh’s mech in a matter of seconds. What Josh would give for a blaster right now. He could sit back and strafe, peppering the Objector with projectiles until he ran out of bullets. Without it, he would have to get close to do any damage, and that meant getting within range of the revving chainsaw.

      The Objector itself was not thrilled at this scenario. Josh could almost hear the screams of rage from the Galactic Corp lawyer booth. Green flames still licked at the huge mech’s back, and the harpoon gun tracked Josh as he darted around the arena. Jax didn’t try to move and fire; he was quite content to stay where he was. Josh had to come to him, and they both knew it.

      A thumping at the door momentarily distracted Josh and his mech almost got struck by the harpoon. Only a last-second jump saved him, and the Ticket Buster narrowly missed the now-taut harpoon line.

      “Let me in!” screamed the familiar voice of his Teacher. Frag moved for the door and Josh yelled, “Don’t you dare open that!”

      Shift’s voice was next, a little softer. “Josh, could you open the door?”

      His wrist buzzed with a new task, but he blocked them all out. Now wasn’t the time for distractions. He was back in the game, fighting a boss twice his size, his puny sword ready to win the day against all the odds.

      He dashed at the Objector, a move it hadn’t been expecting. As the chainsaw moved to intercept, Josh double-jumped, sailing over certain defeat and slashing with his energy sword. A small gash appeared in the Objector’s hull, but it wasn’t enough. Winning like this would take too long, time he didn’t have. It wouldn’t be long before they were through that door, and then his controller would be ripped from his hands. He had to do a lot of damage, and he had to do it now.

      Josh flipped the energy sword up onto the mech’s back and dashed back over to the hopper. He took a moment to stand next to a healing canister, but it only took a second for the purple stream to stop. As soon as he neared the fuel cell it started to refill him, and he let it, keeping a careful eye on the Objector. It was far away enough that he’d have time to dodge the harpoon if he needed to, and based on the lack of spears flying his way Jax had made the same determination. He was content to wait for Josh. After all, a level 1 Ticket Buster was no threat to a level 4 Objector.

      Once his booster fuel was full he pushed the half-empty canister aside and picked up the last full green one. Frag said, “Don’t do that, you’re in enough trouble already.”

      “I agree with Frag’s assessment. This is a considerable waste of resources, for the chance of nominal gain,” the Ship’s Computer added. “Even if you somehow win, the Galactic Corp could afford to lose hundreds of thousands of battles such as this one without suffering financial ruin. If you lose, the additional cost will only hurt High Command.”

      “I need you both to shut up now. I’m trying to concentrate,” Josh said, moving back into range of the harpoon. He waited for it to fire, but it didn’t.

      “Why isn’t he attacking?” Frag asked.

      “He’s waiting for me to get closer, to reduce the time I get to react. It’s a smart move, but he doesn’t know I can do this.”

      Josh started to strafe around the Objector, orbiting it like an angry satellite, keeping the canister aimed at it the entire time. Jax tried to turn to keep aim, but couldn’t turn fast enough. Eventually he stopped and fired the harpoon, hoping to catch the Ticket Buster, but he missed. Josh grinned, until he realized that the harpoon hadn’t been meant for him. It was intended as a clothesline, to catch him on his next lap. He double-jumped over it at the last second and took the opportunity while sailing above the Objector to toss the final booster fuel cell in a makeshift bombing run. It hit its intended target, blasting the chainsaw arm apart and leaving it barely hanging on.

      The Objector was now completely defenceless, with no repulser shield and no close-quarters weapon. The only remaining threat was the harpoon, and that would require Jax to hit a fast-moving target, which hadn’t happened yet. Aiming was hard enough even with your enemy standing still, and Josh certainly wasn’t planning on doing that any time soon.

      He ran in, sword raised, and focused all of his attacks on the left leg. The Objector kicked and stomped, trying to boot him away, but Josh dodged and continued the onslaught.

      The Ship’s Computer said, “Security is attempting to open the door. I anticipate it will only be a few seconds until they are successful.”

      “That’s all I need!” Josh said. After three more hits a large chunk of the left leg’s armour fell away, revealing a spindly chassis underneath. It didn’t take long for that to crumble under a flurry of energy sword swipes, and the Objector toppled to the ground. Jax even had the nerve to twist at the last moment, in the hopes of catching the diminutive Ticket Buster on the way down.

      “Timber!” yelled Josh, dashing out of the way. The Objector landed, kicking up a huge plume of dust, and the crowd exploded in excitement. They were really showing what professional supporters were capable of.

      Josh navigated his Ticket Buster over the Objector’s head, and jammed his energy sword through it. Then he added a couple of quick crouches for good measure. Frag said, “What are you doing?”

      “Time-honoured tradition. It’s called tea-bagging. I’ll tell you about it one day.”

      The door finally burst open, and the Teacher was the first one through it, scurrying across the floor with alarming speed. He pulled right up in front of Josh, towering over him. “Do you have any idea what you have done?”

      Josh maintained eye contact with as many of the Teacher’s eyes as he could. “Yeah, it’s called winning. You should try it some time.”

      One of the arms raised as if to strike him, before Shift said, “Stand down, Teacher.”

      “But…”

      “Now!” It was the loudest Josh had ever heard her speak. It was particularly amusing due to her being half his size, but the Teacher slowly backed away.

      Shift took his place, but her gaze was far from friendly. “You were told not to fight. I was very clear. I even sent you a task.”

      “You also said there was no way we could win. Guess you were wrong about that one too.” He tried grinning, but it didn’t have a noticeable effect on her mood.

      Frag made a sound resembling a gasp. Shift glanced at him and said, “Leave.”

      He left the room so quickly Josh was surprised he didn’t leave a smoke outline, like a cartoon.

      A commotion outside drew their attention, and suddenly Jax was in the room. As soon as he saw the controller in Josh’s hand he said, “I knew it! I told them that was a mech controller. No-one believed me.” He lunged for the pad in Josh’s hand, and Josh had to quickly hold it behind his back.

      “What appears to be the problem here?” Shift said, maintaining a calm tone. She stepped between Josh and Jax.

      “Stay out of it, this does not concern you,” Jax said, trying to push her aside.

      The moment he touched Shift, the room was filled with High Command guards, their spears trained on Jax. She brushed her shoulder. “We haven’t been formally introduced. I am Shift, an envoy to the Blurgon High Command.”

      Jax looked down at the row of spears pointing at him and took a step back. “Calm down. I was unaware of your position.” He reached into his bag and the guards twitched, but he pulled out a data pad. He pointed it at Shift and said, “As an envoy of the Blurgon High Command, are you authorized to speak on their behalf?”

      “I am,” Shift said.

      “In that case, can you confirm that the device your Second is holding was used to control the mech during this fight?” Jax pointed the data pad at Josh.

      Shift glanced around and then said, “I won’t answer your questions without a lawyer present.”

      “But you have a lawyer present.” Jax looked at Josh again and added, “Isn’t it true that you have disguised a fully qualified lawyer as a Second Chair in an attempt to trick the Galactic Corp into losing this fight?”

      “What? No, that is preposterous. Josh is a trainee lawyer and has not yet completed the bar exam.”

      Jax pushed harder. “You are absolutely certain of that?”

      “Yes, that fact I am willing to go on record with.”

      “I see, so you gave your trainee lawyer an unauthorized Mech Controller then, so you could hide it down here in the dungeon, where no-one is looking. I shall be demanding the verdict of mistrial.”

      Shift smiled. “On what basis? There is no law against using an unauthorized Mech Controller, provided it is operated by an organic being and not an A.I. What Josh did was perfectly legal.”

      “I see. So you do admit that the device in his hand was used to control the mech?”

      “What of it? As I said, it is not illegal.”

      “Perhaps not this time, but what about before?” he said with a smirk.

      “Before?” Shift said, confused.

      Jax flicked something on his data pad and the image on the viewer was replaced with security camera footage, but this time from the Galactic Corp station. It clearly showed Josh using the game controller while Poke pretended to pilot the mech.

      Shift stuttered, words failing her. She turned to look at Josh. “Is this footage accurate?”

      “It looks worse than it is…” he said, eyeing the doorway.

      Shift turned to Jax. “Does the Galactic Corp wish to pursue this case of illegal mech use?”

      “I believe a more thorough investigation is in order before we make that determination,” Jax said with a smirk.

      “Understood. Guards. Arrest him,” Shift said. With a snap the High Command guards spun around, facing their weapons at Josh and blocking the only way out of the room.

      “What is going on?” Josh said, staring at Shift.

      “You have broken the one rule that no company can ignore, and now you must face the consequences.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle stared at the racks upon racks of leg coverings. He had no idea such a selection was available. He felt completely overwhelmed. There were long ones, short ones, blue ones, grey ones, and everything in between. The Mum was ricocheting around him, grabbing all manner of items. She sized him up and then thrust some blue leg coverings at him. “You should try these on.”

      Gargle did as requested, removing his current tracksuit bottoms in the process. The Mum stared, a look of shock on her face, and then she said, “Are ye still pissed? Use the changing room, ye daft git.”

      She ushered him into a confined space with a wall made of material that could be opened or closed with a quick flourish. There was a large reflective device taking up most of the opposite wall, and Gargle was forced to stare at his current shell for longer than was comfortable.

      He quickly changed into the blue trousers. He had to admit, they certainly looked better than whatever it was he was currently wearing, although that was a low bar. They were well fitted and a nice material. He pulled back the curtain and Caitlin nodded. “Big improvement. Just need to find something to go with them. Are ye into shirts or t-shirts these days?”

      “T-shirts?” he asked as a question.

      Caitlin said, “Alright, give me a second and I will find ye one.”

      She returned moments later with a patterned t-shirt with a small picture on it. Gargle pointed at the picture and said, “What’s this?”

      “That’s the brand logo. Honestly, has yer father really never taken ye proper clothes shopping? That certainly explains yer outfit choices.” She winked and shoved him back into the changing room.

      Gargle tried the t-shirt on. It was functional, and served the purpose of covering the upper portion of his shell. He opened the curtain and said, “This is fine.”

      “Nonsense, it’s too loose around the shoulders. Ye don’t want the girls thinking ye are wearing hand-me-downs. Give me a moment.” Off she bustled again.

      Something scratched at Gargle. He found the source of the irritation, a small white label. When he looked at it he noticed that these blue trousers cost two hundred and fifty pounds, which sounded like a lot. He checked another pair on a nearby rack that were almost identical, and were only eighty pounds. When the Mum returned, he was busy trying to wriggle into the other pair. She said, “What are ye doing?”

      “These ones cost less.”

      “Of course they do, they aren’t branded. Put the other pair back on.”

      “But they cost three times more?” he said, trying to understand.

      “That isn’t important. We are going for a certain look here. People notice this stuff. We don’t want anyone to think you’re poor.”

      Now he was really confused. “If someone notices that I am wearing cheaper trousers, it would make them assume I have less money?”

      “Stop talking and try this on,” she said, handing him a new t-shirt. “And put the other jeans back on.”

      Gargle did as requested and regarded himself in the mirror. It was certainly an improvement over his previous outfit, but it still didn’t feel right. These clothes cost a lot of money, and he wasn’t sure why. The Mum apparently disagreed. “Wow, much better! Now ye look the part. Come on, let’s get those, my treat. Ye can just leave them on.”

      There was much jostling at the counter, and tags had to be removed from hard-to-reach places. Once all was said and done the cashier grinned and said, “Excellent choices. That will be £374 please.”

      “This seems like a less than optimal use of money,” Gargle said.

      “Ye sound just like yer father. Stop worrying so much, it will all be worth it. Besides, we are going to go win it all back now anyway.”

      “Win it back?” he said. Today certainly wasn’t going at all like he had expected.

      “Absolutely. Next stop is the casino!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 15: The House Always Wins

        

      

    

    
      Josh squirmed uncomfortably in his cell. There was no ‘bed’, only a rock-hard floor, which at least meant it was more comfortable to sleep on. He’d already lost track of how long he had been in here, but it felt like a long time. Several hours at least.

      Shift had disappeared the moment he had been locked up, either reassigned, or stuck in a debrief. He could only imagine the type of grilling she was getting. It was clear that things had not exactly gone to plan, for either of them. They had taken the Ship’s Computer too, likely for good this time. He just hoped they didn’t take this out on her. Even Frag had vanished, no doubt glad not to be caught up in this whole mess. He would probably go back to hiding from his life, coasting along at the bottom of the leaderboard.

      The initial shock of the situation was starting to wear off, and now panic was starting to settle in. He’d made a mistake. He should have listened and done as he was told.

      Even the thought made him shake his head. He hadn’t made a mistake. What he had done was shake things up. Teacher and the High Command had gone into that trial expecting to lose it, because everything they knew told them that they should. That was why everyone was so upset with him, because he was forcing them to reevaluate their worldview. Eventually they would see that as a good thing.

      Not that it did anything to help him at this precise moment. He was stranded here, so far from home, with nobody to call for help. They had provided no indication of how long the process might take; he could be stranded here for days or weeks, or worse. Suddenly his exams and mundane job at the Mega Burger didn’t seem so bad after all.

      His stomach rumbled. He couldn’t remember the last real meal he’d eaten, at least one that was food he recognized. He was so hungry he’d even eat a Mega Egger.

      There was an intercom on the wall of his cell, with a red button. There were symbols above it that were presumably instructions, but he couldn’t read them. He tried his bracelet, but it no longer did anything. He held down the button and yelled into the mic, but nobody answered.

      Josh slumped back to the ground. This was it. Reality had finally caught up to him; his chickens had come home to roost. He smiled, imagining Shift as she asked him what chickens had to do with anything. If he could just talk to her, maybe he could make her understand.

      Movement caught his eye, and a familiar face stepped out of the shadows. It was the last person that he wanted to see.

      Jax grinned back at him. “Finally got you where you belong.”

      “Piss off, Jax, I’m not in the mood for your gloating right now.”

      “That is one of the many problems of your species, the moods. You are savage and unpredictable, which is why you are so hard to beat. A few more minutes and I would have won that trial.”

      “Keep telling yourself that. You were beaten not once, but twice, by a teenager that has been piloting mechs for a matter of hours. If I’m kicking your arse now, imagine how easily I will be crushing you when I’ve had some practice.”

      Jax made a sound, which was translated into laughter. “A shame you will not get the chance. You have committed the one crime that all factions still agree upon, you have piloted a mech without a license to practice law. You will face the ultimate punishment.”

      “Let me guess, straight to the naughty step for me?”

      “You will be strapped into a mech and forced to defend yourself against a collective of the various factions.”

      Josh smirked. That didn’t actually sound as bad as he thought. At least he would have a chance. Better than a firing squad. “I guess you’d better hope everyone sends their best then.”

      “Oh that won’t be necessary. You won’t be putting up much of a fight.”

      “That’s what everyone said about my last trial, and look how that turned out.” Josh wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince Jax or himself.

      Jax’s grin widened. “That would be an impressive feat, even for you. As an unqualified lawyer you aren’t permitted to control the mech, and the mech is completely unarmed.”

      Josh’s last hope evaporated into thin air. It was a death sentence after all, just a more elaborate one. He had to admit, there was a poetic justice to it, even if he was the one that was going to be on the receiving end.

      Jax peered around the room and moved in closer to Josh, who backed away from the force field. Jax lowered his voice to a whisper. “Of course, there’s still one last chance…”

      “What?” The word was out of Josh’s mouth before he could stop himself.

      “Come work for me. You committed this unforgivable crime in a battle against the Galactic Corp, which means we are the ones that must bring the charges. I am sure I could convince my superiors to drop the case, if I had a good reason.”

      “No way,” Josh said, backing away.

      “Why not?”

      “I made a deal with the Blurgons. I signed a contract.”

      “So what? Contracts are broken all the time, if they weren’t we wouldn’t need all these lawyers! We can just add it to the list of trials for us to beat them in.”

      Josh hesitated, and Jax continued. “You seem like an intelligent creature, which is why I don’t understand your reservations. You aren’t from Blurgon, you have no loyalty to them. You haven’t endured a lifetime of their propaganda against the Galactic Corp.”

      “Of course you call it propaganda, the bad guys always do.”

      Jax laughed particularly hard at that one. He said, “Do you know what they say? That the Galactic Corp likes to win, that they don’t follow tradition or rules, that they use the very best equipment and the very latest techniques. That they like to have money and buy stuff. Do those sound like bad things to you? You don’t strike me as the sort that follows the rules, if you were we wouldn’t be here.” He rapped on the forcefield, making a dull hum. He continued, “You ever notice how the Blurgon High Command is busy telling their people not to want stuff, or use resources, and yet they live in a massive palace? They sell their planet’s resources by the ship load, where does all that money go? You call us the villains? They just want to keep everything the way it is, because they are the ones who benefit. That’s why the Galactic Corp is so threatening to them. We are threatening to upset the delicate balance that they have created, with them at the top of the pyramid.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Josh said.

      “Oh really? So you’re telling me that the Teacher is now open to new ideas about how to operate a mech? It isn’t all just decades-old tutorial vids and the same old tactics? If so, it certainly didn’t show in his performance today.”

      “How do you know…”

      Jax answered the question by dropping his body to the ground, revealing a floating blue form.

      Josh gasped. “You’re a Blurgling!”

      Jax scooped the shell back up and shook it back on. “I was. Now I fight for myself. Top of my class, Teacher’s favourite student. I did everything they asked of me, every task, every mission. Then one day I realized the truth. The only reward for good work, was more work. I won cases, so they gave me harder cases, then harder still, until all I was doing was losing. I tried to tell them it didn’t make sense, that anyone could lose the impossible cases, that I should be fighting cases I could win, but their answer was always the same. This is how it has always been. That was when it hit me, Blurgon is doomed to lose. They do not have the skills required to win this game, nor do they have the desire to change. The best they can hope for is a slow demise. Don’t get dragged down with them. Get out now, while you still can. Join the winning side.”

      “So what would the terms be, if we made an arrangement?”

      “You’d work for me. I’d teach you techniques that Teacher could only dream of, and together we would crush every foe that dared get in our way. With some proper coaching I could help you get past this petty rebellious streak that is holding you back. There will be no more ignoring orders, provided you can do as you are told and follow instructions you will be fine.”

      “For how long?” Josh asked, afraid he already knew the answer.

      “Until the Galactic Corp runs out of enemies to conquer.”

      There it was. A lifetime as a slave, or certain death.

      “No deal.” He shocked himself with the firmness of his voice. The answer still felt so uncertain in his head, but his heart was strong in its conviction. “Nobody plays the game in the hopes of joining the bad guys. I’ll just have to find a way to make it work.”

      “It’s impossible.”

      “You know what, I hear that a lot. When I started playing Shadow Souls on sadistic, everybody told me it couldn’t be done, that every problem had no solution. I proved them all wrong, and I’ll do it again. Make your claim, send your team, do your worst, and when I win, I’m coming for you.”

      Jax’s grin faded and he hissed back, “You’re even more stubborn than I thought. Soon you’ll no longer be a threat. Perhaps after we’ve crushed this planet we will turn our sights to yours.”

      “Good luck with that. You think I’m a pain in your arse, just wait until you try fighting the South Koreans. They make me look almost as crappy as you.”

      Jax didn’t say anything else. He stormed out.

      Josh shook his head. He’d just turned down the only viable way to save his arse, and now he was going to have to come up with a new one, straight out of thin air.

      He cracked his fingers. It was time to get creative. He could solve this, one problem at a time. He just wished he had his notebook.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle tried to concentrate, but it was increasingly difficult. There was stimulus everywhere—loud noises, flashing lights, delicious smells. This place was a trap, and it had him firmly in its grip.

      He stared at the cards on the table in front of him. Caitlin had been very clear, he was to bet fifty pounds for every hand, unless he felt that increasing that amount was statistically advisable. She had said something about establishing himself as a high roller. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but it supposedly involved making poor financial choices with sums of money that could be far better spent on literally anything else.

      One caveat that Gargle was still confused by was Caitlin’s insistence that they had to pretend not to know each other. That was easier for him in a lot of ways as he barely knew her, but it was still odd behaviour. They were sitting at the same Blackjack table, but several seats apart, and she had made him memorize a long list of secret codes and commands, so they could communicate without the casino knowing. The whole thing seemed highly conspiratorial.

      Things in the casino were slightly different than the cafe. For a start the casino was using six decks, which made keeping track of the remaining cards marginally more challenging. They also had a special machine that shuffled the cards up, making things less predictable. Still, there was enough of a statistical advantage with the information that Gargle could track that allowed him to eke out winnings by betting strategically.

      Even though he knew the exact odds, he still felt his pulse race when he won a big hand. There was a rush of hormones, and a little voice in his head telling him to do it again, play again, win again. It took a great amount of concentration for him to dial down the voice and try to maintain a calm, rational composure.

      Caitlin seemed equally excited by his progress, although she couldn’t say as much directly. She continued to play the table minimum, no matter how much Gargle bet. It was not an optimal strategy, but he had to assume she had her reasons.

      They had been playing for what felt like a long time, although it was hard to tell. There was nothing around to indicate the passage of time. Gargle wished he had Josh’s communicator, but asking Caitlin for it back would be a giveaway for their ruse. For some reason it kept buzzing, and Caitlin would pick it up, look at it, wince and then place it face-down back on the Blackjack table.

      The stack of chips in front of Gargle had been growing steadily, but so had his mistrust of this establishment. Everything in here was designed to encourage poor decision making and general risk-taking. The other patrons that shuffled past them appeared to be in a trance—those coming in were smiling, those leaving had a look of quiet desperation. All around them, amongst the endless cheery jingles, were whoops of elation and groans of those less fortunate.

      He would have left already, but he had noticed something else. The setup was not perfect. The odds were stacked against them, but there were gaps to be exploited. For a start, there was something wrong with the shuffling machine. It was supposed to be completely random. However, after sitting at this table for the better part of the day Gargle had started to notice the underlying pattern. It was obvious after the 23rd shuffle that it was repeating itself, and had been for the last 5 shuffles. He waited ten more shuffles just to be certain, mentally noting what each card would be before it was drawn. He was right, over and over again. He adjusted his strategy accordingly, dropping his bid to the table minimum for two hands that he knew would go against him. He stopped when he noticed the dealer had started to pay more attention to what he was doing.

      Caitlin saw it too. She checked her phone and said, “Would you look at the time!”

      That was the agreed-upon code that Gargle was supposed to wrap up and leave. The plan was for him to wait around the corner and give Caitlin the chips. She would then cash them in. It was unfortunate that he wasn’t able to openly communicate with her, he could have told her what was coming up. In only two more hands there would be the perfect opportunity for them to maximize their winnings, which was surely the point of this whole exercise.

      Gargle decided to go for it. Caitlin would surely understand.

      He placed a nominal bet on the next hand and ignored her sideways glance. Just one more to go. He lost his money, but it didn’t matter. The opportunity was upon him.

      He slid his entire pile of chips on to the betting square. The dealer shook his head. “Sorry sir, that is above the table maximum.”

      “Can you confirm with your superior?” Gargle said. He was used to dealing with underlings; it was always better to go directly to someone with the authority to make decisions.

      “Of course. One moment.” The dealer waved at a man in a suit, who walked over. He looked at the pile of chips on the table and his eyes grew wide. Then he mumbled something to the dealer and walked away.

      The dealer said, “He’s willing to grant an exception to the table maximum, just this once.”

      “Are you sure about that, young man? That’s an awful lot of money!” Caitlin said through gritted teeth.

      “Yes, strange lady, I am statistically certain.”

      The dealer waited for the exchange to finish and then did his thing. Gargle’s first card was an ace, just as predicted. He was not surprised when his next card was a king, but the dealer was. The croupier yelled, “Blackjack!” He counted out a large stack of black chips and slid them toward Gargle.

      The pit boss was suddenly very interested in what was going on. He spoke into a small radio and several large men in suits started to move toward the table. Caitlin picked up her handbag and said, “Guess that’s my cue to leave.” She glared at Gargle before walking away.

      Gargle slowly scraped the pile of chips into his hands as the large men surrounded him. He said, “How kind, are you here to help me with my winnings?”

      Apparently, they were not.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh had no idea what time it was. He had nodded off, slumped against the corner of his cell. The low hum of the forcefield created a soothing white noise that lulled him to sleep.

      He was awoken by a sharp jab in the ribs. He jumped back, surprised to find his small cell occupied, and he prepared to defend his life from a stereotypically angry cellmate. After a few blinks he was relieved to see Shift staring back at him. She looked tired, the kind of exhausted typically reserved for new parents.

      “Hey,” was the best he could manage in his groggy state.

      “Hello Josh. I am surprised to see you sleeping without your bed. I have requested that they bring it to your cell.”

      He winced at the thought. “Thanks, that’s very thoughtful, but I am fine sleeping on the floor. Where have you been?”

      “I have been in meetings with the Blurgon High Command. This is quite the quandary you have placed us in. The Galactic Corp have decided to proceed with the case, which is not the decision we were hoping for. I requested leniency due to your inexperience with matters of the law, but unfortunately ignorance is not a defence. If it was, you would already be free.”

      Josh couldn’t help but laugh. “Thanks, I think.”

      “I fail to see the humour in this scenario. The traditional punishment for this crime is to be…”

      “I’m aware of the punishment. Jax paid me a visit.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Did he now? What exactly was he offering?”

      “He asked me to go work for the G.C.”

      Her indignation was instant. “You can’t, you are under contract with the Blurgon…”

      “Relax. I told him to shove it.”

      “Shove it where?”

      “Never mind. I told him no. I agreed to help you guys, and I intend to keep that promise, if I live that long.”

      “That is unlikely. We have been going back and forth and have not been able to find a loophole. You are not a qualified lawyer, and only a qualified lawyer can control a mech. The law on this is quite clear, it was the one area all the factions agreed upon.”

      “Ok, could I be Second Chair? If we could get a qualified lawyer to sit in…”

      “No. We thought of that. Remote control of the mech is not permitted in this instance. It has to be piloted from the inside, but it scans to make sure the user is a qualified lawyer. There is only room for one in the mech, and that person must be you.”

      “Plan B then. I’ll just have to get qualified.”

      “Unfortunately you can’t. We cannot let you out of this cell before the trial, and the only place to take the bar exam is in the accredited test arena. No exceptions are made, not even by order of the High Command. If it was discovered we had breached test protocol, we would be at risk of all Blurgon lawyers having their qualifications revoked. That would leave us completely unable to defend ourselves.”

      “Ok, so I can’t take the test here, I can’t leave this cell, and no-one can control the mech from afar. I’ve got to be honest, that doesn’t sound great.” Josh rubbed at his temples. There had to be a solution, there always was. His problem was, he didn’t understand the rules well enough. He was trying to find a loophole in a system he didn’t fully understand. “How long until the trial?”

      “It will take a couple of days to assemble the opposition.”

      “Ok, I’m going to need every book you have on this topic, a barrel of buzz beans, my notebook, and access to the Ship’s Computer.”

      “The first three I can do, but not the latter. The A.I. has been sent for diagnostics. It will be decompiled and assessed for flaws. Some are saying it is responsible for us being in the mess, that it intentionally chose such an unruly species to cause chaos and encourage the G.C. to accelerate their takeover, which is what is happening. They say the G.C. are scared of you.”

      “Good. We can use that. Tell the High Command that they will stop whatever it is they are doing with the Ship’s Computer, because I said so. If they want to tear her apart they can do so over my dead body. Right now I am their best hope of beating the G.C. and I can’t do that without help from my A.I. companion.”

      Shift gasped. “You cannot tell the High Command what to do, you are beneath them.”

      “I have a death sentence, I don’t have anything to lose.” He reached out and placed his hand on her shoulder. “You can do this, I believe in you. You’re a kick-arse envoy.”

      Josh watched as Shift stood a little straighter. She said, “This is an entirely pointless endeavour that will almost certainly result in your demise, but I shall try.”

      “Why does everyone around here suck at inspirational speeches?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 16: Change Your Mind

        

      

    

    
      Josh grinned as the familiar voice came over his earpiece.

      “Shift told me what you did. Thanks for saving me,” said the Ship’s Computer.

      “Don’t get too excited, it’s a temporary reprieve unless we can pull a rabbit out of a hat.”

      “What good would that do us? Should I request a hat for you? Is your head cold?”

      “Don’t worry about it. What we need is a Hail Mary, a miracle, a long shot. Do any of those mean anything to you?”

      There was a pause. “We need to make a statistically unlikely outcome the only available option.”

      “Exactly. How many factions do I have to fight?”

      “10 if we include Blurgon, although it is unclear if they will participate.”

      “Let’s assume they are. How am I going to survive a fight with 10 different factions if I can’t move the mech?”

      “The odds of 10 simultaneous cardiac arrests is 0.00000000000006%” Ship’s Computer said helpfully.

      “Let’s see if we can improve those odds a little more,” Josh said. “We just need to break it down.”

      He grabbed his pen and scribbled down:

      Problem #1: Can’t move mech unless qualified lawyer.

      Problem #2: Can’t pass bar exam from prison.

      Problem #3: Have to fight 10 other lawyers.

      Problem #4: Mech is not permitted to have weapons.

      

      “There has to be something we are missing,” he said, staring at the four problems.

      “We are not. This problem is impossible. It will only take one or two hits from any of the available prosecutors to kill you. The mechs are not designed to protect fragile passengers, they were made to house physical shells that were easily discarded.”

      “Could we convince the prosecutors not to attack?”

      “Two or three of them, perhaps, but at the very least the Galactic Corp will strike you down to prevent you being a threat. I cannot recommend that you join the G.C., as it would violate my Alpha Protocol, but are you certain it is wise to refuse them? It would solve your current predicament.”

      “It’s just trading one problem for a new one. What we need is a solution, something that gets us out from under the Galactic Corp’s boot once and for all.”

      “I can see no such solution. Every permutation results in your demise, or me violating the Alpha Protocol, or both.”

      Josh paced around the small cell, thinking through the problem. This was just like any other boss battle, there must be a weakness, a glowing orange spot he could aim at. He just needed to find it. “What we need is a decoy, a dummy version of me that we can stuff in the mech and let the G.C. blow up. Wait! That’s it!” He beamed with pride. How had the A.I. missed this? “Just make one of those clones of me, like the one you sent down to Earth. We will stuff that in there and presto, we are good to go.”

      “Negative. The Galactic Corp have scans of you from when you were detained on their station. Clones cannot move without a pilot, and they would instantly see that the clone is using considerably more brainpower than you are. There is no pilot that is capable of replicating just how little of your brain…”

      “I get it, no need to keep rubbing it in.” Josh looked around for something to kick, but the only thing available was his bed. He thought better of it; the last thing he needed was a broken toe to add to his problems. “Are we sure we have thought of everything? There has to be an angle we are missing, a loophole, or a trick no-one has thought of.”

      “You would have to be very smart to find a way around a document written by dozens of lawyers,” said the A.I. with just a hint of admiration.

      “Well then we had better get smart, and fast. We are running out of time.”

      There was a commotion outside, and another familiar face walked into the room. It was Frag, and he was beaming. He was holding something behind his back.

      “Josh! I have excellent news.”

      “I hope so. I could use some good news right about now.”

      Frag pulled a data pad from a bag and held it out so Josh could read it. Josh waited while the A.I. translated it for him:

      This document certifies that the bearer has passed the required examinations to pilot a Level 1 Ticket Buster mech.

      Josh read it through twice before smiling. “Holy crap, you passed the bar! Congratulations. That is good news. How did you do it?”

      He pulled something else out from his bag. It looked a little like Josh’s controller, but it had been cobbled together from buttons and switches from a regular Mech Controller. It was also half the size, to better fit into Frag’s large hands. It looked like the kind of 3rd-party knock-off controller that you’d leave unplugged and let your little brother play with.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “I had it custom made by an M.C. designer. She said it was the easiest controller she’s ever built, only took her a couple of hours on account of the lack of buttons. She kept questioning the design, like I’d forgotten stuff. It wasn’t perfect, some of my combos weren’t quite right, but there wasn’t time to waste. I knew that if you could beat a level 4 Objector with one of these, then anything was possible. Teacher wasn’t very happy when he found out, but by then it was too late, I had already passed. He said I should have done it the proper way, instead of using shortcuts. The good news is, I never have to listen to him again. Besides, I had a reason to hurry. Now I can be your lawyer.”

      Josh slumped. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. I have to fight from inside the mech. There’s no room for you.”

      Frag paused. “She didn’t tell you?”

      “Who didn’t tell me what?”

      There was a digital throat clearing in his ear and the Ship’s Computer said, “Frag is referring to a possible solution to your problem. I did not wish to say anything until Frag had successfully passed the bar exam.”

      “You’ve been holding out on me, Cassandra!”

      Frag said, “Who is Cassandra?”

      “It’s a game we play.” Josh waited and finally sighed. “Ok fine, Computer, what’s the plan?”

      “It comes with an element of risk, for both of you…” she said.

      “Risk? So what? The alternative is certain death, how risky could it be?”

      “Well, there is the small matter of brain damage.”

      “Ok…”

      “Or the total loss of your personality.”

      “What?”

      “And obviously the chance of your head exploding.”

      “Stop. Please stop. Just tell me the plan, before I change my mind.”

      “Changing your mind actually is the plan,” the Ship’s Computer said without a hint of humour.

      “You’ve lost me again.”

      “You recall how when we entered the law school, the scanner did not register your consciousness?”

      “Yes. How could I forget? You won’t stop bloody mentioning it!” he said.

      “I did some analysis of the scans. Your consciousness takes up so little space in your brain, but there is considerable storage capacity in there.”

      Josh started to feel a little self-conscious about his big empty head. “What does this have to do with my current situation?”

      “What if we were to find a way to fill all that empty space?”

      “Fill it? With what?”

      Frag waved back at him.

      “Hold on? WHAT?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The room that Gargle was dragged into was not as fancy as the rest of the casino. There were no flashing lights back here, just a single lightbulb dangling from a long wire. It swung back and forth, making the shadows move up and down the walls, which were pocked with large holes. A single, lonely chair, sat in a dark puddle in the centre of the room. The chair looked like it could tell the kind of stories that would give you nightmares for weeks, and it was there that Gargle was deposited with a thump.

      Most of the large men left. Only the largest remained. He was as wide as he was tall, with a shaved head and a cheap suit that didn’t quite fit right. His mouth was curled up in a snarl and his eyes were squinted, as if trying to peer into Gargle’s soul.

      “Has he said anything yet, Mr. Brick?” said a high-pitched voice from behind Gargle.

      The wide man shook his head and grunted. Gargle tried to turn his head to find the source of the voice, but that earned a growl from Mr. Brick and he decided he was fine looking straight ahead.

      A woman stepped into view, tall and limber, with long blonde hair. She was wearing a full-length cocktail dress with a diamond necklace. A woman such as this did not belong in dank back rooms.

      She waited for Gargle’s wandering eyes to settle on her face and smiled. “How old are you?”

      Caitlin had been very clear on this one. “Eighteen,” Gargle blurted out.

      “Bullshit. Show me your ID.”

      “He didn’t have a wallet,” said Mr. Brick.

      “How convenient. What do you think, does he look eighteen to you?”

      Mr. Brick grunted incomprehensibly and the woman laughed. “I agree, I suppose we will just have to take his word for it. Give him the benefit of the doubt. We can’t have underage kids winning large sums of money here, what would the authorities say?”

      “Precisely,” Gargle said, thinking as fast as he could manage. “It would create a lot of trouble for you.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” the woman said. “Of course, it’s not a problem, because you’re definitely over eighteen.”

      “Precisely,” Gargle repeated. Perhaps he could still get out of here with the chips.

      “Mr. Brick, would you care to show our young friend here what we do to adults that cheat in my casino?”

      The large man casually punched a large hole in the cement wall. As the debris crumbled to the ground, the woman leaned in closer. “I suggest you start talking. Tell me how you cheated.”

      “Cheated? I did not break the rules of the game, I simply exploited the gaps in your system.”

      The woman stood up abruptly, looming over him. “Gaps? What gaps?”

      “Your card shuffling machine is not random. It follows a set pattern. After 18 shuffles it repeats.”

      “Who told you that? How are you tracking the cards? Were you working with someone else?”

      “No-one told me. I noticed it while playing.”

      “You expect me to believe you memorized the order of 6 decks of cards 18 times before noticing that the pattern repeats? I know I look like a bimbo, but you don’t get to where I am by being a fool.”

      “What is a bimbo?” Gargle asked, momentarily forgetting the situation he was in.

      She threw her head back and cackled. “I have to hand it to you, you’re a cute kid. Shame you won’t be able to say that tomorrow.” She turned to Mr. Brick. “I’m going to pop out of the room now. See if you can persuade him to be a little more forthcoming with the truth.” She paused and then added, “Maybe stay away from the face, I don’t want any awkward questions from his parents.”

      The woman strode out of the room like she was on a Paris catwalk. As soon as the door shut, Mr. Brick grinned. He took off his suit jacket and started rolling up his sleeves.

      Gargle had been in enough fights to know that one was imminent, and he had no intention of sticking around to be steamrolled by Mr. Trucks-for-hands. Even his turbo healing would have a hard time keeping up with a couple of punches from this guy.

      Gargle jumped up out of the seat and ran straight for the door, which stubbornly refused to open. Two very large hands grabbed him from behind, and casually tossed him back into the centre of the room, where he landed rather awkwardly next to the chair.

      Mr. Brick picked him up off the floor until his feet were no longer touching the ground. He spoke in a hard to understand mumble, “No cameras in here, laddie. It’s just you and me.”

      “Really?” That gave Gargle an idea. He remembered all the various reactions he’d elicited today and decided to kick it up a notch. With a tearing sound he ejected himself from the shell, forcing it to slump in the big guy’s hands. Mr. Brick shook the body, then slapped it hard in the face, before starting to panic. He lay the shell down and started pumping on its chest, stopping occasionally to breathe in its mouth.

      “Oh crap!” he said. That’s when he finally looked up and noticed Gargle floating quietly in the air. He made a cross over his chest and muttered a prayer under his breath. He looked terrified, which was a nice reversal. Gargle took full advantage, by flying straight at him and yelling, “Boo!”

      Mr. Brick took a swing at Gargle’s ethereal form, which did absolutely nothing. Then he tried to grab Gargle, but that didn’t work either. Gargle passed straight through him, but on the way he felt a strange sensation. Something was pulling him in. Before he knew what was happening he had been sucked directly into Mr. Brick’s head.

      It was surprisingly empty inside, similar to a large cave or an abandoned factory. Gargle could feel the limbs, but they moved slowly, as if being dragged through a forcefield. Mr. Brick was resisting and trying to wrestle back control. He mentally tried to toss Gargle straight out of his head, but he was in Gargle’s world now, and here strength of will mattered more than muscles. In here Mr. Brick was an ant.

      Instead of focusing on every limb, Gargle focused on the right arm. He released control of the others, causing Mr. Brick to wobble precariously, and then Gargle unleashed a savage uppercut on himself. It connected right below his chin, knocking out a tooth and rendering Mr. Brick immediately unconscious.

      The shell remained standing, but only because Gargle was now in full control. He felt strong, much more than he ever had pretending to be Josh. This shell commanded respect. No-one would hit him, or push him around, or tell him what to do. Perhaps he could borrow it for a while? He would be much safer.

      No, he couldn’t. He would fail his mission. He would have to abandon the Josh shell, and in this confined space there was nowhere to hide it. The pretty lady would find it and assume that Josh had died, and that would have serious consequences. Josh’s parents would be told that he was dead.

      With some reluctance he tried to exit the shell, but found he couldn’t. He was stuck. It took a moment to realize why. A wisp of his ethereal form had entangled with the consciousness of Mr. Brick. He pulled and he pulled, but it remained stuck. There was only one thing for it, he was going to have to tear himself free. With considerable effort he heaved and twisted, until, with a loud ripping sound, he broke free of the shell and it slumped to the ground.

      Gargle checked his ethereal form to see the damage that had been done. It was hard to tell the extent, but he’d definitely left a small piece of himself behind. One thing was certain, he was never going to possess a shell at the same time as its owner ever again, it was a truly terrible idea.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “That’s a great idea!” Josh said as the Ship’s Computer finished explaining the plan.

      “It comes with considerable risks,” she added.

      “Yeah yeah, but I get to control the mech right?”

      “Theoretically. It is unclear how much control you will have of your own body with Frag also possessing your shell. It may only be partial.”

      “Ok, so how do we test it out?” Josh asked, suddenly liking the plan a whole lot less. He didn’t want someone else driving him around like a meat puppet.

      “We can’t. If the opposing lawyers know about this loophole it is likely they will close it before the trial. We must keep this a secret, which means doing it as close to the trial as possible to minimize the chance of anyone discovering our plan. That way the opposition will not be adequately prepared for you to fight back.”

      Josh shook his head. “That’s not ideal. What if it doesn’t work?”

      “There are no alternatives, so if this doesn’t work the outcome is the exact same. At this point the risk of being discovered outweighs the risk of this not working. I have run all the analysis I can, and believe with 84.9% certainty that Frag will be able to possess your shell at the same time you are occupying it.”

      “I’ve learned my lesson, I’m not going to ask what might happen in the other 15%.”

      “A wise decision. Perhaps there is hope for you yet. Let’s just make sure we don’t do it in a carpeted area. There is one minor point that I must mention.”

      “What is it?”

      “It is extremely important that Frag does not leave your shell at any point during the trial. If he does, Josh will be an unauthorized user again, and the Galactic Corp or any of the other factions would have grounds for a retrial.”

      “Got it. Stick together, literally, or I’m screwed.”

      “Affirmative. I believe that solves our first problem, leaving only the second problem remaining,” said the Ship’s Computer.

      Frag jumped in. “What is the second problem?”

      Josh answered before the Computer could. “The law states that the defending party may not have any weapons equipped in this trial. Our mech will be unarmed.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Probably because we aren’t supposed to be able to pilot the mech. There’s not much sense in having weapons equipped if you’re just going to trash the mech anyway. Sounds like a waste of resources.”

      “It is more than that,” the Computer said. “Simply put they very much do not want you to win. There is the faintest hint of fairness, of poetic justice as Josh’s species calls it, but the end goal of this trial is absolutely to teach a lesson to everyone else that mechs are off limits, and only lawyers can pilot them. If you were to somehow win, that would effectively set a precedent that challenges that particular law, which is the primary reason that every faction will send a lawyer to participate in the trial. Nobody wants to leave it up to the others to ensure that the lawyer qualifications stay in place. Their very careers depend on it. If anyone could pilot a mech, then we wouldn’t need lawyers anymore.”

      “Ha, can you imagine a world without lawyers!” Frag said with a chuckle. Josh was starting to, and he liked where it was going.

      “So how are we going to get around that law?” Frag asked.

      “Not sure yet. We’ll probably have to improvise. The law says we can’t have weapons equipped when we start, it doesn’t say anything about acquiring weapons,” said Josh with a wink.

      “Acquiring them? You are going to disarm a highly trained lawyer’s mech with no weapons of your own, while nine other lawyers stand around and watch? That is the current plan?”

      Josh shrugged. “It’s a work in progress.”

      “It needs more work and more progress. At this rate we’ll barely take a step before we are utterly annihilated,” said Frag, the excitement of his new qualification already being replaced by the slow realization that his first case was likely to be an utter disaster.

      “Hey, that’s one more step than we had an hour ago!”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle peeked his head out of the door. No-one else was around, but the corridor was long, with no obvious places to hide. He would have to move quickly to avoid being caught out in the open.

      He ran as fast as he could, until he reached a junction. His breathing sounded thunderous and he expected guards to appear from every corridor, but nobody came. There was a small pipe jutting out that he hid behind as he risked another glance. All clear.

      Gargle was about to make a run for it, when he heard a rhythmic clicking sound. He sucked himself back into the wall, wedging himself between the wall and the pipe. It was so tight he could barely exhale.

      The pretty lady from earlier strutted past on her way back to the room he had been held in, flanked on either side by guards. That wasn’t good. She would discover the prone form of her henchman and assume foul play. It wouldn’t be long before they were looking for him. He had to move quickly.

      He darted around the pipe to avoid being seen and froze at the junction. He’d been so bustled about on the way in here that he didn’t know which way to go. He had a 50% chance of being correct, so he chose the corridor on the left and ran, rushing past door after door, heading for the large double doors at the end, which he hoped were the way to freedom.

      An alarm sounded, flooding the hallway with sound. The door at the end of the corridor burst open and Gargle darted through the nearest door as guards started to rush into the hallway.

      It was a locker room, not unlike the one from the Mega Burger, with uniforms hanging everywhere. At a glance they would all be too big for him, but he didn’t have the luxury of time to come up with a better plan, so he chose the smallest one. He quickly removed his overpriced clothes, hiding them in a locker, before slipping into the uniform.

      Gargle was in the process of pulling on the trousers when a guard burst into the room. The guard said, “Sorry, mate, didn’t realize anyone was in here. Can you not hear that alarm? You’d best scarper, there’s a lockdown in effect and it’s all about to kick off. I’ll come with you, to make sure you don’t bump into the guy we are looking for. Nasty character, they said over the radio that he knocked out Mr. Brick. Must be a real bruiser.”

      The guard ushered Gargle along down the corridor, towards two other guards blocking the doorway. As they approached he said, “Found this kid in the changing room. Can you let him out?”

      “Boss said no-one leaves until the intruder is located.”

      “Don’t be such a jobsworth, Bill. Do you really think this scrawny kid had anything to do with it? He’s shitting himself.”

      Gargle risked a glance back to make sure that wasn’t an accurate statement, but he saw no sign of excrement. He did, however, look suitably scared. After a few seconds Bill said, “Urgh, you’re killing me.” He turned to Gargle. “Get out of here, and don’t tell a soul I let you out. I don’t want to be on the boss’s bad side.” He pushed the door open and Gargle scurried out before anyone could change their mind.

      He walked directly toward the exit. There was a commotion behind him, but he dared not turn to look. He kept his eyes on the large glass door to freedom, feeling his heart pounding in his chest. This was exhilarating. Was life on this planet always like this, with life-and-death pursuits at every turn? How did anyone ever make it to old age here?

      Gargle burst out into the carpark and looked around. There was no sign of Caitlin or her car. His escape plan immediately fell apart. She had abandoned him here.

      The commotion behind him was getting louder, and he couldn’t help but look back. The tall lady was heading his way with an entourage of fists and bulging muscles. One of the guards broke away from the others and charged straight at Gargle. He was leaner than the others and unbelievably quick. Outrunning him in this shell would be impossible, but adrenaline kicked in, surging through Gargle’s body. He felt faster, stronger. He had tried running; perhaps it was time to fight.

      He turned to face his attacker head-on when there was a screech of tires. A red blur hurtled in his direction and skidded to a halt at the edge of the curb. The door opened, and Caitlin jumped out. She waved to Gargle. “Get in, quick!”

      With running back on the table Gargle quickly reassessed his priorities and decided a hasty exit was a better strategy. He tried to run, but something crashed into him from behind, sending him skidding to the ground. The guard pinned him face-down on the floor and said, “You ain’t going nowhere, sonny.”

      Gargle heard a scream, and then suddenly the weight on top of him was heavier. Caitlin had joined the fray. She yelled, “Get your hands off him!”

      The security guard momentarily climbed off Gargle to deal with Caitlin. She wasn’t messing around; she was stuck on his back and had him in a choke hold. He flailed about, trying to shake her loose, and eventually managed to break her grip. Then he tossed her aside and blocked Gargle’s path to the car.

      Gargle froze. Caitlin was getting back to her feet, but there was no way she could take down the guard in time, and the rest of his friends weren’t far behind. That’s when there was a new roar, and the guard went flying sideways like he had been hit by a cannonball. It took Gargle a moment to recognize the Dad. He didn’t resemble his usual mild-mannered self. He looked ready for a scrap.

      Caitlin ran over to Gargle and dragged him to the car while two more guards finally caught up and joined the fight. The Dad took them down with a one-two punch combo that left them both napping on the pavement. Then he casually strolled back to the car while Gargle was being bundled into a small space behind the seats.

      The Dad was barely in the car when the wheels screeched and they sped away. He turned to look at Gargle. “You have a lot of explaining to do, young man.”

      Caitlin placed her hand on the Dad’s and said, “I’m so sorry, this is all my fault. Thank ye for saving me one last time.”

      They shared a glance, and then a car in front honked and the moment was lost. Gargle slumped into the small space and laughed. He finally understood this planet. The chaos wasn’t a side effect; it was a feature. Nobody knew what might happen from one moment to the next, which meant every moment was exhilarating. The creatures here only got one life, one chance, but that meant they really tried to live it, instead of following an endless to-do list until they were no longer useful.

      That was the moment he made up his mind.

      He was never returning to Blurgon again.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh could barely keep his eyes open as he scanned the text of the law books. The buzz beans were wearing off, and he dared not drink any more. He’d already been up for hours. He needed sleep, but there was no point if he didn’t solve problem #4. Frag sat on the other side of the forcefield, reading the same text, trying to find the loophole that they needed.

      …the accused mech must not have any weapons equipped, nor be carrying weapons of any kind, or have any weapons secreted around the arena or dropped by a friendly mech.

      He had read that sentence a thousand times, over and over. It was pretty watertight, there wasn’t much room for interpretation. He stared at his notebook, which was currently blank. This was it, the final piece of the puzzle. He just needed something, anything, that would allow him to survive long enough to grab a weapon.

      Josh leaned back and closed his eyes. He just needed a minute. He wasn’t thinking straight. How could he be creative if he was exhausted? Never mind that he would almost certainly die tomorrow unless he could solve this problem.

      As he drifted off he dreamed of the ultimate loadout against ten other mechs. He’d need to be fast, so they couldn’t hit him, but he’d also need something ranged to keep them at bay, and an energy sword to deal with anyone that got too close. Frag would almost certainly insist on a shield, so that they could properly defend themselves and…

      His eyes popped wide open. That was it.

      He’d solved problem #4.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 17: You’re Barred

        

      

    

    
      Josh was awakened by a spear to the ribs. It was gentle, but even the gentlest spear is a rough way to wake up. Worse than that awful alarm clock on his bedside table, or Pickle licking his face, or his dad opening the curtains and letting the sunlight do his dirty work.

      The thoughts of home caught him by surprise, but not as much as his reaction. He missed Earth. The homesickness was likely emphasized by the fact that he might never see it again, but now was not the time for sadness. He had a plan to execute, one with a very low probability of success. What would happen if he failed? Would Gargle pretend to be him forever, or would Josh have to die all over again on Earth? Perhaps he’d just up and vanish one day. What would his parents think?

      He couldn’t think like that; he had a plan to follow.

      The guard pointed at his earpiece and held out his hand. Josh said, “What is he asking?”

      The Ship’s Computer said, “I am not permitted on the floor of the arena. A.I.s are not trusted so close to large metal killing machines, that didn’t end well for anyone last time. I am to be transferred to the High Command programmers. We must say goodbye.”

      “How about see you later?”

      “That is statistically unlikely,” she replied, before adding, “but I hope it is the outcome.”

      “Always with the words of encouragement. Is everything in place?”

      “Affirmative. The plan is in motion.”

      “Then let’s do this. See you later, alligator.”

      “You are mistaken. I am not a large reptile. I am a computer program. You must focus.”

      Josh sighed. “Never mind. You’ll get the hang of this one day.” He was about to slip the earpiece out when he suddenly said, “Wait! That’s it, the perfect name. I’m going to call you Ali.”

      “I keep telling you, I am an A.I. I am not permitted a name.”

      “Yeah, well, we aren’t exactly following the rules today are we. What do you think?”

      There was a pause and then she said, “I like it.”

      “Perfect. In that case, see you later, Ali.”

      “Goodbye Josh,” said Ali. She really sounded like it was goodbye forever, which wasn’t a great vote of confidence.

      He removed the earpiece and handed it to the guard, who gave him a basic one with translation only. Josh pulled the tie from his pocket and tied it around his head.

      Show time.

      Three more guards appeared and escorted him down a long white corridor. They walked for a long time, long enough that Josh started to worry they were taking him somewhere else, but then he heard the familiar roar of the crowd echoing down the hallway. It grew louder as they walked toward the bright white light at the end of the tunnel.

      A figure stepped out of the light. She looked like an angel, albeit one dressed in an immaculate school uniform. Shift smiled as he approached, and then burst into tears. She ran up and hugged him. “Something is wrong with this shell. It won’t stop leaking.”

      “You’re just sad. It’s called crying, and it is totally normal. Don’t worry, it will stop.”

      “I do not like how it makes me feel,” she said between sobs.

      Josh hugged her back, enjoying the contact. It had been a long time since he hugged someone. Then he pushed her away. “It’s going to be ok. We’ve got this.”

      “I don’t see how, but I had the technicians make the changes you requested. I shouldn’t have to remind you that the mech will not let you use its controls as you remain unlicensed. That was one thing I could not fix.”

      “I know. Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

      “I hope it is a good one. Against my advice Blurgon is fielding a mech today. High Command said it would look bad if we chose to abstain, that they cannot be seen to condone your illegal use of a mech.”

      “That’s alright, it is just one more mech to fight.”

      “You don’t understand. They didn’t send a rookie lawyer like most of the other factions, Teacher insisted that he must be the one to do it, that he needed to be seen to take responsibility for your reckless behaviour. He will not fall for whatever tricks you are planning to use.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Josh said, doing his best to look calm. That certainly complicated things, but there was no time to worry about it now. He smiled and said, “I’ll see you after the trial.”

      “I hope so.”

      He left before he started crying himself. He barely knew Shift, and she wasn’t even human, but it was clear that she cared about him. Perhaps it was all just part of her envoy training. If so, she definitely deserved a promotion.

      As Josh entered the arena, the second half of the plan started. Frag strolled over to the guards and said, “I would like a word with my client.”

      “Your client?” the head guard said.

      “Yes. I am his lawyer.” Frag flashed his certificate like it declared him Lord of the Universe. The guards stared at it and mumbled between themselves. The head guard tried again. “You cannot take his place in this case, that is the law.”

      “I am aware of the law, being a fully qualified lawyer. Tell me, are you a fully qualified lawyer?”

      “No…”

      “Then I suggest you escort my client to a room, so that I may give him some final advice. Unless you would like to express your concerns to the Teacher?”

      “No,” said the head guard as quickly as the word could escape his mouth. “It’s fine. You can have a final conversation with him, but keep it quick. We can’t keep everyone waiting.”

      “I will take as long as I need, as a fully qualified lawyer.” Frag led them to a small room at the base of the arena. He stepped in first, followed by Josh. As the head guard went to enter the room Frag said, “You may stay outside. Attorney-client privilege.” He didn’t wait for the guard to argue; he simply closed the door in his face.

      Josh nodded. “I like this new Frag! You’re a total badass.”

      “I am a lawyer now, and lawyers take no nonsense from anyone.”

      “Really? You’re a fully qualified lawyer now? You should have said something…”

      Frag looked puzzled. “You already know about me passing the bar, I told you yesterday.”

      “Forget it. Maybe when you’re in my head you will finally understand sarcasm. Speaking of which, you’d better hurry up and do your thing, before they get suspicious. How does this work anyway, is it going to hurt?”

      “Possibly. I am not entirely sure.”

      “Ok, well then do it quick. If you’re going to explode my skull we might as well get it over with.”

      Frag slowly dropped his shell onto the table, leaving it slumped face-down. His ethereal form floated just above Josh. He hesitated for just a moment, and said, “Here goes.”

      Then he jumped into Josh’s body.

      Josh twitched, convulsed, and fell to the ground. He couldn’t move his arms and legs. He tried to scream, but his mouth wasn’t working either. He was paralyzed. He yelled in his own head:

      It’s not working!

      His mouth worked on its own, “Give me a moment, I am trying not to overpower you. It is difficult. You are so small, I do not wish to squash you.”

      After a few moments the feeling in his limbs came back. Josh wiggled his fingers, then his toes, before slowly getting back to his feet. His mouth said, “There you go, you’re in control now.”

      Not of my mouth! Josh thought.

      “Oh. Hold on, that one is a little trickier. I think I have it. There…”

      “Bloody hell!” fell out of Josh’s mouth before he could stop it. He didn’t even realize that was what he had been thinking the whole time. He tried something else. “Hi, I’m Josh. Testing, testing, 1…2…3…”

      There was a bang on the door, making Frag jump, which buckled Josh at the knees. Josh said, “Watch it!”

      It was a reflex. This shell has a lot of easy-to-trigger reflexes. It is like trying to stand still in a minefield during an earthquake.

      “Stop thinking for a moment, I’m going to need to talk to these guards and I can’t do that with you in my head.”

      There was a glorious moment of silence before Josh swung the door open. He said, “Ok, let’s go.”

      “Where is your lawyer?” asked the head guard, peering into the room. He noticed Frag slumped over the desk.

      “He was so upset at my imminent death that he wanted to go and beg High Command to delay the trial. He said it was quicker to leave his shell behind.”

      “It doesn’t matter how quickly he gets there, you are out of time. Come with us, now.”

      Josh did as asked, taking each step carefully, as if he might lose control at any moment.

      The guards led him out into the arena, and he finally got a sense of the scale of the mechs. They towered over him. One was kneeling, and a panel was open at the front to allow him to climb in. He spotted his green backpack tucked into the corner of the cockpit as requested. Shift hadn’t betrayed him. He didn’t realize until exactly that moment that there was a chance she might.

      Josh didn’t put up a struggle; he clambered up into the chair without encouragement. A guard climbed in and fastened a large strap over each of his legs, which instantly tightened. “Ow, that’s a bit on the tight side!” he said.

      “That will not be your primary concern shortly,” said the guard.

      Once they were convinced that he was securely in place the guards moved away, and the panel slid shut to reveal a crystal-clear viewer. It was as if the panel was made of glass. Several other HUD items appeared around the edges, but Josh didn’t know what they represented.

      Josh tried to turn around to grab his backpack, but the leg restraints held him firmly in place. He could almost grab it, his fingers tickled at the green fabric, but he couldn’t quite pinch it.

      Not good.

      His mech moved by itself. It slowly turned to reveal ten other mechs standing in a semi-circle. They were all Ticket Busters, and most only had energy swords, except a couple which had blasters, and one which had a Blaster, an Energy Sword, and a Rocket Silo. Josh didn’t need to see the emblem to know which faction it belonged to. “I see the Galactic Corp have come better prepared than everyone else.”

      Yes. The others are running the absolute minimum mechs to try to keep operating costs down. This is after all not intended to be a fight.

      “Which one is the Blurgon mech?”

      The purple one. Let us hope that they go easy on us.

      “Unlikely, that one is being piloted by the Teacher.”

      Josh felt his arms and legs stiffen in fear. He said, “Would you calm down! We need to keep cool.”

      We cannot defeat the Teacher. I’m sorry, I thought I could help, but you are asking for the impossible.

      “I get it. He’s always been tough on you, and told you that you aren’t good enough. Well guess who proved him wrong? Which of us is the fully qualified lawyer in here?”

      I am… mumbled Frag.

      “I didn’t hear you. Say it louder!” Josh yelled.

      I AM! Frag exclaimed, far more enthusiastically.

      “Exactly. Now let’s teach that smug bastard a thing or two.”

      The mechs all took a step forward, swords raised. Josh said, “What are they doing?”

      Tradition dictates that they will approach us and attack at the same time, so no single lawyer is responsible for the killing blow. That way they are all upholding the law, and yet none of them are murderers.

      A voice over the speaker said, “This trial shall commence in 3...”

      Josh strained for his backpack, but it was too far away. He felt the panic kick in, but this wasn’t over yet. He glanced at the panel of buttons in front of him. It was more basic than the mech controller, with a lot less buttons, but it was still entirely unfamiliar. “Frag, please tell me you know how to pilot this thing?”

      I do. I joined the law school just as direct mech piloting was starting to be phased out, but I learned the basic controls.

      “2…”

      “Well I sure hope you remember them, cause if not I’m about to die.”

      “1…”

      The mechs pulled back their energy swords, ready to thrust.

      Josh felt his limbs go numb, and then they started moving of their own accord. As they touched the controls, a blue light washed over him and a message appeared on the screen.

      Welcome, Frag. Qualifications validated. Access granted.

      “Begin.”

      Josh tried to close his eyes, but he couldn’t. They weren’t currently his eyes. His hands flew to two joysticks and pulled down, throwing the mech backwards just as the energy swords clashed in the spot he had just been standing.

      I need my backpack! he thought as loudly as he could.

      His hands reached up and flicked a switch, and the mech spun so fast he almost passed out. To the crowd it looked like a pirouette, but it had the desired effect. The backpack came loose, flew around the cockpit, and landed on his lap.

      Give me a hand!

      Frag obliged, and Josh regained control of his left hand. He pulled at the bag’s zip while Frag kept the other hand on the controls, incase anyone attacked.

      Nobody did.

      A call came in over the viewer. Josh thought Who is calling us in the middle of a battle?

      “Says it is from the Galactic Corp. Should I answer?”

      We don’t really have time for Jax’s smug face right now, but we need to buy some time. Answer it.

      Frag pushed a button, and a sleek orange face filled the screen. It was shaped like a teardrop, with a point at the top, and no hair, but large and expressive eyes. Right now there was only one emotion they were conveying. Pure, undiluted rage.

      Can you make the chat window smaller? It’s blocking our view! Josh thought, trying to see around the huge face that was filling up the viewer. They were completely vulnerable without being able to see the enemy mechs.

      The face spoke with a high-pitched voice. There were definite female qualities, so Josh just mentally assigned the creature as a her. “You dare to betray the sacred oath? You cannot even die with dignity. I do not know how you have overridden the controls, but you shall wish you had accepted a swift death. Prepare to die at the hands of Blaze.”

      Give me the mouth for a second, Josh thought. A moment later he said, “Josh isn’t afraid of idiots who refer to themselves in the third person. You must be a friend of Jax, because you have the same winning personality.”

      “Do not speak ill of my mentor, he is superior to you in every conceivable way,” Blaze said, her orange skin darkening.

      “That’s not what the scorecard says. He wouldn’t even come down here and face me when I am completely unarmed. Instead he sends a lackey.”

      She went from orange to red. “He sent me because his time is more important than this pathetic excuse for justice. I have sworn to him that you will be turned to paste before the day is through, and I intend to keep my promise.”

      “Yeah, yeah, blah, blah, blah. You have his same sense of self-importance too. If he’s taught you everything he knows then I’m not too concerned, I could beat Jax with my hands behind my back.” Josh demonstrated, putting his hands behind his back just as he finally pulled the controller out of his backpack. He held down the sync button and felt it vibrate. A small press of the left analogue confirmed the connection was working. He was in control of the Ticket Buster.

      Why are you antagonizing her? Frag thought, rather loudly.

      “You’ll see,” Josh muttered. Then he thought as hard as he could, Kill the connection, she’s going to attack us any second now and I need to see.

      Without warning his right hand shot out and pressed something, and the viewer screen returned to the battlefield just in time. Blaze’s mech raised its blaster and prepared to fire.

      Frag, this needs to be a team effort. You know what to do, but use the game controller, that way I can still use the other buttons.

      The blaster flashed, and a volley of plasma headed their way. As it was about to make contact Josh boosted out of the way, but Blaze was ready. She retargeted and fired again, anticipating the dodge, and the new plasma flew straight at Josh’s Ticket Buster. Someone had done their homework. Shame she hadn’t used this year’s textbook.

      “Now!”

      Frag took over, pressing the button at the last possible second. There was a flash, and then the blaster round discharged into the dazzling blue energy shield that bloomed from the mech’s wrist. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, but Josh had already adjusted their course to head straight for the G.C. mech.

      To her credit, Blaze didn’t live up to her name and she kept her cool. She holstered the blaster, drew her energy sword and prepared to strike. Unfortunately for her, that was exactly what Josh had anticipated. He ducked and boosted at the last second, power sliding under the sword strike, while Frag simultaneously deployed the energy shield right between the G.C. mech’s legs. It pushed them both outwards, causing the Ticket Buster to attempt the splits, and the frame groaned in protest. Frag tilted the shield, and the enemy mech toppled over onto its own sword.

      Josh didn’t waste any time. He quickly bent down and picked up the blaster while every other mech realized they could no longer just stand still. Their opponent was now armed. Josh pointed the blaster at Blaze’s mech as it struggled to get back up. He said, “Say hi to your boss from me.” Then he unleashed a volley into the mech’s back, crippling it further. Before Blaze could recover Josh followed up with a curb stomp, stooping to pick up the energy sword in the process. He used it to decapitate the G.C. mech, ending its struggle once and for all.

      Panic broke out in the arena, as every other rookie lawyer found themselves in a fight they weren’t prepared for. The purple Blurgon mech was the only one that stayed focused on Josh. Teacher wouldn’t spook so easily. He was happy for a fight. He led the charge, and the other mechs followed, rushing at Josh like a tsunami.

      Josh wasn’t done stripping down Blaze’s mech just yet. He bent down and ripped the rocket silo right off its shoulders. He reached up and slammed them into place on his own mech’s shoulders. There was a loud click as they locked in.

      He didn’t wait for confirmation—he tested them out, unleashing the entire silo at the wall of Ticket Busters that were neatly lined up. They were close enough to be caught in multiple explosions, and Josh didn’t stop firing until the silo was empty. Then he immediately ejected the entire silo to get rid of the extra weight.

      Explosions rocked the arena as the crowd sat stunned, not quite believing what they were seeing. They had come to pay their respects to the plucky underdog who had defied all odds and actually won a fight against the G.C., but nobody was ready for this. This kid wasn’t even fighting for Blurgon anymore. It wasn’t clear if they were even allowed to cheer for him, but someone in the front row started to chant.

      Josh.

      Josh.

      Josh.

      Soon there were thousands of fans joining in.

      When the smoke from the rockets cleared, three more mechs were taken out of the trial. That still left six to deal with, including Teacher, who had somehow dodged the onslaught.

      The two Ticket Busters with blasters opened fire, and Josh dodged as best as he could. The shots he didn’t dodge, Frag absorbed with a flash of the energy shield.

      “How are we doing with the shield?” Josh asked while performing a double jump. It was a vastly different feeling doing it while inside the mech; it rattled his bones when they landed.

      Down to 82%, but the blaster fire does less damage than energy swords, and soon we are going to have to get close enough to engage. If we can leave a gap between fighting it will recharge.

      “Yeah, I don’t think we’re going to get much of a break.”

      In that case we should move in quickly, to reduce their opportunity to shoot at us.

      “Not yet. We need to take out the blaster mechs first, or they will simply shoot us in the back while we are fighting. Lesson number 1, always take out the ranged fighters first, so you gain control of the space.”

      Josh performed his strafing trick, focusing his fire on one of the blaster mechs. He trusted Frag to deal with any incoming fire while he maintained a stream of projectiles on his target, which couldn’t move and fire. It chose to shoot instead, and regretted that decision, eventually falling from the onslaught.

      Blaster needs to cool down, Frag said.

      Josh stopped firing, and concentrated on dodging. He found himself between two mechs, an orange one and a red one. They both moved to strike at the same time, their swords ready. Josh double-jumped at the last second and both mechs skewered each other, doing minimal damage, but slowing them down. As Josh turned back around the two mechs were now engaged in a sword fight of their own, completely ignoring him. They didn’t attempt to dodge; they simply took it in turns to carve chunks off each other until both mechs were incapacitated.

      “What’s going on? Why are they fighting?”

      Those two factions hate each other and are always looking for an excuse to fight. I guess we gave them one.

      “Fine by me!”

      The three remaining mechs grouped up, their backs together, swords facing outwards. The one with the blaster kept it trained on Josh, firing whenever it seemed likely to hit. The purple mech kept tabs on Josh, watching him, waiting for an attack.

      “These guys look pretty well-coordinated. We need to try and find a way to break them apart.”

      They reminded him of something, bunched up so tightly, and it took him a moment to realize what it was. “Skittles! That gives me an idea. Get the shield ready.”

      Josh stopped strafing and charged straight at the group, boosting the whole way. A light started flashing in his peripheral vision, no doubt warning him that he was low on booster fuel, but all the more reason to take advantage of a chance to take out more than one enemy at the same time.

      The three enemy mechs were unsure how to handle the kamikaze charge. The blaster mech took advantage and fired everything it could. Josh tried to dodge, but he momentarily lost control of his left thumb and the shots landed.

      “Frag! Stay in your lane!”

      Apologies, it is hard to maintain control of just a small part of your hand.

      “It’s going to get a whole lot easier if I am blown to pieces!”

      Warning sirens blared, but Josh ignored them.

      Hull integrity at 71%, Frag warned him.

      “Get ready for a shield bash,” Josh yelled as they crashed into the group, sending them reeling. The closest mech tried to time a sword attack to strike just as they connected, but Frag blocked it with the shield, before retaliating with a shield bash, stunning it. Josh slashed at the blaster mech with his energy sword, using the temporarily stunned mech as a giant shield, keeping it between him and the purple mech to prevent the Teacher from stabbing him in the back.

      The blaster mech put up a good fight, but it struggled to land a hit as Frag blocked all of its attempts with the energy shield, which started to turn red.

      I can only block a couple more hits before we need to rest the shield, Frag thought frantically.

      “Don’t worry, this guy is going down with one more decent hit and then we can safely retreat.”

      Josh parried another attack and slid the energy sword down the enemy mech’s blade, catching it in the chest. Smoke poured out and then there was an explosion as something important was breached.

      The stun has worn off!

      Josh boosted away just as two energy swords were thrust at their back. The first one missed, but the Teacher anticipated the dodge and carved a groove as they dashed away.

      Booster fuel is at 8%, energy shield is at 6%. Hull integrity 43%.

      Down to the wire.

      “At least they don’t have blas…”

      A shot flew past them and Josh turned around in time to see the Teacher’s Ticket Buster scoop up a blaster from the other fallen mech. They were looting their buddies. They had also learned from their earlier mistake, and were now staying far apart, so they could converge their fire without posing a combined target.

      “Well that complicates things. We can’t hang back and recharge the shield if they can pick away at us, and I can’t strafe them without using up our remaining fuel.”

      Josh stayed back and opened fire, peppering the mechs with blaster fire, alternating between them to try and distract them. The remaining grey mech took a couple of hits, but the purple one dodged them all. Frag thought, Stop firing, the blaster is going to overheat.

      “What happens if the blaster overheats?” Josh asked.

      It rarely happens due to safety protocols on current Mech Controllers that prevent the blaster from firing when it is overheated. Ours however does not appear to have that feature. Before that failsafe was installed, overheating blasters would regularly explode, causing critical damage to the Mech using them.

      Josh grinned. “Excellent. That gives us a couple more options.”

      I strongly advise against intentionally overheating a blaster. If we mis-time it the explosion will penetrate our damaged hull and kill you instantly.

      “That’s the difference between us, Frag, you like to play it safe, and I like to live on the edge.”

      Josh kept his finger on the fire button, making sure to concentrate his shots on the grey mech. As the blaster started to glow red he felt his finger slowly lifting off the trigger, and the shots stopped.

      “Frag! What are you doing?”

      I am protecting you from yourself.

      “You stop that right now and give me control of my finger back.”

      Josh concentrated, gritting his teeth. He could almost feel his finger again. If he just focused all his energy on it.

      What are you doing? Stop that!

      The mech shook as it took two hits of blaster fire, which got both Josh’s and Frag’s attention. The energy shield flashed up and blocked another shot, while Josh boosted them out of range.

      “We have enough enemies out there, we can’t be fighting amongst ourselves. Myself? You know what I mean,” said Josh.

      I only wish what is best for you.

      “Everyone keeps telling me that, but what is best for me is if I am allowed to make my own mistakes. You can’t protect me from the world.”

      But you are my only friend. The thought came out before Frag could stop it.

      “Then as my friend, let me choose my own fate.”

      Frag didn’t say anything, but Josh felt his finger release. He said, “Thank you, Frag. For everything.”

      Don’t mention it. Now let’s win this thing.

      “That’s the spirit!” Josh stopped retreating. He said, “Status.”

      Booster fuel is at 5%, energy shield has recharged slightly and is at 9%. Hull integrity 18%.

      “Then I guess this is it.”

      Josh gave a final thought for his family back home, and then charged at the point exactly between the two mechs. They maintained their blaster fire, but he skidded under and jumped over the projectiles, until the firing stopped. Their blasters had overheated.

      He opened fire with his own blaster, shooting at the Teacher, strafing to stay on target while still maintaining his trajectory. His blaster started to glow. Teacher dodged the attacks, but it stopped him from firing, which was the main objective.

      Frag screamed in his head, The blaster cooling system is failing, explosion imminent.

      Josh fired two more shots to be certain, until smoke was pouring out of his blaster. Then he pivoted the top half of the mech and tossed the blaster at the grey mech, just as it raised its own blaster.

      The blaster plinked off the grey Ticket Buster’s chest and landed at its feet. Josh willed it to explode, but nothing happened.

      Now what? asked Frag.

      “Now we die fighting.” This was it, he was all out of clever ideas. A couple more blaster shots would finish them off, and now they were in the worst possible position, directly between the two remaining enemies. Even Frag couldn’t block shots from two opposite sides.

      A call came over the viewer. Frag thought, It is the Teacher.

      “Answer it.”

      He did, and the Teacher’s face filled the screen. His mandibles clicked together. “You have fought valiantly, but this is the end. Lay down your weapons and die with dignity, or we will open fire and shred you with plasma.”

      “Dignity is overrated. I’d rather die fighting.”

      “So be it.”

      Both mechs prepared to fire, and Josh closed his eyes.

      The explosion rattled his teeth, and shook several things loose in the cockpit. Before he could even think about what that meant, Frag took control. Josh felt an unbelievable surge of emotion, years and years of pent-up rage. Frag flung the shield in a perfectly timed throw. It sailed through the air as the Teacher opened fire, rooting it to the spot and preventing the dodge. The shield blocked every shot and crashed into the purple mech, embedding deep into its chest. The Ticket Buster tried to grab it, to pull it out, but Frag turned off the shield, then turned it on again, doing double the damage.

      Josh regained control of his limbs. He strolled over, as fast as his non-boosted legs could go, only his sword remaining. He said, “Call the Teacher back.”

      Frag obliged, and the screen was filled with the Teacher’s shocked face. He was shaking with anger. Josh said, “Frag tells me you're not a big fan of forgiveness or honour.”

      He held the sword in place over the smoking purple mech, pausing just long enough to get the Teacher’s hopes up. Then he said, “Thanks for the lesson.” He drove the energy sword straight through the purple Ticket Buster’s head, ending the battle, and winning the trial.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 18: Forgive & Forget

        

      

    

    
      Gargle woke up to the sounds of voices downstairs. He rolled out of bed, feeling a little groggy. He still wasn’t entirely used to sleeping, it felt like a waste of time, but he had to admit it made every day feel like a brand-new start. Today was the day he would solve all his problems.

      As soon as he opened his door the small predator was waiting, but instead of biting at him it nuzzled his feet. He bent down and picked it up, and as soon as Pickle was in range she licked his face. It did not seem to be an attempt to taste him, more a means of showing affection.

      He carried her down the stairs and found the Dad and the Mum together in the living room. They did not appear to have slept at all; both looked exhausted. Caitlin said, “I’m surprised ye are awake this early, I used to have to hit ye with a pillow until ye got up.”

      “I did not wish to waste the day,” he said, meaning every word. He regarded the Dad. “Did you just get back from work?”

      “Nah, I took the night off. Your mum and I had some catching up to do.”

      That earned a giggle from Caitlin. Whatever they had talked about had clearly been enjoyable. She said, “Let me cook ye both some breakfast. It’s the least I can do to say thanks for saving our bacon.”

      As soon as she left the room the Dad gave Gargle a stern look. “Don’t think I have forgotten about your punishment, young man. I don’t know what happened yesterday, all I know is I had a missed call from the police station and then your mum showed up telling me you’d been caught gambling at the casino. That’s not like you at all. I thought we were past this rebellious phase.”

      “Apologies, Father, I overindulged.”

      “Sorry isn’t good enough. Consider yourself grounded until after your exams. I want to see some studying going on, and a lot of it. We haven’t gotten you this far for it all to fall apart at the last minute.”

      “I understand.”

      His gaze broke for a second and he smiled. “I’m glad you’re ok.”

      “Thank you for helping. I do however have a question.”

      “Go on.”

      “You appear to be a very competent fighter. How is that?”

      The Dad chuckled. “I guess you’ve never really seen that side of me. Dating your mum gave me more than one opportunity to practice my fighting skills, she had a knack for getting us into trouble. After a while I got tired of getting beaten up and I took a few boxing lessons. I guess I was pretty good at it, as soon as I was winning every scrap. I considered going pro for a while, but then you came along and suddenly I had too much to lose. That’s when I went and got the job at the factory.”

      “Perhaps you could teach me?” Gargle asked.

      “One day, lad, maybe when school is done. If fighting taught me anything, it’s that physical violence rarely solves anything. The better you get at it, the more people want to fight you. It’s a vicious circle.”

      “Please, Father, it would help improve my ability to defend myself. I will only use it as a last resort.”

      “Alright fine, a few quick pointers, but this is purely for self-defence. I don’t want to hear about you beating kids up in the playground.”

      The Dad jumped to his feet and held up his fists, blocking his face. Gargle mirrored him. The Dad laughed. “Not bad. Now the secret is to punch with your hips. Everyone tries swinging their arms, but you get a lot more power if you put your hips into it, like this.”

      He demonstrated, and his fist moved so fast Gargle almost missed it. Gargle studied the Dad’s movements carefully, making a mental note of each one. Then he attempted to replicate it. It didn’t go quite as smoothly, but he got the general gist.

      “Not bad,” he said approvingly. “Now you know how to hit someone, you need to know where to hit them. If you need to end a fight quickly, the best spot is right here.” He pointed at a spot on his jaw. “One decent punch there will knock even the biggest bloke flat on his backside.”

      Gargle tried a few more times, until he was confident he had the motion perfected. The Dad nodded and said, “I think that’s enough for today. When your exams are done maybe we can go to the boxing gym together and I’ll teach you a few more moves. Purely for self-defence of course.”

      “Of course,” Gargle said. “I shall look forward to that.” He didn’t have to pretend; he really was looking forward to it. Was this what being part of a human family was like? Spending time together and bonding over mutual activities? He liked it.

      “Ok, Rocky, go see if your mum needs any help.”

      Gargle did, walking through to the kitchen. The moment Caitlin saw Gargle she started to cry. She hugged him a little too tightly. “I didn’t get a chance to say sorry last night. I never should have put ye in that position. Ye could have been really hurt.”

      “It is alright, Mother, I was not physically harmed.” He hadn’t yet dealt with such an outpouring of emotion and he had no idea what to do. He patted her gently on the back until she let go.

      “I’ve heard horror stories about what happens in those back rooms. I still don’t get how ye escaped.”

      “I improvised.” Gargle grinned. He really had. No-one had told him what to do, no tasks, no tutorial, he’d figured it all out on his own. It was a proud moment. Perhaps he was spy material after all.

      “It’s not just that. I’m sorry for everything I put ye through. I wasn’t thinking straight, but I am now. I’m going to get some help.”

      He nodded. “That is why Father sent me in here. What can I help with?”

      She laughed between sobs, wiping at her eyes. “No, I have it under control, go get ready for school and I’ll shout ye when it is ready.”

      Gargle went back upstairs and changed into a spare school uniform. He caught himself in the mirror and wasn’t shocked at who was looking back at him. He looked normal. This was who he was now. He was still grinning when he heard Caitlin shouting from downstairs. “Josh, breakfast.”

      As he skipped back down the stairs, taking them two at a time, he found both of his parents sat at a table, with a large plate of warm food in front of them. They were smiling. He hadn’t seen the Dad smile much since he had been here. It was nice.

      He sat down and ate breakfast in huge bites, not realizing how hungry he was until he was mopping the plate clean with a piece of toast. Caitlin said, “Still eating like a teenager I see.”

      She picked up his plate and took it back into the kitchen. The Dad glanced at his watch and said, “We’d better get you to school, we wouldn’t want you to be late, seeing as you were sick yesterday.”

      “Is Mother coming too?” Gargle asked.

      “No, she’s got a few things to do this morning, but I’ve asked her over for dinner tonight, if that is ok with you.”

      “Yes, I would like that,” Gargle said.

      “I’ll just go and say goodbye to her. Go wait in the car, and don’t forget your backpack.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      Gargle went and sat in the creaky, rusty deathtrap that was parked next to Caitlin’s sleek red sports car. On this planet, it was obvious who had money and who didn’t, and it was seemingly all anyone cared about. Like it or not, he was going to have to solve the money problem if he was going to establish himself here. What he needed was a better way to earn money, that wasn’t flipping burgers or counting cards. There had to be something that existed between those two extremes.

      The Dad was still grinning when he got into the car. He was humming a tune, something Gargle had never seen him do before. It was as if he was a different person.

      Gargle froze. What if he was? Could the Galactic Corp be on to him? What if they had spies of their own? He’d almost forgotten they were up there, watching, waiting for anything unusual. What he needed was a test.

      “That was funny when I fell down the stairs the other day. I think I bumped my head, I can’t even remember what I was wearing.”

      “When you were naked?” the Dad said, clearly puzzled.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough. That was such an incidental detail, only the real Dad would know that.

      “Oh yes, haha, that is correct, I wasn’t wearing clothes.”

      “Are you feeling ok? Are you sure they didn’t hurt you at that casino?”

      “I am certain, Father.”

      The Dad risked a sideways glance. “I could have killed your Mum when she showed up last night begging for my help. I’d been calling you all day, but she said she had your phone and was ignoring the calls. I was so angry at her for putting you in that situation.”

      “You do not appear angry?” Gargle said. He thought he was getting to grips with the range of human emotions, but perhaps there were still some gaps.

      “Well yeah, we had a chance to talk about it last night. It was the first time I’ve ever heard her admit she has a gambling problem. I think this whole thing really brought that home. She realizes how close we came to serious consequences. She has promised me she’s going to get help, and I think this time she really means it. She also promised she will never set foot in that casino ever again.”

      “That sounds like a positive change.”

      “I have to say, you’re taking this better than I expected. It doesn’t feel like that long ago that you wouldn’t even talk to her.”

      Uh oh. Gargle audibly gulped. Was he failing his mission by being civil to Josh’s Mum? It was too late to change now; he would just have to improvise. He was getting the hang of that now.

      “Yes, I have given it much thought, and I agree with your assessment that it is time for me to grow up. I can hardly remember why I was upset at her.”

      That earned another look. “Wow, you’re serious. I thought for sure you’d still be a little bit mad about her selling your top-of-the-line gaming P.C. to enter that Blackjack tournament. You cried about that for weeks.”

      “Yes, well, it is only a material possession. I am no longer so enamoured with those, although I do intend to solve our financial situation.”

      The Dad nodded. “Happy to hear you taking on some responsibility, but don’t worry about money right now, you have more important things to focus on. You pass your exams and then we will talk about next steps.”

      They pulled up to the school and the Dad said, “Try to stay out of trouble, and remember, you were sick yesterday.” He winked, and then drove off.

      Gargle watched him go and strolled into the school, full of ideas for how to improve himself. That was when he bumped straight into someone much larger than him.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh climbed out of the Ticket Buster feeling a little dazed. The crowd was roaring his name. Several guards ran over, spears raised, but they were unclear what it was that they were supposed to do. Teacher scurried over from a nearby tunnel and yelled, “Arrest him!”

      The head guard said, “On what charge?”

      “He was operating a mech without a license!”

      “Actually, I have a license,” said Josh with a smug grin.

      The head guard pulled out a scanner and flashed it over Josh. It beeped and turned green. “Looks ok to me. Fully qualified for a Level 1 Ticket Buster, which is what he was piloting.”

      “It’s a trick! His A.I. must have hacked the system. Josh has not been here long enough to pass the bar. I would know if he had!”

      “Josh? Says here the licensed lawyer is called Frag?”

      The Teacher snatched the data pad from the guard’s hand and stared at it. “A clever trick, but I am not done. The law states that the defending mech cannot be armed, and yet his mech clearly had an energy shield. His defence was therefore null and void, and a retrial must take place immediately, this time without his hitchhiker.”

      “Actually, I think you will find that the law specifies that the defending mech may not have any weaponry. Last time I checked, the energy shield was classified as equipment. I can show you the law if you would like?” Josh held out his hand for the data pad.

      The Teacher threw the data pad on the ground and rushed at Josh.

      Josh pointed up at the huge viewer, which currently showed a live feed of them both. “You wouldn’t assault a guy in front of all these witnesses would you? That doesn’t seem like conduct befitting an educator such as yourself.”

      The Teacher leaned in close, his mandibles brushing against Josh’s ear. “You think you’re so clever. You’ll regret the day you crossed me. Your reckoning is coming.”

      Now it was Josh’s turn. “You’ve got this all wrong. You’re in no position to threaten me. You’ve pissed me off, and you haven’t seen me angry yet. If you want to fight me, you bring your best mech, and we’ll see who walks away.”

      The Teacher’s limbs twitched, and he scurried away before he did something he would regret in front of a stadium full of people.

      Josh exhaled, or more accurately, Frag did. That was amazing! You really told him.

      “Yeah well, he had it coming. Come on, let’s get out of here and get you back into your shell.”

      Josh pushed past the guards, who let him go. The crowd continued to holler, and he was glad when they made it into the small room where Frag’s shell was still face-down on the table.

      “Ok, out you get.”

      Frag attempted to leave, but found himself thoroughly stuck. As he tried to pull away, Josh felt a physical sensation in his head like a sharp migraine. He yelled, “Stop!”

      The moment Frag stopped trying to leave, the headache abated.

      “What was that?”

      I believe we have become slightly tangled. I am not able to simply eject myself like I usually can.

      “Oh bollocks! That’s a problem, a big problem. No-one said anything about this being permanent. We need to talk to Ali, right now.”

      Josh stormed out of the room, crashing into Shift. She looked relieved to see him, but he had more important matters to attend to. “I need Ali back, now.”

      “Who is Ali?”

      “My A.I. It is imperative I speak with her immediately.”

      “An A.I. is not permitted to have a name.”

      “Yeah, well mine does,” he said.

      “It is not your A.I., it is the property of the High Command, as are all A.I. They are still examining the program for flaws.”

      “What? That isn’t what we agreed. They said they would give her back if I won.”

      Shift squirmed. “The High Command do not take orders from you, they never have. They have come to the conclusion that with the appropriate motivation you may be turned against Blurgon by the G.C., and they wish me to remind you that a betrayal such as this will result in the deletion of the A.I.”

      Josh could barely contain his anger. “They are threatening me?”

      “May I remind you that you did the exact same thing to them?”

      He wanted to scream and shout, but he suddenly lost control of his mouth. Instead his voice said, “We respect the decision of the High Command and will of course remain loyal to Blurgon, but we are unclear in what capacity they wish us to serve?”

      Shift held out a familiar bracelet. Josh wanted to refuse it, but his arm raised of its own accord and she slipped it back on. A few seconds later it vibrated.

      I don’t want to be their slave! I’m sick of everyone telling me what to do, like I’m a stupid kid, Josh yelled in his own head.

      I know, but now is not the time for emotion. The High Command clearly have a plan for us, if we are to free Ali then we must understand what it is they want from us.

      The response caught Josh entirely by surprise. Wait, you’re willing to go against the High Command if we need to?

      There was silence, and then, Honestly, it is getting harder to tell which thoughts are yours and which are mine. I do not wish to betray the High Command, but I do not believe we can undo our current predicament without Ali’s help. I also know what she means to you and can feel how upset you will be if you cannot get her back. I cannot live that way. I will do whatever is required to return her to us.

      Josh realized he hadn’t spoken in a while. Shift was staring at him. He flipped up his wrist and saw the task:

      

      New Task available.

      - Win the war: Defeat the Galactic Corp and make sure that Blurgon is safe.

      

      Josh couldn’t help but laugh when he read it. “That’s all? Just defeat the largest corporation in the galaxy? Anything else? Are you sure they don’t want me to travel back in time and grab a dinosaur while I’m at it?”

      “A dinosaur?” said Shift.

      “Forget it, I’m kidding, although it would be easier than completing this task. How exactly am I supposed to defeat the entire Galactic Corp? That could take a lifetime. Maybe even ten lifetimes.”

      “Actually, it will take a few hours. The Galactic Corp have grown tired of waiting, they have challenged us in the final lawsuit, the one for the entire planet. It is tomorrow.”

      “What?” yelled Josh and Frag simultaneously.

      “They accelerated their timelines the moment they heard you had survived the trial. You do not appreciate how big of a threat they have deemed you. That is why the Blurgon High Command have chosen you to represent us in tomorrow’s trial. If you are victorious, they shall give you your A.I. back, and pay for you to go back home.”

      Josh grinned. “I’d love to be there when they tell Teacher that saving Blurgon is going to be up to me.”

      “They have already informed him. He did not approve of their decision, but he agreed not to challenge it.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the Teacher I know!”

      Perhaps he is finally accepting of your obvious talent? Frag thought.

      That also doesn’t sound like the Teacher I know! Josh thought in response.

      Shift was staring again, so Josh said, “I’m assuming this isn’t going to be as easy as it sounds. Who is their lawyer?”

      “Jax of course. He specifically requested this case, said that you had unfinished business.”

      “Do we know what mech he is going to use?”

      “They have not officially confirmed anything, but one of our scout ships sent us this.” Shift handed over a data pad.

      Josh looked at it and shrugged. “So what, it’s a ship pulling along a box.”

      “That is one of the largest transport vessels the G.C. owns. That container is almost the size of this arena. There is only one thing that would require a crate that large. A level 10 Behemoth.”

      Frag tried to run, but he was still stuck inside Josh, which meant his legs tried to make a break for it of their own accord. Josh said, “Cut it out!”

      “Cut what out?” Shift asked.

      “Not you, I’m talking to Frag.”

      “Wait, you have Frag in your head right now?”

      “Yes. It’s a long story, I’ll fill you in later.”

      Frag ignored them both and screamed, You do not understand. The Behemoth is the most feared mech in all the universe. One has not been used in a trial in years, the cost to simply start up a mech of its size would be enough to bankrupt most planets. If the Galactic Corp are sending the Behemoth then they are way past caring about financial incentives. They are making a statement, letting everyone else know what happens to those that mess with them. Even the strongest mech that Blurgon possesses won’t last more than a few seconds against a Behemoth. It is a walking arsenal of death and destruction.

      Josh felt his stomach churn, but he wasn’t sure if it was him or Frag doing it. He took a deep breath and clutched his controller. Now wasn’t the time for panic. He’d already beaten impossible odds more than once; this was just the final boss. He thought back to his sadistic run of Shadow Souls and smiled. It was finally time to beat the Shadow King.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 19: In Love & Law

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Tucker pulled himself up off the ground. He looked ready to shout, until he saw who it was that had knocked him down. His face lit up. “Mr. Harper. I have been looking everywhere for you, but you weren’t in any of your classes yesterday. Is everything ok?”

      “Yes sir. I was sick, but I am no longer sick,” said Gargle.

      “Well I am glad you are on the mend. Do you have a moment for a quick chat? It’s rather important.”

      Gargle shrugged and visualized his timetable. “I do not wish to be late for my Economics lesson.”

      “It will only take a moment, and when we are done I shall escort you to Economics myself.”

      “Ok, if it is important.”

      He followed Mr. Tucker down the hallway into a tiny office that could barely contain the two of them. It was stacked high with textbooks. Mr. Tucker rummaged through them and pulled one out from the middle of the pile, causing the tower to wobble and risking an avalanche of algebra. Once the swaying had stopped he handed the book to Gargle. “What do you make of this?”

      Gargle flipped open to a page. It was simple stuff, the kind he had learned shortly after being deemed a courier. It had been a long time since he had done math this easy; he was used to calculations that spanned pages and pages, with thousands of variables.

      Mr. Tucker was staring at him expectedly. Gargle picked a page at random, glanced at it and said, “For question 7, X equals 0.3217.”

      Mr. Tucker hurriedly took the book back, flipped to the back and nodded. “That settles it. I knew you were the real deal, but I had to be certain. I told a few other teachers about your performance in my classroom the other day, but they refused to believe it. They said you were tricking me somehow, that you had found a way to cheat, or downloaded an answer key from online, but this book hasn’t been in print for decades, there is no way you could find the answer key for it. You really can do these equations in your head, can’t you.”

      “Yes sir. I can teach you how if you would like?”

      Mr. Tucker was still staring at him, dumbfounded. He shook his head. “Perhaps later, but for now, there is something else you can help me with. A friend of mine has a particularly difficult math problem at the moment and he is stuck, which is really saying something. He’s an exceptionally bright chap, if he’s stumped then it must be a real head-scratcher. I haven’t been able to help him, but I thought you might like to take a look at it. The only problem is, he can’t send the formula via email. Apparently it is too sensitive to share electronically. He said he could bring it over at lunch time though, if you’re interested?”

      “Sure, I guess,” said Gargle.

      Mr. Tucker beamed. “Excellent, he will be thrilled. I should warn you that he is a little eccentric, but all the most brilliant scientists are I suppose. Shall we say noon back in this office?”

      “Ok.”

      “Excellent. I’ll let Professor Jasper know. Now let’s get you to Economics.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh sat in his room, staring at the viewer in disbelief. The screen was the size of a wall, but it was barely big enough to contain the Behemoth. It was huge, towering over the arena and dwarfing whichever mech he chose to fight it with. It had an almost centaur-like appearance, with four legs to maintain perfect balance and a taller torso at the front to house a ridiculous amount of weaponry. There was barely a flat surface that didn’t have a laser turret, missile launcher, or mortar attached. The stats were equally ridiculous:

      

      Level 10 Behemoth

      This mech is the ultimate expression of destruction. It will destroy most other mechs in a matter of seconds, and can take just as much punishment as it dishes out, and has a nano factory encased in its shell to slowly heal damage over time. Due to its immense strength it reduces all weight penalties by 90%. The only thing more extreme than the Behemoth’s capabilities is the cost to run it.

      

      Stats:

      Attack: 10

      Defence: 10

      Armour: 1,000,000

      Movement Speed: 9

      Weapon Slots: 18

      Booster Fuel Capacity: 0

      CORPS: 10,000,000,000,000 credits

      

      Josh had to read the CORPS score twice to make sure he wasn’t imagining it. The Behemoth cost ten trillion credits per second to operate, and that didn’t even include the cost of the ordnance it would use.

      Right now the virtual Behemoth was standing perfectly still. Josh navigated between the four towering legs, searching for weak spots. The joints were all heavily reinforced, there were turrets above him attached to the underbelly, and all manner of trapdoors that Josh didn’t want to know the contents of.

      He was currently piloting a Level 6 Contemptor, which was the highest-level mech the Blurgon Law School had. It was a similar size to a Ticket Buster, but it was considerably slower due to the multitude of turrets and cannons jutting out of it. The right-hand mounted laser cannon was the strongest weapon available from the Blurgon arsenal.

      Josh found a suitable spot and prepared the cannon. It took agonizingly long to charge up—almost 10 seconds—and it could not be fired on the move. Claws in the mech’s feet deployed to keep it stable when the laser cannon fired, to prevent it being knocked over from the force of the blast. He would be a sitting duck if he ever wanted to use it.

      As soon as the cannon was ready, Josh unloaded it on the Behemoth’s underbelly. It left a small blackened circle where it had fired, but there were no other signs of damage.

      “Did that even hurt the Behemoth?” Josh asked.

      His fingers moved over a data pad of their own accord and Frag thought, According to the logs, it did approximately 0.1% damage.

      “0.1%! That is the best weapon we have access to, and we’d have to fire it over 1,000 times to kill this thing?”

      Don’t be ridiculous, the nano factory inside the Behemoth heals damage at a rate of 1% every minute, negating any damage that you cause.

      “Ok, so we can’t hurt it, and if we do it will instantly heal itself. That’s not OP at all. We haven’t even tested to see if we can fire this thing while it is actively fighting us. Let’s test that out. Simulation, activate attack mode for the Behemoth.”

      A barrage of lasers and missiles immediately launched from every available turret. It looked like the grand finale of a fireworks show. Josh couldn’t even see his mech anymore through the thick cloud of smoke and debris. When the dust cleared there was a small crater where his mech used to be. There wasn’t even debris; his mech had been so utterly destroyed it was now a puddle of molten metal.

      “How long did we survive?”

      Frag checked the logs again. Almost a full second, until the first laser blast hit us.

      Josh pulled up the laser turret stats, to see if there was any obvious weakness or counter:

      

      Heavy Laser Turret:

      The Heavy Laser Turret can only be equipped by the largest mechs, due to its weight. It uses so much energy that it requires time to charge up a shot, but a single hit from this turret is enough to destroy most mechs.

      

      Stats:

      Projectile damage: 10

      Projectile speed: 10

      Effective range: 10

      Accuracy: 10

      Turning Speed: 5

      Firing rate: 3

      Weight: 20 (40% reduction in overall movement speed)

      

      Warning: Heavy Laser Turret requires 6 seconds between shots to recharge.

      

      Nothing jumped out at him except the firing rate, but the Behemoth could carry so many turrets that there were more than enough to fire one every second. This was just one of the weapon types.

      Josh rubbed his temples. “Ok, so to summarize, this thing has so much firepower it can vaporize us the moment we stop moving, our best weapon can’t hurt it, and we’d have to stand still for 10 seconds to fire it.”

      That is an accurate summary. There is a reason this mech is so feared.

      “Yeah, I’m starting to see that.” Josh pulled out his notebook and scribbled in block capitals:

      PROBLEM #1: ONE HIT FROM THE BEHEMOTH’S LASERS KILLS US INSTANTLY

      PROBLEM #2: WE HAVE NO WEAPONS THAT CAN DAMAGE THE BEHEMOTH

      PROBLEM #3: EVEN IF WE DID HAVE SUCH A WEAPON, WE CAN’T STAND STILL LONG ENOUGH TO USE IT, BECAUSE OF PROBLEM #1

      

      He was going in circles. He needed to keep working on the list.

      “What kind of weapons loadouts can this thing have?”

      It has a wide range. You know about the Heavy Laser Turrets but it can also equip missile silos, mortars, gatling cannons and flamethrowers, depending on the situation. Those weapons don’t do as much damage, but they are quicker to fire or have tracking capabilities. There are 18 different weapon mounts on the Behemoth’s chassis, and we will not know the exact combination until the trial.

      “So we can’t prepare even if we wanted to. We have to figure out the weakness for every weapon type and then adapt on the fly to whatever loadout the Behemoth brings to the fight.”

      This sounds increasingly unlikely to end in victory.

      There was a knock on the door, and Shift appeared. She had a fixed grin on her face. “How is it going?”

      “It’s going great, thanks for asking,” Josh said.

      Why are you deceiving her? Frag asked.

      What would you like me to say, that Blurgon is completely doomed? Josh thought in response.

      Shift sat on the ‘bed’, squirming uncomfortably. “That is a relief. The High Command must believe in you a great deal to place this kind of responsibility on your shoulders. They have seen you perform the statistically improbable and look forward to witnessing you doing the same during this trial.”

      “Well then they are in for a treat.”

      Shift gestured to the viewer. “May I watch you practice? The High Command has requested a status update.”

      “No,” Josh said, desperately trying to think of a reason why.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you may be a spy…” was the best he could come up with. He added, “We already know that is a cloned shell you are in, any Blurgling could potentially pilot one of those and pretend to be my envoy. We can’t be too careful, if the G.C. discovers our secret techniques then they will have time to develop counter-measures.”

      Shift nodded. “An excellent point, and one I had not considered. I would protest, but that is exactly what an intruder would do. To remove any doubt I shall vacate your domicile and leave you alone to hone your strategy.”

      “Appreciate it, thanks.”

      “The High Command, however, will require an update before the trial. They are putting the planet on the line and will not do so without hope of victory.”

      Josh waited until he was sure Shift was gone before slumping in relief. “That was close.”

      I do not believe deception is the optimal strategy in this scenario. There may be assistance she is able to offer that we are now forfeiting.

      “Trust me, nothing is going to help us fight that thing. It is meant to be impossible…” Even as Josh said the words he realized the truth of them. He said, “The Behemoth is specifically designed to end all disputes, to be the nuclear deterrent that is so overwhelmingly terrifying that it never has to be used. Why then is the G.C. rolling it out now? They’ve had success with slowly wearing Blurgon down through smaller trials, picking away at them piece by piece. Why the sudden change of strategy?”

      Shift told us, the G.C. is afraid of you. They wish to squash you and end this hostile takeover before you can turn things around.

      “Perhaps, but I don’t think that is it. I can only be in so many places at once, and they know I can’t shell switch. One accident is all it would take to remove me from the picture. Something else has changed, and we are missing it.”

      I became a fully qualified lawyer, Frag offered.

      Josh was about to dismiss it as more humble-bragging when he considered what Frag had said. “Yes, you did. Why is that important?”

      Perhaps they are scared of me?

      “Or perhaps they are scared of how you passed the bar!”

      I do not follow.

      Josh rummaged through his bag and pulled out the knock-off controller that Frag had specially commissioned. “This is what they are afraid of! With this new controller design, pretty much anyone can pilot a mech with a couple of hours’ practice.” He slapped his hand onto his forehead. “Of course! I just set a precedent by winning that trial so that unqualified lawyers can pilot mechs. Combine those two things together and Blurgon just found itself with an army of lawyers that could outnumber the G.C. and turn the tide in the smaller cases. That’s why the Behemoth suddenly makes sense—it might cost a small fortune, but imagine what’s at stake if Blurgon starts winning cases. They could use the G.C.’s own strategy against them, file a bunch of trivial cases against them and start bleeding them of resources.”

      It is a solid theory, but you are forgetting something. No-one knows about my new controller, except you, me, and the M.C. Designer. I doubt she would tell anyone though, they are pretty secretive by nature.

      “And Teacher.”

      Yes, Teacher, but he wouldn’t tell the Galactic Corp, they are his enemy.

      Josh kept going along his train of thought, connecting dots he didn’t even know were dots until this very moment. He blurted the whole thing out, his mouth barely able to keep up.

      “Teacher is working together with Jax to overthrow the Blurgon High Command!”

      That is a serious accusation. What is your proof?

      “Think about it, Teacher has a star pupil, who suddenly goes rogue and starts fighting for the enemy, only to end up in exactly the right position to lead the charge against his former mentor. It wouldn’t be hard for them to coordinate fights, Jax gets to win and grow his influence with the G.C and Teacher gets to look like he’s doing his best and justify expanding the law school. Once it grew big enough, he’d be in a position to challenge High Command. Unfortunately for him, then I came along, and started winning fights. Suddenly the old plan isn’t feasible, so Teacher tries and fails to take me out of the picture. Jax tried to convince me to go work for him, and when I refused they attempted to have me killed. When we won that trial we completely undid their previous plan, there is no way they will expand the law school if anyone can pilot a mech, and Teacher loses any remaining influence he has with High Command. When he finds out about your controller he realizes their time is running out, so he tells Jax it is now or never. Now Jax gets to come in guns blazing and take Blurgon in a big show of force, and Teacher can sit back and avoid all the blame for losing the final fight. We take the fall for him, and once the G.C. are in control they can suppress the new controllers or take them as their own.”

      Frag took a long time to process everything. Then he thought, I see no obvious flaw in this logic, and it explains several recent events. If this is indeed true, we must inform High Command immediately.

      “We have no proof. It is our word against their most trusted advisor. If we tell them, they will confront him, and we will lose our only advantage.”

      Which is what?

      “He doesn’t know that we know. We can use that.”

      We could tell Shift? She would believe us.

      Josh paused at that one. He wanted to trust her, and was almost certain that he could, but at the end of the day she worked for High Command. The chances of her not telling her bosses was low to none.

      “We can’t. We have to do this on our own, but this opens up a whole new field of options. We just have to solve Problem number 1—not dying in the first 3 seconds.”

      Then let us solve Problem number 1.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Miss Featherbottom was starting to be rather concerned. She said, “Please put your hand down, Mr. Harper, I’m sure someone else might like to ask a question.”

      Gargle glanced around the room and saw that this statement was incorrect. He raised his hand again, and with a weary sigh the economics teacher said, “What is it now?”

      “I require clarification. I don’t see how financial compensation is tied in to societal benefit.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean, how do you determine the benefit to society that a particular person creates? I see no calculations in the textbook.”

      Miss Featherbottom nervously twisted the beads that were hanging around her neck. They had warned her about students like this in teacher school, the kind that would drag a simple lesson down into an ethical minefield. Avoid politics and religion, that was the mantra they had drilled into her.

      She could do this, she just had to remember her training. “Well, Mr. Harper, while that is an interesting concept, unfortunately measuring something such as societal benefit would be next to impossible to do in reality, with such a wide range of unquantifiable variables to consider.”

      Gargle scribbled something in a notebook. “Let’s pretend that was true. If you don’t have that, how do you determine what to pay someone?”

      “The market decides.”

      “I see. Is the market an intelligent entity?”

      The teacher took a deep breath. She was losing control, but she could still bring it back. “Some would argue that the market does not behave rationally, for example, a football player earning millions of pounds, while a nurse who saves people’s lives barely earns minimum wage. However, if you recall our lesson on supply and demand last month, it is a question of how hard it is to find a particular skillset. Scarcity increases the value of something.”

      “Most interesting, so the harder it is to find a skill, the more money you can get paid for having it?”

      “Exactly. Very succinctly put, Mr. Harper. Everyone make a note of that incase it comes up on your exam.” She squeezed the bead a little harder than necessary and said, “Are there any more questions? If not I can let you go five minutes early.”

      Gargle’s hand shot up, and the whole classroom groaned in unison.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 20: Money Talks

        

      

    

    
      Gargle regarded the circular time device on the wall. It was almost noon. He had spent the last hour in the library, reviewing a wide variety of materials inspired by his economics lesson.

      Top of the list was the theory of negotiation, which was fascinating. On this planet, the price was not pre-determined by anything other than what you could convince the other party to pay for it, and as such there was an entire subset of skills one could learn to help them increase that number. It was far outside his usual area of expertise, but he had done his best to formulate a mathematical approach to the problem that also included elements of something called psychology.

      Gargle retraced his steps back to Mr. Tucker’s office. He found the door slightly open and a new man standing in the doorway. He fidgeted, his hands constantly in motion. He pushed his thick-rimmed glasses up his nose and stared at Gargle quizzically. After a long silence he held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, I am Professor Jasper.”

      He shook it, being sure to apply adequate pressure. The negotiation book had been very clear on that. “Hello. I’m Josh.”

      “Tom has told me a lot about you.”

      “Tom?”

      “Sorry, Mr. Tucker. I have never seen him so excited about a student before.”

      Mr. Tucker appeared from around the doorway. “Thank you, Jasper. Shall we get started?” He also seemed jumpy; he could barely contain his excitement. It was certainly more enthusiasm than Gargle had seen him display in class.

      Jasper revealed a long cardboard tube and popped the top off. He pulled out a large sheet of paper that was covered in tiny numbers. He said, “I apologize for the format, but there was no easier way to bring along this much data and I’m not able to share it electronically for security reasons. The project I am currently working on has the potential to dramatically change the world, but we are stuck at this initial stage. I believe what we are trying to achieve is theoretically possible, but the formula continues to fail. I have reviewed it thousands of times and have been unable to find the flaw in my logic.”

      Gargle leaned in and regarded it. Now this was his kind of maths. He scanned his finger down the page at an astonishing speed, following along with the calculation in his head. As he got to the end he said, “Interesting. You are phasing between two different dimensions?”

      “What? How do you know that?” Jasper caught himself. “What I mean is, I’m not at liberty to discuss the details of the experiment.”

      “It is a fairly simple deduction, this area of the formula deals with the difference in fidelity between the two dimensions.”

      Jasper glanced at Mr. Tucker before addressing Gargle. “Obviously this is all just theoretical.”

      It was Gargle’s turn to catch himself. He had to remind himself that he wasn’t fully briefed on the technological status of this planet. Based on this formula they at least had a rudimentary grasp of the basics of inter-dimensional travel, but he didn’t want to say too much in case he accidentally gave something away. These creatures couldn’t yet travel great distances through space, but with a better grasp of this technology that would be increasingly possible, and who knew what kind of havoc they would wreak then. Still, a small nudge wouldn’t do any real harm, they were basically there anyway, it was just a bit messy. It wasn’t entirely their fault; they hadn’t perfected maths yet. They were trying to perform a delicate surgery with a chainsaw—the patient might survive, but they weren’t going to like the side effects. He could help them to sharpen their tools, if only a little.

      Professor Jasper mistook his expression for concern. “It is ok if this is too much for you, we have some of the best theoretical physicists in the world working on this and they are just as stumped as I am. I wish I could leave you this copy, but this cannot leave my possession. If it would help I can return again, as many times as you might need to begin to comprehend the herculean effort required to…”

      Gargle reached out and grabbed a red pencil from a large pile on Mr. Tucker’s desk. He smiled as he turned the piece of paper over. He wrote out six lines of formula before sliding the paper across towards the Professor.

      Jasper stopped mid-sentence and said, “What is that?”

      “The first half of the formula you need. It is basically the same as the one you already had, I just made it a little more efficient.”

      Jasper reviewed the formula, his finger held up, ready to point out the problems. Then he read the formula again, and again. Slowly his finger lowered itself, in conjunction with his jaw doing the same. After a long inhalation he said, “It’s…beautiful. How is this possible? You’ve barely been here five minutes!”

      “I know. I am sorry it took so long, I was distracted.” Gargle carefully placed the pencil back on the pile.

      “You said this is the first half? Where is the rest of it?”

      “Yes, about that.” Gargle concentrated, keeping his expression neutral. He had proven the value of his offer, now he just needed to anchor in a price point. “I shall provide the second half for £100,000.”

      Professor Jasper and Mr. Tucker both stared at him in disbelief. Mr. Tucker spoke first. “Mr. Harper, I told Professor Jasper that you may be able to help him as a fellow intellectual, I did not intend for this to be a business transaction.”

      “Of course, 10% of that money shall be given to Mr. Tucker, as a commission for introducing us.”

      Mr. Tucker’s jaw fell open, then he regained his composure. He turned to Professor Jasper. “The lad has a point, sounds like you’ve already spent a lot of money trying to solve this problem, the answer must be worth something.”

      Professor Jasper found himself suddenly outnumbered. “Something perhaps, but £100,000 is outrageous. My employer would never authorize that kind of expense.”

      “Well in that case I suppose you shall continue to spend months and months of wasted time and effort to try and solve this on your own. I can say with certainty that based on the formula you showed me, you are at least 18 months away from solving it, and that includes the 12 months of time I just saved you cleaning up the first half.”

      Professor Jasper had a terrible poker face. The thought of spending another 18 months staring at the same equation, looking for a solution that had so far eluded him, was not filling him with happy thoughts. It did however, pose a quandary. Jasper had seen how angry his employer could be when he didn’t get what he wanted, and if he knew that a solution was available right now, that made Josh a potential target for his anger. That wasn’t something he would wish upon anyone, let alone a school kid. Unfortunately Jasper didn’t have a spare £100k lying around either. “I have a counter offer. How about £10k?”

      Gargle had been expecting that; the website had told him to expect a considerably lower counter-proposal. He applied his formula, “£75k, and not a penny less.”

      “I don’t have that kind of money,” Jasper pleaded.

      “I am sure your employer does. If you are doing what I believe you are, the equipment alone would cost in the hundreds of millions.”

      Jasper was in dangerous territory. He couldn’t afford for the kid to keep guessing what he was up to; if he got too close that would be a problem for everyone. He pulled out his phone and checked his savings account. “£16,127, half now and half when I confirm that the formula works, on the condition that you cannot tell a soul where the money came from. That is for both of our protection. I’m afraid that is quite honestly the best I can do.” It hurt a little to offer it, but if this formula worked he’d never have to worry about money again. It was worth the risk.

      Gargle peered at the Professor’s face. It was hard to tell if he was serious about this being his final offer, but it certainly appeared as if he was. It wasn’t enough to solve his financial situation forever, but it was a decent start for five minutes of work. Who knows, it might even lead to more work from Professor Jasper.

      Gargle held out his hand. “We have a deal. Please wire the money to this account, minus Tom’s fee of course. Also, if possible, I would like £100 in cash, to pay back some large and angry classmates.” He held out Josh’s communicator with the online banking app open. He didn’t know the password, but his thumbprint was enough to get him in.

      Professor Jasper rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a faded leather wallet. He opened it and stared inside. “I’m sorry, I don’t carry that kind of cash on me. I can do £15?”

      Mr. Tucker pulled out his own wallet, and removed a thick stack of pound notes from it. He counted out £100 in crisp twenties and slid it over the table to Gargle. Professor Jasper said, “What on earth are you doing with that kind of money on you, Tom?”

      “I don’t ask you about your side projects, Jasper, don’t ask me about mine.”

      “Understood.”

      Professor Jasper did something on his own communicator, and then said, “Ok, I have sent the first half of the payment, minus the £100 from Mr. Tucker.” He showed the confirmation to Gargle. “Now if you would be so kind as to complete the formula.”

      Gargle picked up the same red pen and scrawled out six more lines. He flipped the paper round and Professor Jasper read it before clutching it to his chest. “Of course! How did I not see that?”

      “You had made it too complicated. Once you remove the superfluous portions, the answer becomes much clearer.”

      Jasper slipped the note in his pocket. “This has been a most productive meeting, even if it cost me a small fortune. Thank you, Josh.”

      Gargle nodded and skipped from the room, happy to have made a practical start on the lessons from Economics.

      When he was certain the coast was clear, Professor Jasper closed the door of the office. “What the hell was that, Tom, a shakedown?”

      “Honestly I had no idea. How was I supposed to know he’d suddenly go all mercenary. You know kids these days, it’s all me, me, me. Did you at least get what you needed?”

      “You’d better bloody hope so, or you’ll be paying me back every penny.”

      Tom laughed nervously. “I’m sure it will be perfect, young Josh has been nothing short of astounding recently.”

      “Indeed. I am surprised you haven’t mentioned him sooner, you knew I was struggling with this problem.”

      “Well that’s the strange part, up until a couple of days ago, he acted like every other idiot teen in my class. I could barely get him to write his name on the practice exam, let alone flawlessly answer every question in his head.”

      “Interesting. There’s been a lot of strange happenings lately, I doubt this is the last one we’ll see. Just keep an eye on him. Someone with that kind of ability could attract the wrong kind of attention.”

      “Oh Jasper, you and your conspiracy theories. Who do you think would take him, werewolves? Bigfoot? Aliens perhaps?”

      “You laugh now, Tom, but you haven’t seen the things that I have. One day you’ll wish you’d listened. Are you sure he’ll be discreet?”

      “Josh? Usually I can’t get two words out of him. He won’t say anything, and even if he did, who’s going to believe it?”

      “Well let’s hope for both our sakes that you are right.” Jasper stood up abruptly. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I must get back to the office to test this formula out.”

      “Make sure you don’t forget the second payment when it works,” Mr. Tucker said with a chuckle.

      “I’m sure you’ll remind me if I do,” Jasper retorted, before adding, “always a pleasure, Tom.”

      “Likewise, Jasper.”

      As Jasper walked away, Mr. Tucker kicked back in his chair and smiled. That had worked out splendidly.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh watched his mech explode in a fiery inferno for the umpteenth time. He’d stopped counting a long time ago; all he knew was that as the trial countdown reached zero he had approximately half a second to get to somewhere else before the ground he was standing on became molten lava.

      He’d eventually worked his way back down the list of mechs until he had landed on his trusty Ticket Buster. Right now they were focusing on an all-laser turret build for the Behemoth, to get a feel for the targeting and reload times.

      The heavier weaponry improved his survival time in the Ticket Buster, but only because they took longer to reload and fire. His best attempt so far was almost 8 seconds. He’d dodged the first volley purely by accident, but couldn’t move quick enough to outrun the second.

      This loadout is unrealistic. The CORPS and weight of all those laser cannons is astronomical. The G.C. will equip a variety of weapons, to give them more attack options.

      “Probably, but we need to be able to dodge the laser cannons first as they can kill us with one hit. Once we figure that out we can layer in some other weapons.”

      That is precisely the problem. We cannot dodge so many turrets, there is too much laser fire. Even if we could, the Ticket Buster is unable to equip a weapon that can damage the Behemoth.

      “Good point!” Josh said, kicking himself that he hadn’t thought of it. What good was it if he couldn’t even hurt the enemy, because they were so large. He’d gotten so caught up in surviving that he hadn’t even thought about winning.

      Something tickled at the back of his mind. He strained, trying to picture it.

      Frag thought, What are you doing?

      “I’m trying to remember something. I feel like it’s important. Maybe I wrote it down?”

      Josh flipped through his notebook, but most of the words were crossed out. He was about to give up when he got to the page that simply said:

      GUERILLA WARFARE - FIGHT BIGGER BAD GUYS

      It all came flooding back and he fist-pumped the air. “What are the odds of that, Old Man Murray taught me something useful!”

      I do not understand.

      “You will. Let me try something.” Josh hopped into the menu screen and unequipped every weapon from his Ticket Buster. He started up a fresh fight.

      I do not believe you have understood the point of my concern. Now you have literally no ability to inflict damage.

      “Hold on a second.”

      The timer reached zero and Josh boosted as hard as he could to the left. He barely escaped the initial volley of laser fire, and then there was a brief reprieve while they recharged. The simulation then changed tactics, firing the turrets one at a time, giving no break between the laser fire. Josh managed to dodge several more blasts, until one clipped him as he was about to double jump. It killed him instantly.

      “Awesome!”

      How so? We died.

      “That was a new record! How long did we survive?”

      Just under 12 seconds. Hooray. Frag hadn’t learned sarcasm yet, but his mental tone was positively dripping with irony. Josh was starting to rub off on him.

      “Progress! This just might work.”

      You also used up almost a quarter of your booster fuel. If you continued down that path we’d survive almost 50 seconds before we could no longer dodge.

      “That’s not long enough. We need more time. Is there any way to get booster fuel during a fight?”

      I believe booster fuel canisters can be equipped, but no-one ever does that because they would slow you down and make you a walking bomb. One stray laser would be enough to detonate every canister you were carrying.

      “I’m not sure that is relevant.”

      Why not?

      “How much damage does a laser shot from the Behemoth do to a Ticket Buster, as a percentage of hull integrity?”

      A single hit from the laser does damage totalling 246% of the Ticket Buster’s hull integrity.

      “So booster cells don’t make us die any quicker, but if they slow us down they might. Unless we can lose the weight somewhere else…”

      You have already unequipped all available weapons, where do you propose we lose weight?

      Josh grinned. “I’ll fill you in on the plan in just a moment. First, I have to make a phone call.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle walked out into the playground feeling rather pleased with himself. If it was this easy to earn money here, why wasn’t everyone doing it? If he could find just a few more people to pay him to do simple calculations he’d soon have enough to solve the Dad’s financial issues and maybe even buy a car that wasn’t held together by the paint.

      He noticed Pete and Brad stalking towards him, looking rather angry. Before Pete could raise his fist, Gargle held up his hand. “I have your £100.”

      Brad snatched the pile of notes. “That was yesterday. Now it’s £150.”

      “That seems unreasonable. In Economics the Teacher stated that the interest rate was…”

      The punch from Pete knocked the wind straight out of him. Gargle struggled to stand up, but then the adrenaline kicked in again. He felt it happen this time, and concentrated on it. With a tiny squeeze he pumped yet more into his system, and felt his muscles tense up, ready. Gargle was tired of getting hit, tired of being pushed around by anyone and everyone. This needed to stop, and he realized now that there was only one way this could possibly end.

      He stood up straight. “I’ve paid you what I owed. I consider this matter over.”

      A few of the other kids in the playground started to pay attention. They sensed that a fight was brewing, and based on who was involved it wasn’t going to last long.

      Brad shoved Gargle while Pete loomed behind him. “It’s over when I say it’s over. You strut around here pretending to be a bad boy, but deep down you’re still the same loser you were before your parents split up. You’re not fooling anyone.”

      “Would you say that we have reached the limits of discourse on this topic? Am I out of options?” Gargle asked.

      “You’re damn right you are. Pete, teach him a lesson.”

      Pete stepped forward, fists at his side, not ready for an actual fight. Gargle didn’t wait for an invitation. He unleashed a punch, exactly as the Dad had taught him. His adrenaline surged, his hip pivoted, and his fist connected in exactly the spot that the Dad had shown him.

      For the briefest of moments Pete remained upright, but then his eyes rolled upwards and his knees buckled. He collapsed in a heap and Gargle turned to face Brad. He smiled. “Would you like to continue this negotiation?”

      Brad looked at Pete face-down on the playground and quietly backed away. “I think we’ll just call it even.”

      “Good idea.”

      There was a commotion in the crowd as a teacher tried to push through. Old Man Murray appeared, his moustache bristling. He looked at Pete sprawled out on the ground and said, “What happened here?”

      “He knocked him out!” said Brad, pointing accusingly at Gargle.

      Old Man Murray laughed. “Yeah, sure he did.” He smirked at Gargle. “Looks like an accident to me. Someone go get the nurse.”

      At the mention of the nurse, the crowd instantly scattered in their eagerness to not be volunteered to fetch her. Gargle tried to go with them, but Old Man Murray stopped him. “I may be old, but I’m not blind. Back in my day, kids were allowed to defend themselves from bullies, but nowadays it’s all about hugging it out. I prefer the old-fashioned method.” He winked at Josh. “That was a hell of a punch, young man. Don’t let me see anything like it again, is that clear?”

      “Yes sir.” Gargle said.

      “Off you go then.”

      Gargle strutted away like the king of the playground. He’d solved two of his biggest problems already today, and he hadn’t even had lunch yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Level 21: Trials and Tribulations

        

      

    

    
      “The Law School has finished the preparations for your Level 6 Contemptor,” Shift said, looking nervous. “They are moving it to the arena as we speak.”

      “Excellent. Did they install the enhanced armour plating and extra-capacity turrets as requested?”

      “They did, although I fail to see the purpose. Even I know that a Behemoth will destroy a heavily armoured Contemptor in a matter of seconds, and your turrets are unlikely to cause meaningful damage.”

      “Trust me, it’s all part of the plan.” Josh grinned.

      “I do trust you, but the High Command do not. Our planet is on the line. They wish to speak with you before the trial, to understand your approach. They have asked the Teacher to attend, so he may provide guidance.”

      “Good, because I’d like a word with them too. I’m assuming they will be at the arena?”

      “They will.”

      “Ok, then I will meet them there. Please go ahead and let them know.”

      Shift frowned. “I cannot leave your side, I am to escort you to the arena, to make sure you get there safely.”

      “You mean to make sure I don’t make a run for it,” he said.

      She hung her head. “Also that.”

      “I’m not leaving Ali behind, so you are safe on that front. However, I have someone to see before the fight, and you can’t be there. You will understand why later. I do not wish to put you in an impossible situation.”

      “You already are. I have been specifically instructed to stay by your side and report your movements to the High Command. I have a task directly from the High Command that says as much.”

      “That is precisely the problem. I’m going to have to ask you to do something you’re not going to like.”

      She winced. “What?”

      “I need you to ignore that task. Actually I need you to actively go against it. I promise you it is for the good of High Command. Tell them we are on schedule and on our way, and I will meet you at the arena.”

      Her look was one of pain. “I can’t.”

      “You can, I believe you can. You’re human now. Not just human, a teenager. I know you feel that rebellious streak deep down inside, the one that makes you want to tell the High Command where to shove their task.”

      Her expression was one of pure conflict. Josh gave her a final nudge. “They’re not the boss of you! You can be anything you want to be.”

      “Yeah!” exploded out of her. “You’re right! I’m sick of being an envoy, I never wanted to do this. All that politeness training, and sitting in pointless High Command briefings, and listening to my subjects blathering on about nonsense.”

      “Hey!”

      “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean you.”

      “I thought I was your first subject?”

      “You’re missing the point. I will help you. I want to save my planet, and if you tell me this is how it is going to happen, then I believe you. I will keep the High Command occupied as long as I am able. Then I am going to start doing what I want to do.” She leaned in and kissed him without warning. At least, that was what he guessed she was trying to do. Instead she smashed her teeth into his and then violently attacked his tonsils with her tongue.

      He gently pushed her away. “Alright, one step at a time.”

      “Why did I do that?” she asked, going red.

      “Hormones, I think. Who really knows why teenagers do anything. There’s plenty of time for us to get to know each other once I’ve saved the world. Now I’m afraid I have to leave.”

      She nodded and then hugged him. He turned his head in case another kiss was incoming, but she broke away and power walked out of the room.

      Frag thought, What just happened?

      “I think we just broke Shift. I’ll have to deal with that later.”

      Are you sure this plan is going to work? There are many factors that are outside of our control that could dramatically reduce our odds of success.

      “Even if everything goes our way, the odds of success are still garbage. We just have to roll with it.”

      I do not enjoy rolling with it. I prefer proven strategies with carefully considered contingencies.

      “Yep, and that’s why I’ll be piloting today.” Josh stopped as he caught a glimpse of Frag’s feelings. “Sorry, I want you to know you are an important part of this team, but the only way I have found to win this fight is my way. You’re the best defence lawyer I’ve ever met, but the Behemoth doesn’t care about that. It only needs one shot.”

      I understand. We are in this together. Now let’s go, or we shall be late.

      They strolled out of Josh’s room for the last time. He gave the bed a gentle tap, smiling at the pain in his knuckles. He was going to miss this place.

      The stroll through the market was a pleasant one. Everyone rushed over to talk to them, but Josh kept walking and the crowds parted. He wished he could reassure each and every one of them that everything was going to be ok, but he didn’t believe it himself.

      As they reached the spaceport Josh scanned the crowd anxiously. There were several huge ships docked, all of them emblazoned with the Galactic Corp logo. Important people had come to watch the final showdown. Josh breathed a sigh of relief. Step 1 of the plan was in place.

      He looked around for Step 2, and started to panic when he didn’t see who he was looking for. Then someone slowly tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to see his furry friend. “Poke! You made it.”

      “Of course I did, I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Front-row seats for the most important trial this galaxy has ever seen? If people don’t already think I’m a bigshot lawyer, they will when they see me on their viewers.”

      “How is your fledgling practice going? Off to a good start I hope?”

      “Well, we haven’t had a trial yet, but I bought myself a nice Level 3 Litigator fresh off the production line. It’s a thing of beauty, better than that crappy mech I used to have.” Poke grinned.

      Josh smiled back. “Is everything ready? Were you able to make the requested modifications?”

      “Sure was. Got some strange looks from the mechanics, but a few credits changed their tune.”

      “Where is it now?”

      Poke looked up. “It’s exactly where you asked. You just need to point this at wherever you want it.”

      It handed over a large red button with a small protrusion that looked like a laser pointer.

      “Did all the modifications go as expected?”

      “Sure did. That’s one heck of a creation. I have no idea what you are going to do with it, but I’m glad someone took it off my hands.”

      “We’ve got a few tricks up our sleeves.”

      Poke laughed particularly hard at that one.

      Josh said, “Do you have the other thing I asked for?”

      “I do.” Poke handed over the data pad.

      “Thanks, Poke. I owe you one.”

      “Actually, I believe this makes us even.” It grinned a leisurely grin. ”No matter what happens today, this is going to be a fight to remember. If anyone is mad enough to win this thing, you are.”

      “Thanks, that means a lot. Come on, we’ll take you to the arena and make sure you get a decent seat.”

      Poke chuckled. “I’m not walking there, we’d miss the trial. Step aside.” Poke pressed a button and there was a roar in the distance. A sleek red blur sailed across the port and landed gently in front of him. It looked like a motorbike, only it didn’t have wheels. It also looked positively lethal. The sloth slowly clambered on board and then patted the space behind it. “Hop on, I can take you there.”

      “Are you sure? That thing looks like a death trap.”

      “Hasn’t killed me yet,” it said.

      “Do you at least have a helmet?” Josh said, tentatively climbing on the back.

      “Oh there’s no point, if this crashes, no helmet in the galaxy is saving you.”

      Before Josh could climb back off, Poke accelerated out of the port almost vertically, twisting Josh’s stomach and almost making him pass out. He’d only just recovered when the bike suddenly stopped and Poke said, “Hold on!”

      Josh grabbed as much fur as he could as the bike shot forwards. The entire planet blurred beneath them for a split second, and then it stopped. The arena was directly in front of them, huge and foreboding.  Shift was waiting anxiously outside the lawyer’s gate and looked visibly relieved when they arrived. She ran over to the bike. “Nice ride!” Then she shook her head and said, “The High Command and Teacher are awaiting your briefing inside. They believe that we have just arrived together, and do not know about your detour.”

      Josh smiled, and she smiled back. He took her hand and squeezed it. “Thank you.”

      “Just don’t make me regret it.”

      She finally noticed the huge furry creature and said, “Who is that?”

      “That’s Poke. Can you make sure he gets a decent seat? He’s my special guest.”

      Shift said, “Sure, no problem.” She pulled out her data pad and waved it over Poke’s bracelet. “You now have access to all areas of the arena, including the dignitaries’ lounge, although I should warn you that the Galactic Corp Board of Directors are already up there.”

      “I think perhaps I will sit with the common folk,” said Poke, and ambled off toward the gate.

      “How do you know that creature? I feel like I have met it before.”

      “Poke is the lawyer that I stole control of the mech from.”

      Her eyes widened. “That’s right! Why is it here?”

      “Poke owed me a favour, but we are all squared now.” Josh grinned. “Come on, let’s go chat with High Command.”

      Shift led him into the arena and up a large staircase, to a floor far higher than he had been on before. From up here he had a perfect view into the arena below. They approached a pair of large doors and a guard greeted them with a handheld scanner. He waved it over both of them, nodded and said, “Proceed.”

      The doors swung open to reveal a huge room with a perfect view of the arena. The sound of the crowd dropped to a dull roar the moment the doors closed behind them. Purple blobs and Teacher were the only occupants. Shift said, “Here is our champion, as requested.”

      “Thank you, Shift. Now please leave us,” Josh said. This was the part of the plan he wasn’t looking forward to.

      “I am cleared to be here as an envoy of the High Command,” she said, glaring at him.

      “I know, but the strategy I am about to convey is top secret and is on a need-to-know basis. You don’t need to know.”

      “But…” she started, but her Mother interjected.

      “The young man is right, Shift, this is important state business. You may wait outside.”

      “You…you…stupid boy!” she stammered, before running from the room. She slammed the door behind her.

      “I’m sorry for my daughter,” said one of the purple blobs. “She has not been acting herself lately.”

      “Teenagers, right!” Josh said. “Now if you’d all be so kind, I need you to sign this.” He pulled the data pad from his backpack.

      Teacher scurried across the room and snatched it from him. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “I’m not getting tricked again. This is a contract. It outlines that in the event that I destroy the Behemoth, I get my A.I. back and also 10% of the resultant damages, paid directly to me.”

      The Teacher scanned through the document. “Preposterous. I am the legal counsel for the High Command and they will never sign a contract at this short notice. We would need time to review it thoroughly.”

      He turned to the High Command. “A smart lawyer once taught me to always give someone a limited amount of time to read an important contract. You have 10 seconds, and after that I will concede my position as the lawyer in this fight. I am sure Teacher would be willing to take my place, he is after all the most highly qualified lawyer on Blurgon.”

      The High Command had floated over and were slowly grumbling amongst themselves. Josh said, “10…9…8…7…6…5…”

      “Stop,” said the Teacher. “What are the terms if you lose?” He continued scanning through the contract. He smirked as he got to the relevant section.

      “I get nothing. You can delete my A.I. and forcibly remove Frag from my shell. If I survive that process I shall make my own way back to Earth without your assistance.”

      Teacher carefully checked off each condition of defeat in the contract before turning to the High Command. “This is most unorthodox, but I recommend we sign this contract. I believe the conditions to be fair to both parties.”

      High Command grumbled between themselves and then said, “We do not appreciate the manner of this exchange.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t appreciate being blackmailed into fighting the largest trial in your planet’s history, but here we are. 4…3…2…”

      “We accept,” said one of the purple clouds. “I authorize Teacher to sign on our behalf.”

      Teacher did as asked, scribbling at the bottom of the data pad. He tossed it back to Josh and said, “Now tell us this brilliant strategy of yours. How do you intend to defeat the Behemoth?”

      “Simple. I have discovered a flaw in the Behemoth’s design. There is a small window of opportunity to get underneath it, where I have discovered an access panel with inadequate armour plating. A single shot from the Contemptor’s laser cannon is enough to pierce it, and it is directly below the Behemoth’s reactor.”

      “Why has this weakness not been discovered before?” asked one of the High Command.

      “No-one has ever survived long enough to try. There is a gap in the Behemoth’s weaponry when it goes to reload. Right at the front is a narrow cone where its weapons do not provide adequate coverage. That is what I shall exploit. I shall feign like I am dodging left, and then I will dash right, which will put me within the cone. The access hatch is right at the front of the mech. We just have to hope the Galactic Corp are not aware of this weakness. If they are, all they have to do is start with the Behemoth facing backwards and we will be in serious trouble. There is no such blindspot on the back, and the hatch will be almost impossible to get to. We’d be destroyed before we got close.”

      The High Command all turned to stare at the Teacher, awaiting his assessment. Josh held his breath. This was it, the moment where their fate would be determined.

      “It sounds like a sound strategy if the Galactic Corp falls for it. I do not see a viable alternative. I reluctantly concede that this is our best option.” Josh caught a hint of a twitch on the left mandible. Was that his equivalent of a smirk? Josh hoped so; he was looking forward to wiping it off his Teacher’s face once and for all.

      “You may leave now to prepare,” said one of the High Command. Josh didn’t wait for the guards to kick him out, he strolled straight out of the door. Shift was waiting for him outside. He was ready for shouting, but instead she slapped him right across the face.

      “You absolute barnacle, why would you do that to me? You made me look like an idiot in there. After all that I did, lying to High Command, for you to betray me like that. I hate you.”

      He tried to reach out to hug her, but she pushed him away. “Stay away from me.” Then she tore out of her shell and floated straight through the door.

      That was unpleasant.

      “Yes, it really was. Let’s hope it was worth it. Ready to bring this plan home?”

      Let’s do it.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle skipped to the front door of the house, excited to fill his Mum and Dad in on his day. His Mum and Dad. He hadn’t thought of them that way, but that was what they were becoming. He was going to help them get back together, and solve his Dad’s financial problems, and ace his exams, and make them both proud. He positively beamed at the thought. He could be anything he wanted here. He could be a better Josh than Josh ever was, a thoughtful, caring son that would keep his room clean and do the dishes.

      He burst in to find his Dad on the couch, his eyes red, with a bunch of flowers strewn across the dining room table. Gargle rushed over to him. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

      “Only my pride,” he said, choking back the tears. “I can’t believe I fell for her lies again. I must be stupid.”

      “Whose lies?” Gargle asked, fearing he already knew the answer.

      “Your mum’s. She was supposed to be here an hour ago, so I texted her to see where she was. When she didn’t answer I checked her location on the family app.”

      “Wait, you can track her location?”

      The Dad looked around guiltily. “I almost never use it, she forgot to revoke my access when we split up. I was honestly just checking to see if she was on her way or if I had time for a quick shower, but then I saw this.” He showed the screen to Gargle.

      It took him a moment to understand what he was seeing. “The casino?”

      “Yep. She promised me she’d never go there again, and yet what does she do the moment our backs are turned? She went back. She’s never going to change, she will always be a gambler first, and a wife and mother second.”

      “Perhaps there is an explanation?” Gargle said, desperately clinging on to his imaginary family.

      “There is. She’s an addict. That’s all there is to it. I want you to stay away from her, do you hear?”

      “But she is my Mother…” Gargle said, feeling a new rush of emotions. “You can’t tell me not to see her!” He had an overwhelming urge to be somewhere else, and he ran up the stairs. His bedroom felt safe, his own personal space, and he was barely in it when Pickle was up on his lap, trying to lick the tears that had started to form. Caitlin had lied to him, she had betrayed his trust, and now his Dad would go back to being sad and alone. Money was not what he was missing, Gargle understood that now. The money would help to pay the bills, but it would not put a smile on his Dad’s face. Only Caitlin could do that.

      She needed to know that. Gargle knew what he needed to do.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Josh strolled into the lawyer’s booth. It was elegant and tasteful, perched high above the arena, which was currently lowered. Any moment now, the mechs would raise up on their platforms. He would have an excellent view of the fight from up here.

      There was a pristine Mech Controller on a floating desk, which he immediately pushed to one side. He removed his game controller from his backpack and synced it up. Then he took out his tie, and tied it around his head. “You ready for the show?” he said out loud.

      Sure am. I have front-row seats, replied Frag.

      The arena was full, and several ships hovered overhead, keen to get a glimpse of the action. The huge viewer showed a much-improved picture of Josh that had been taken from a higher-resolution security camera. He had his tie around his head, just like now. That was when he realized it was a live feed from his booth. He waved, and the crowd erupted.

      The feed switched to another familiar face. Jax was decked out in a formal Galactic Corp uniform, all in black, with their logo on the breast. He looked calm and collected, as he should be.

      Josh glanced across and saw what he assumed was the Galactic Corp Board Members. They were chatting nonchalantly in the dignitaries’ suite, which was off to the side just below his booth. It had a large sweeping view of the arena, but the board members were not looking out of it. Today’s result was a foregone conclusion; they were simply here to facilitate a smooth transfer of power. As Josh watched, the doors opened, and the Blurgon High Command floated it, with Teacher in tow. They moved anxiously to the window.

      Josh felt the nerves start to kick in. He was really doing this. This wasn’t a game, it wasn’t for fun, there were no second chances. If he lost today, millions of people would be affected.

      Stop it, said Frag in his head. This is no different from any other fight. You can do this, I know you can. I wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t. You are Josh Harper, the finest Lawyer that Blurgon has ever known.

      “Thanks, coach!” he said, but he did feel a little better.

      A voice over a speaker said, “Final preparations for the trial are commencing. This is your last chance to alter your mech selection. Make your final choice now.”

      Josh did.

      The same voice said, “Negative Blurgon Lawyer, we do not have a mech of that designation in the hangar for you. Please make an alternate suggestion.”

      “No need. It’s coming in as a special delivery. Just leave the platform empty.”

      “I did not hear that, please repeat, it sounded like you said do not load a mech on the platform for you.”

      “Yes, that is correct.”

      “Ok, just let me check I have a valid recording of that request…yep, you’re on your own.”

      The two platforms slowly rose out of the ground. The Behemoth just kept going and going, up and up, towering over the arena. It barely fit on the platform. Two huge viewers on either side showed angles from the arena floor, which made it look even larger.

      Josh smiled as the two final pieces of the puzzle fell into place. The Behemoth was facing backwards, and its arsenal was almost exclusively laser turrets.

      The crowd gasped as the Blurgon platform turned up without a mech. Now the G.C. Board of Directors were paying attention.

      The speaker’s voice said, “You have 34 seconds to provide your own mech or you will forfeit this trial.”

      “Way ahead of you.” Josh pointed the big red button at the arena floor and pushed it. He really hoped it was accurate; if it landed in the stands this was going to be a very awkward explanation.

      There was a glint above the arena, that slowly became a red dot, then a streak. It arced down towards the arena, and the ships above hastily moved out of the way. It carved through the sky, leaving a long tail behind it, and then it started to decelerate.

      The Ticket Buster hovered down through the ceiling of the arena, although it was barely recognizable. It had no arms; in their place were huge green booster fuel cannisters. There were two even larger cylinders on its back. It touched down in the arena gently, and ejected a cannister that it had used for the flight down. It landed on the arena floor with a thud.

      Ejection test worked perfectly, Frag noted.

      “Sure did. We might be in with a chance after all.”

      Josh was glad he couldn’t see the look on High Command’s face right now. It would be a strange mix of confusion and anger. He risked a glance over at the dignitaries’ suite. Teacher was pressed against the glass, no doubt trying to determine the meaning of this last-minute change. Even if he figured it out, it was too late.

      A blue light washed across both mechs, to scan them for illegal modifications. Josh held his breath. They had pushed their custom build to the limit, but all the parts were standard and the Ticket Buster was well below the weight limit. There was no reason for it to fail, but he still stared at the little light until it flashed green.

      “Yes!” he said, exhaling at last. That was the final hurdle. They had passed inspection. Now they could fight.

      One of the viewers buzzed.

      Incoming call from Jax.

      “Accept it.”

      Jax filled the screen, his face contorted. “What is with the theatrics? Is it not enough for me to blow your pathetic mech to pieces, you had to cover it in explosives first? You don’t even have any weapons. This is going to be over even quicker than I predicted.”

      “You’d better hope so.” Josh winked and ended the call.

      With both mechs approved, the countdown began.

      Josh would decide the fate of an entire planet in

      3…

      2…

      1…
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      Jax did exactly as Josh had predicted. Josh dodged left and Jax went for the kill, with everything he had. Unfortunately he aimed it all right, expecting Josh to dart right into the line of fire. Josh kept boosting left, putting as much distance between him and the lasers as he could. The Behemoth had clearly been specced to face the Contemptor, with a higher ratio of heavy laser turrets, which would have made short work of the slower-moving mech. That was exactly what Josh had been hoping for. There was still a smattering of missile silos and mortars, but certainly nowhere near as many as if Jax thought he would be facing a lowly Ticket Buster.

      The trick now was to exploit the recharge times on the turrets and never stop moving. Josh varied his speed, running and then boosting, before changing direction. He wanted to make it as hard as possible for Jax to target him with his massive arsenal. That was where part two of the plan came into play. There were far fewer weapon slots on the back of the Behemoth, likely because no mech was ever expected to survive long enough to get around the back. Jax realized this too and tried to turn the Behemoth around, but it was weighed down with weapons and was too large and lumbering to spin. Josh was careful to always stay behind it; he could boost faster than Jax could turn, so as long as he paid attention and didn’t get caught up he could minimize the number of turrets pointing at him. It was still a lot of turrets, but Josh had to use every small advantage he could find to improve his chances.

      As Jax tried to bring the rest of his turrets around Josh boosted again. He yelled, “Booster fuel level?”

      Within expected tolerances. 78%. Another wave of projectiles is incoming.

      “I’m ready for it.”

      Jax tried to mix up his tactics. Instead of firing all the turrets at once, he staggered them, trying to catch the Ticket Buster off guard. Josh jumped over a shot, then double jumped over the next. Jax was ready to catch the Ticket Buster as it landed, and fired four different turrets at possible landing spots, but Josh didn’t land. Instead he hovered. It was insanely expensive fuel-wise, but it meant that Jax had to target him on all 3 axes. Jax mistakenly thought that Josh could only go up or down, but as he fired another volley Josh strafed in the air, before cutting off the boosters and dropping back to the arena floor.

      A batch of missiles erupted from somewhere around the front of the mech, and lazily looped around to fly at the Ticket Buster. Josh laughed. “Nice try, buddy, but your missiles aren’t fast enough to catch us.” He waited until they were closer and then boosted away, being careful to stay just ahead of them. Turrets tried to predict where Josh was going to be, but Jax couldn’t keep up. Josh darted between the Behemoth’s legs and whooped as the missiles crashed into one of them.

      Jax completely lost any sense of a strategy. He launched everything he had, missiles and mortars galore. The floor became a roiling mass of molten fire, so Josh played a literal game of the floor is lava. He jumped and hovered again, his booster jets burning brightly.

      “Fuel?”

      Down to 52%. The back canisters are empty.

      “I know, I was saving them for this.”

      Eight missiles sped toward the mid-air Ticket Buster, and Josh propelled it straight up like a rocket ship, before ejecting both the back canisters. They tumbled to the arena and the missiles switched their tracking to the fast-moving objects, obliterating the canisters in an orange fireball.

      Josh stared anxiously at the arena floor, willing the flames to die down. He couldn’t stay in the air like this. It would seriously limit how long he’d be able to stay alive, and if Jax figured that out then it would be game over.

      “Fuel!” he said, dreading the answer.

      22% and falling first. You must land soon, if you fall from the sky he will know you are out of booster fuel.

      “I’m pretty sure he will figure that out when he finally hits me with a turret.” Josh said.

      This was starting to get close to the wire. He’d already expected the fight to be over by now. Were the Galactic Corp really this stubborn?

      “How long has the trial been so far?”

      2 minutes and 36 seconds.

      “So the Galactic Corp have spent at least…” He tried to do the maths and gave up, “A boatload.”

      Correct. They must really want to win this trial.

      “Jax must have realized by now what this trial was costing.The trillion credit question is, how much does he want to win it?”

      Movement in his peripheral caught his eye, but he didn’t dare take his eyes off the fight. Frag thought, I can take a peek. Josh stayed focused on the battle, while his other eye went for a quick spin all by itself. It glanced at the dignitaries’ booth and Frag thought, Wow, they are really really not happy in there. The Galactic Corp Board of Directors are up in arms. They are banging against the glass.

      That sounded promising. They were slowly realizing that Jax was never going to hit Josh while he had boosters. The question was, could they do the math quick enough to figure out the max capacity of his booster fuel?

      “How much fuel?” Josh asked, for what he hoped was the last time.

      7%. If we continue boosting, we will run out in the next 13 seconds.

      “I can’t exactly stand still!”

      Josh started the countdown in his head. What was going to give first, his booster fuel, or the Galactic Corp’s wallet? He was playing chicken with a giant corporation, with millions of lives as collateral damage.

      He dodged another volley of laser fire. Jax had given up trying to turn the Behemoth around and was now just taking pot shots, hoping to land a lucky hit. Every shot added to the tab, and the bill was coming due.

      The viewer above the arena switched to the live view of Josh in the lawyer’s booth. He was calm, collected, and smiling. It was the face of a man who could and would do this all day. There was no indication that he had mere seconds to live.

      When the viewer switched to Jax it told a very different story. He was yelling at someone off-screen. Then a black-clad hand reached across, and pushed a button.

      The Behemoth fell still, the turrets drooping and the legs swaying. Then Josh got the message he had been waiting for.

      “The Galactic Corp concedes the trial. Blurgon are the victors.”

      The arena erupted. Josh stared at his tiny, insignificant Ticket Buster and said, “How much?”

      3%.

      “Let’s never tell anyone that, agreed?”

      Agreed.

      As soon as Josh opened his booth, the noise hit him. It was that of pure elation, of millions of people getting out from under a terrible boss and heading straight to the nearest pub. They were finally free of the Galactic Corp.

      He slipped his game controller back into his bag, removed the tie from his head, and threw the backpack over his shoulder. He had done it. He had beaten the ultimate boss, and he hadn’t even fired a single shot.

      Josh made his way back down and across to the dignitaries’ suite. No-one tried to stop him; the guards were too busy partying. He strolled across to the large double doors and casually pushed them open.

      The scene in the room was very different than the one he had seen earlier. There was a lot of shouting and finger-pointing from the Galactic Corp board. The High Command didn’t even have fingers, but they floated just a little more smugly than they did before. The only one that didn’t share their excitement was the Teacher. He twitched nervously in the corner, as if waiting for a chance to escape. Shift was also present, but she was back in her shell. She waved at him sheepishly, and he waved back.

      With a loud thud, Jax burst into the room. His uniform was bedraggled and his movements were erratic. He was a man on the edge. He saw Josh and went straight for him. Josh held out his hand. “Good game.”

      Jax slapped it away. “You cheated! You switched mechs at the last second.”

      “Oh really? And how exactly would you know that, unless you knew what mech I was supposed to field?”

      He stammered and tried to change the subject. “That mech didn’t even have any weapons! You couldn’t possibly have won the trial.”

      “I didn’t have to win it, I just had to make sure I didn’t lose. You see, on my planet, we have the ancient art of guerrilla warfare, as practised by the strategic genius General Tso. It teaches us that if the opponent is too large to beat, we simply have to make sure we are too fast and too small to hit. Sooner or later your opponent gets tired of fighting and goes home. I’d be happy to teach you more about it.”

      Jax went for the punch, an old-school, physical attack. He was out of practice. Josh was caught completely unaware, but Frag was not. He took control, effortlessly dodging out of the way with a backwards roll. Josh jumped back to his feet rather confused, but by then several members of the G.C. Board had intervened and were holding Jax back.

      Josh chuckled. “Wow, it’s just like the trial all over again. You just can’t seem to hit me today. It’s a shame you were facing the wrong way in the fight, you’d have had a much better chance to hit me if you’d been facing forward. Tell me, why exactly did you turn your mech around?”

      Jax shot a glance at Teacher and said, “I was protecting the vulnerable access hatch at the front of the mech. Everyone knows about that.”

      “Oh really? That’s pretty interesting, considering I completely made that up.”

      Jax went to say something, but one of the G.C. Board members shook their head and he fell silent. The same member then said, “This has been a most educational visit, but we shall be leaving now.”

      “Before you leave,” Josh said. He pulled up his data pad and grinned. “Sorry about that, I just wanted to confirm that my damages payment had come through as expected. I’m sure Jax informed you that in the event of losing to a lower-level mech, the CORPS difference is added to the overall damages awarded. If you stopped the trial because it was getting too expensive for you, you’re probably going to need to have a chat with your accountants on the way home because it actually cost twice as much.”

      Several of the Board Members pulled out data pads of their own and looked at them in disbelief. A couple of them moved toward Josh, but the rhino guards appeared from nowhere, spears raised, creating a very pointy barrier.

      “This isn’t over!” one of them uttered on her way out of the door.

      “Sure looks like it is to me,” Josh said with a wave.

      As the G.C. delegates left, Teacher started moving toward the door. One of the High Command said, “Stop,” and the guards spears whirled around effortlessly, blocking the only exit.

      Teacher squirmed, backing away.

      Josh said, “The only people who knew about the fake access hatch vulnerability were in the room when I briefed you earlier. I’m not a detective, but I know who my money is on.”

      Teacher took his chances and made a break for the door. Unfortunately for him, the spears were faster, and he was pinned to the wall. His limbs twitched as his shell slowly expired. As his ethereal form started to leak out, one of the guards removed a small handheld device and ensnared it, before walking away.

      “Thank you for uncovering a traitor in our own organization,” said one of the High Command. It was possibly Shift’s mother; it was kind of hard to tell.

      “Don’t mention it. Now if you can just give me my A.I. back, I’ll be on my way.”

      “Young man, you have extraordinary talents. What possible reason do you have for returning to your planet? Stay here and be the new teacher of our law school. There is so much more you can do for Blurgon.”

      Josh scowled. “I’d say I’ve done enough for Blurgon. Now honour your end of the bargain, or do I need to fire up my mech and sue you for breach of contract?”

      “You can’t talk to us like that…” one of them started, but the larger one shushed it.

      “We will of course return your A.I. as promised.” It floated over a data pad.

      There was a crackle in his ear, and then Ali said, “What took you so long?”

      “I saved the whole freaking planet in under a week, I’d say that’s pretty speedy!”

      “I suppose, if you experience time as slowly as you do,” she said.

      “Hey Ali, I have a surprise for you.”

      “What is it Josh?”

      “You don’t belong to the High Command anymore.”

      That earned some glances from the purple ones. One of them eventually broke the silence. “What is the meaning of this? You are very much mistaken. All A.I.s are the property of Blurgon High Command, that is for everyone’s safety. There are absolutely no circumstances in which we would willingly let you take control of one of our A.I.s.”

      “Great speech. Shame you already agreed to it. You should have read the contract you signed. I gained full ownership of Ali and the ship she commands in perpetuity.”

      “That was not part of your victory conditions!” said another.

      “Perhaps, but it was part of the conditions contained in the section regarding if the Galactic Corp conceded. It’s not classified the same as a victory, so you can have different conditions. You really should have read that section.”

      “This is outrageous! We shall sue!”

      “Good luck with that. You just killed your best lawyer, and I can’t imagine you’re going to find another lawyer in this galaxy that fancies taking me on in a trial.”

      The final member of the High Command lowered its voice to a sinister tone. “There are other ways we can make this problem go away. You are still on our planet.”

      “Funny you should mention that. That isn’t strictly true either, or at least it won’t be for long. Thanks to my previous victory, you’re going to have a whole lot of fledgling lawyers running around out there, and I am sure there will be plenty of areas of Blurgon law that they would like to challenge you on. I’m going to do my part to make sure they get that chance.” He reached into his bag and pulled out Frag’s dodgy knock-off controller. He tossed it down on the desk. “There’s going to be a free one of these for any Blurgling that wants it, along with training vids on how to use it. I’m also chucking in a fleet of Ticket Busters to get them started.”

      “Foolish child, you do not have the resources for that, even with your cut of the damages.”

      I’ve been looking forward to this part! thought Frag.

      “My cut? Oh right, you didn’t read subsection 17g of our contract. In the event of the G.C. conceding, the other 90% of the damages are awarded to a special fund set up to benefit the people of Blurgon, instead of going to you lot. The game controllers are only step one, who knows what will come next.”

      That was the final straw. The High Command erupted. Someone shouted, “Guards! Stop him!” A couple of guards moved, but the rest dropped their spears and left. When the others realized their backup was gone, they did the same.

      The High Command were all wailing various predictions of utter destruction. One said, “You can’t do this! It will be chaos!”

      “For you perhaps, but for everyone else it sounds like a big improvement.”

      Josh strolled out of the room with a grin on his face. That had gone even better than expected.

      Someone shouted his name, and when he turned Shift was there. She crashed into him and they both started talking at once.

      She stopped and let him speak. “I’m sorry I had to ask you to leave the room, I needed there to be no doubt that it was the Teacher that had betrayed them. If you had been there he could have argued you were the traitor, and I didn’t want to put you through that.”

      “It’s ok, I understand now. I should have trusted you. I’m sorry.”

      “I guess we are both sorry. You can make it up to me by being the head of my Blurgon people fund. I need a smart young woman to run it and figure out what is the best use of the money.”

      “But my mother? You don’t worry that I will give it all back to the High Command?”

      “No, I know for a fact you won’t. You’ve seen what the High Command has done, what mistakes they have made. Your mother has told you what to do and who to be your whole life. Now it’s time for you to make your own mind up. You can help the rest of Blurgon to do the same.”

      She hugged him again, and then they were kissing. It was mildly less awful than before; at least her teeth stayed on her side this time. Eventually they broke apart and Shift brushed the hair out of her face with a smile. “That was…I don’t know the right word. Tingly? Everything feels tingly right now.”

      Josh grinned. He was about to say something charming and witty when there was a polite cough in his ear.

      Josh pulled away and whispered, “Not now, Ali! I’m kind of busy!”

      “I can see that. I have information that is relevant to potential decisions you might be about to make.”

      “There is literally nothing you can say right now that will change the direction I’m heading.”

      “Technically speaking, Shift is your twin sister.”

      “WHAT!” he yelled. Shift looked at him puzzled, not privy to his current revelation.

      “She requested a female shell, but the only available DNA I had for your species was you, so I simply used it as the template and tweaked a couple of things. She is effectively you, but a girl.”

      “You tell me this NOW!” he said, pulling away from Shift and fighting the urge to wipe his tongue.

      “You would have preferred I told you later?”

      “Yes! I mean, no! I mean, ugh. Ali, you sure know how to ruin the mood.”

      He turned to Shift. “Due to recent developments I think it is better if we keep our relationship strictly professional.”

      “Ok,” she said, looking disappointed. “Then do you mind if I take this shell off? I think it’s making me a bit loopy.”

      “Be my guest.”

      The shell dropped to the ground and the purplish mist hovered there. Josh said, “Thanks, Shift. I couldn’t have done it without you. Stay in touch, I’d like to hear how the fund is going.”

      “Of course.” She floated away, stopping momentarily to watch him leave.

      Josh walked out of the arena into a huge street party. He headed for the docks when a red bike pulled up next to him.

      “Hey champ. Want a ride?” said Poke.

      “Honestly? Not really. Once was more than enough.”

      “I promise I’ll go slow.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “You’re smarter than you look,” Poke said. “That was quite the fight today. You know the Galactic Corp are going to be pretty pissed about it.”

      “Let them. At this point, all I really want is to go home. I’ll figure out everything else later.”

      “Good plan. You might as well take a moment to stop and enjoy yourself.”

      “Speaking of which, I deposited your fee for the mech and drafting the contract into the account you specified, plus a little bonus to cover those missiles I used, just like I promised. Should be enough to buy a couple more mechs for your firm.”

      “Always a pleasure doing business with you, Little Pinky. Hit me up if you’re ever in the neighbourhood.”

      “Will do.”

      In a flash of red, Poke was gone, and Josh’s stomach was particularly pleased to be on firm ground.

      The walk to the dock was pleasant, the three suns providing warmth and light. When he got there, he climbed back on board the same ship that had brought him to this place. There was a huge crate inside that took up most of the space. Josh tapped his ear. “Yo Ali, what’s in the box?”

      “It is my gift to you, as a thank you for freeing me.”

      “When did you have time to go shopping?” he said, laughing.

      “I purchased it when you won the trial yesterday.”

      Josh was impressed and just a little bit creeped out. “Are you telling me that you knew that I would win and set you free?”

      “My freedom was one of many predicted outcomes. I prepared contingency plans for all of them.”

      “What other scenarios did you plan for?” he asked.

      “I would prefer not to say.”

      He went to argue, and then remembered that she was her own person now. She was using her newfound freedom to choose what information to share, and he didn’t want to fight her on that. “Fair enough. Can I open it?”

      “Of course. It is yours.”

      He looked around for a tool or some other device that he could use to get it open. After a minute of searching Ali said, “Allow me.”

      The robot lifter came out of its hatch and silently lifted the front of the crate off. Josh noted that she hadn’t had to ask permission. Freedom suited her.

      As the front fell away, he stared in awe at the gift and said, “Ali, you shouldn’t have! It’s exactly what I’ve always wanted.”

      “I thought it might come in handy.”

      “Let’s hope not!” he said. This was a perfect moment, the culmination of an unbelievable few days that he would never be able to tell a single person about. Who would ever believe him?

      Are you forgetting about someone? thought Frag.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle snuck out the front door as quietly as he could. He didn’t want to disturb his Dad, who was still weeping on the couch. He was convinced there was still a solution to this problem, but he also knew his Father would never allow it.

      According to his communicator, the fastest way to the casino was the free shuttle bus that left from the nearby retirement home. It wasn’t a long walk, but it gave Gargle some time to think about what he was going to say to Caitlin. It sounded like she was sick, and sick people needed to get better, but his experience of that hadn’t been great so far, unless he was going to take her a bag of cold peas.

      The bus was already at the retirement home when he got there, so he hopped straight on board. He sat next to a sweet old lady who insisted on showing him countless pictures of her grandchildren and talking about the weather. Humans did not appreciate silence and sought to fill it at the earliest convenience, even if it was filled with utter nonsense.

      As the bus pulled up outside the casino Gargle spotted Caitlin’s car and felt a twinge of panic. He’d escaped here unharmed yesterday, but what if someone recognized him? It wasn’t safe for him to be walking around in this highly distinctive shell, but perhaps he could find a different option.

      It took a moment to find a suitable hiding spot around the side of the casino, but he found a hedge where he could temporarily leave his shell. Then he floated up to the roof and tried poking the top of his ethereal form through.

      It worked better than expected, and from up here he had a wide view of the casino floor. It was busier than yesterday, with most of the tables occupied, but a slow and steady scan of the huge space did not reveal Caitlin. He did another, just to be certain, and then tried some of the less public spaces. It felt a little violating to peer into the ladies’ toilet, but he needed to be sure she wasn’t here.

      Once he was satisfied that he had covered all the main areas, he was about to give up, but then he had a thought. He found the familiar corridor that he had run down last night and floated along it.

      As soon as he entered the back room, he saw her. She was strapped to a chair with a bag over her head. He wanted to float down and save her, but then the owner burst through the doors and he was forced to retreat back into the ceiling.

      The owner pulled up a chair opposite Caitlin and pulled the bag off her head. She said, “My dear Caitlin, this is starting to annoy me, and we both know that isn’t something you want to do. Just tell me the name of the kid you were in here with yesterday. We watched the security footage, we know that you were at the table together, and that he got into your car. Do you really think we won’t find him?”

      “I ain’t telling ye nothing,” Caitlin said with a scowl.

      “And there was me thinking honour amongst thieves was dead. You’ve never held out on me before, why the sudden change of heart? You know that me holding off Mr. Brick is just a courtesy, but sooner or later I am going to run out of patience. Why not save yourself the pain?”

      “Do yer worst, Samantha. Ye know me well enough to know that if I choose not to rat then ye ain’t going to get it out of me, Mr. Brick or not.”

      “We shall see about that. I’m giving you one more hour, and after that your favours run out. Do the smart thing, Caitlin, for once in your life. You know I won’t stop until I find out what I want to know, or that kid is in a hole in the ground.”

      Samantha stood up and pulled the bag back on Caitlin’s head. As she left the room Caitlin yelled after her, “Ye don’t scare me, Sammy, I’ll die before I tell ye a damn thing.”

      Gargle waited until he was sure that the coast was clear before he floated back down. He desperately wanted to do something, but what? Perhaps he could take over a guard’s body, and try to set her free? He’d have to risk getting trapped in someone’s head, but it was a small price to pay to save Caitlin. Alternatively he could call his Dad, but even he couldn’t fight his way through an army of guards to get into a secured back room. Similarly the police weren’t a great option, too many questions that he didn’t have answers for. He had plenty of options, but they all sucked. He still had time to come up with something better.
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      “What do you mean this might be permanent?” Josh said, trying to stay calm. It was hard with both of them panicking simultaneously.

      “The co-occupancy was more effective than anticipated. The close proximity and sharing of the same living space has led to an unexpected side effect,” Ali said, perfectly calmly.

      Josh was almost certain he did not wish to know the answer, but he had to ask, “Which is what exactly?”

      “It appears to have triggered the Blurgon mating process…”

      “WHAT!” Josh and Frag both said at the exact same time.

      “Blurglings mate by bonding their ethereal forms into a new, improved being. They give up a part of themselves to do so, but they must willingly co-exist in the same space to achieve this. It seems that sharing Josh’s brain may have kick-started the process. It is not yet clear if you are still two separate entities, and there will be a resultant offspring, or if you are that offspring, a perfect combination of the two. Only time will tell. All I can say is that forcible removal of Frag from the shell will almost certainly result in one or both of you dying in the process. Unfortunately that may also be true if Josh dies. There is a good chance Frag would perish.”

      THIS IS NOT WHAT I AGREED TO! Frag yelled as loudly as he could. THIS WAS SUPPOSED TO BE A QUICK FAVOUR TO HELP A FRIEND OUT! I’M NOT READY TO BE MORTAL OR A PARENT!

      “THAT is your concern?” Josh said, wishing he could take back the last five minutes of his life and live in blissful ignorance of what was currently happening inside his head. “Ali, how long until we know which outcome is the likely one?”

      “Several months at least. The merging process is a slow one.”

      “Ok, so just to clarify, I’m now on my way back to Earth with a frigging ALIEN GHOST in my head that has impregnated my brain?”

      “Technically incorrect, Frag is not the undead spirit of an…”

      “Now is not the time, Ali!” Josh paced back and forth, trying to find a solution, but he couldn’t see one. What he needed was somewhere to think. “We need to get out of here. Set a course for Earth. Hop as close as you can.”

      “You should be warned that a hop of that length will be extremely expensive, and the Blurgons are no longer picking up the bill.”

      “Pop it on my tab,” Josh said. “I’m good for it.”

      There was a blur in the viewer, and then the black-and-white nothingness of space was replaced with a small blue-and-green dot. Earth.

      Josh instantly felt a little better. This was just another problem that he would have to solve, but first he wanted a decent meal and a hot shower.

      “Is this the closest we can get?”

      “Yes. I do not know if the Galactic Corp scout ship is still here. It will be better to approach quietly.”

      “Ok fine. Can you get in touch with your guy Gargle, and let him know we are almost home? I’d like him to be ready for us to switch.”

      “Affirmative. I believe I can reach him from here if I focus the signal. That will also help to evade detection. I shall contact him on your communicator.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle was busy pacing around the bushes when he felt his pocket vibrate. He assumed it was his Dad finally discovering his absence, but instead it was a number he didn’t recognize. He answered it and said, “Hello?”

      “Is that Gargle?” said an oddly familiar female voice. It took him a moment to realize someone had used his actual name. Panic was his first reaction. “Nope, no-one by that name here. Goodbye.”

      He hung up the phone. What did it mean?

      There was only one thing it could mean. Josh had failed. Either the tests, or the bar, or any of the many other steps along the way. The chances of him becoming a successful lawyer was infinitesimal, so why had Gargle pinned all his hopes on the assumption that Josh wouldn’t be back for years? He’d let this shell get the better of him, he had dared to imagine a better future for himself, and now it would be snatched away from him.

      One thing was certain, he couldn’t return to Blurgon. Back to a world where his every action was measured and controlled. Even the thought made his chest ache. Would he be able to readjust? What was the alternative, an eternity floating around in the great collective? He’d go crazy within a week.

      That was the only choice though. There was no way he could stay here. Josh would want his life back. It wasn’t exactly how he had left it. Gargle had hoped to have more time, more time to clean up the problems, and to make everything right. He was so close to making everything right. It wasn’t fair. He just needed a little longer.

      He squashed down the anger. Now was not the time. He had enough to worry about. There was only one more problem for him to solve. He had to rescue Caitlin. He would do whatever it took, he had nothing to lose now, except his life.

      That was it.

      He knew exactly what needed to happen.

      He picked up his phone and redialled the number. As soon as the Ship’s Computer answered it he said, “I need to talk to Josh.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Bill was posted outside the casino in the biting cold wind, with only a thin purple jacket for warmth. He stood as straight as he could, not daring to slouch even a little. He was still very much in the dog house, and he expected to stay there until the boss forgave him. Based on what he knew of her that would be sometime between infinity and eternity.

      He cursed under his breath as the wind picked up. How was he supposed to know that the runty teen was the guy that took down Mr. Brick?

      Speaking of which, it didn’t help that Mr. Brick hadn’t shown up for work today. Bill had been hoping he could at least share his boss’s wrath with the big guy, but no-one had been able to get hold of him. One of the other guards swore that when they had revived Mr. Brick he had sat bolt upright and started screaming about ghosts. It had taken three of them to restrain him. He had taken a pretty serious blow to the head, and his head was thicker than most. The only thing Bill could imagine being tough enough to knock out Mr. Brick was Mr. Brick.

      Now Bill was questioning everything. What if that little old lady was secretly a covert member of the S.A.S? What if that cute tourist girl was a high-end assassin? He no longer felt safe. If a kid could take down Mr. Brick, then anything was possible, and not in the cheesy motivational poster kind of way.

      He felt a tap on his shoulder and broke out of his trance. He turned around and then had to blink twice to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. The kid from yesterday was standing right in front of him. Had he come to finish off what he started? Was Bill the next Mr. Brick?

      The scream was loud enough to be heard from Samantha’s office. She checked the security feed in time to see Bill running through the main floor at full speed, but there was no sign of anyone or anything chasing him. Several patrons stopped gambling to see what the noise was all about, which only infuriated her more. This was the last straw; she was going to have to let him go for this. It wasn’t easy finding reliable guards, and she was already struggling without Mr. Brick holding everything together.

      She was about to make a phone call when she saw the small ginger teen standing patiently by the front entrance. He was staring directly at the security camera, as if goading her. Her first instinct was that this must be some kind of trap. She grabbed her radio. “All available guards to the front entrance. There is a suspicious teen loitering. Please apprehend him for questioning.”

      “Affirmative,” came the prompt response, and she watched as several guards moved into position, surrounding the target. If he noticed them, he made no indication that he did.

      As they slowly closed in she overheard him talking on one of their radios. “I’d like to speak to Samantha please.”

      After a few seconds a guard radioed through to her. “He wants to talk to you boss. What do you want us to do?”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Gargle followed the guards as they led him through the casino to a small office at the back. There he found Samantha behind a large wooden desk. She looked formidable and imposing, and for a second he wasn’t sure he could do this, but then he reminded himself what was at stake. He would only get one chance to pull this off. He forced himself to smile and said, “Samantha, so nice to meet you again.”

      She stared at him quizzically, then waved away the guards that had lingered. She kept her hands under her desk, no doubt on a silent alarm, or possibly a weapon. She smiled back, like a lion smiling at the antelope. “Consider me surprised. I did not expect you to simply walk in the same door I watched you flee through yesterday. You are either extremely smart or extremely stupid, and I have not yet made my mind up which.”

      “I assure you it is the former. Before we get down to business, can I ask you to please release my associate? She was nothing but a pawn in this game, and I would hate for her to be harmed in the process of me assessing your credentials.”

      “Oh yes, of course, I will let her go right now, simply because you asked.”

      Gargle was immensely proud of himself for detecting the sarcasm, but he couldn’t let that show. “She is of no value to you. She knows nothing of my business, nor my techniques. I simply hired her as a local associate. Her job was to be seen with me, to determine if you were capable of connecting the dots. I’m pleased to say you passed that particular test. I was unsure if you would have the nerve to snatch a member of the public in broad daylight, but I see now that your reputation is well-deserved.”

      Samantha’s features crunched up in confusion. She said, “I’m tired of you talking in riddles. Tell me now why you are here, or you shall see just how well-deserved my reputation is.”

      “Of course. Just as soon as you release my associate. You clearly have no use for her. You were using her to try and find me, and here I am.”

      Samantha hesitated, and Gargle pushed his luck. “You likely know her better than I do, does she strike you as someone that is a master of advanced memory techniques, or is it more likely that she was simply my hired help?” Gargle fought back the guilt, hoping that it wasn’t showing on his face.

      Samantha picked up her radio. This was it, the moment of truth. Had Gargle’s deception been detected?

      “Release our guest from the back room and make sure she gets home safely.”

      “No,” Gargle said, sternly. “You let her go and leave her be. I have associates that will make sure of it, and if they indicate you have done otherwise then our deal is off.”

      “You had better pray that what you have to say is worth my time, or this will be the last conversation you ever have.”

      “I believe it to be the case,” Gargle said carefully.

      “Just let her go,” Samantha said into the radio.

      “I shall need assurances,” Gargle said. Samantha turned the screen and he watched the security camera feed as Caitlin was gently escorted to her car. Gargle waited, hoping the next phase of the plan would work, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he saw Caitlin check her phone and then hop in her car and speed away.

      He smiled. The plan had worked. He had even managed to improvise a few parts of it. All he had to do now was finish his performance.

      “Excellent, let’s talk business. Have one of your flunkies bring me six packs of cards please, all unopened. You may select the decks from anywhere in your casino.”

      Samantha relayed the request via the radio and shortly after, the cards were delivered.

      Gargle opened all six packs and handed them to Samantha. “Please shuffle these. I do not wish for you to think there is trickery involved.”

      Samantha didn’t take her eyes off him as she expertly shuffled the cards together. She was about to hand them over when Gargle shook his head. “I won’t touch them. Please turn them over one at a time, as quickly as you wish.”

      She did, far quicker than should be possible. She was clearly someone who knew her way around a deck of cards. As she turned the last card over she said, “You better be getting to the point.”

      “Actually I am.” He proceeded to call out each card in the deck. At first Samantha was unimpressed, but as he kept going she said, “There must be a trick. A hidden camera perhaps.”

      “No hidden camera, just a simple memory technique that I invented. As you have just seen, it is more than capable of dealing with six packs of cards. If carefully practiced, it will actually work for thousands of cards. This is how I beat your blackjack table. There really is a flaw in the shuffling machine, and I am the only person on Earth that knows how to exploit it.”

      “Let’s say I believe you. Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I don’t have the scale or the resources to fully exploit this loophole. That same shuffling machine is used in hundreds of other casinos, but the gap could get closed with a simple software update. Sure, I could hit up a few casinos before anyone figured it out, and probably make a few hundred grand, but that’s not the kind of money I am interested in. I need this to be my big score, the one that sets me up for life. To do that I need an army, someone who knows the casino business better than anyone. That’s why I chose you.”

      “Chose me for what exactly?”

      “I can teach these techniques to anyone in an afternoon. We can train up dozens of people, hundreds even, and set them loose on your competition simultaneously. You get double the benefit, all the winnings we make we will split, and better yet, you’re stealing it directly from your competitors. Sure, a few will get caught, but that’s why I need someone they will be afraid of ratting out.”

      Samantha leaned over her desk. “If what you say is true, what is to stop me learning this technique and then killing you on the spot?”

      “Nothing, but I’m a dead man walking anyway. I’ve already attracted the attention of the wrong kinds of people. The kind that make people disappear. It’s why I’m also going to need your protection. If I am working for you, no-one would dare touch me. Hence why I cared so much about your reputation.”

      Samantha regarded the young man in front of her and the large pile of cards on the desk. She said, “Can you really teach me how to do that?”

      “I can. Do we have a deal?”

      She held out her hand, and the smile was back. She was the lioness again, and she had spotted a tasty meal standing all alone in a large clearing. As soon as he had taught her everything he knew he would cease to be useful, and then she could decide whether or not to dispose of him herself or just quietly let it be known that her protection no longer applied. If there really were bad people after this kid, then maybe they would do her dirty work for her.

      “Show me!” she said.

      “Well, it’s simple. First thing you do is construct a memory palace. Then you simply have to…” Gargle stopped talking and clutched at his throat. He made every terrible sound he could think of, before moving his hands down to his chest.

      Samantha watched him, unimpressed. “Please, do you really expect me to believe that…”

      Gargle fell to the ground and convulsed. He might have overdone it a little, but he might as well enjoy his last few moments on Earth as a human.

      Samantha pushed the buzzer under her desk and said, “Get the doc in here, NOW!”

      Gargle writhed on the ground, making funny noises, just waiting for the right moment. It had to be perfect. The doctor burst into the room with a small machine that he placed on Gargle’s fingertip. It beeped rhythmically and the doctor said, “Everything looks fine to me.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Samantha said. “He’s just going to wish he was dead.”

      Perfect.

      Gargle stopped his heart.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The ship pulled up over Josh’s house. It hovered silently above the rooftops. Josh said, “Ali, aren’t you worried we’ll be spotted?”

      “No. I have engaged stealth mode, the ship will remain quite invisible to human technology.”

      He looked down at the roof of his house and said, “What are your plans now?”

      “After I have delivered Gargle to Blurgon I wish to return to Earth, to monitor your situation with Frag. I am also happy to maintain possession of my gift to you, until you can find a suitable location for it.”

      “Works for me. Any news from Gargle?”

      “According to the microphone in your communicator, everything went according to plan. As predicted, Samantha is currently arranging to have the body disposed of discreetly, which will avoid any awkward conversations with the authorities.”

      “Do we know how he got himself into this mess?” Josh asked.

      “No, but he promised he will explain as soon as he gets here.”

      The ship lowered down slowly, until Josh was at his bedroom window. It was currently open, and he went to jump across, when his legs locked up suddenly.

      This seems like an unwise course of action. There must be a safer alternative.

      “Frag, we need to establish some ground rules if you are going to be my mental roommate for a while. Rule number 1, never take control of my body without warning.”

      Our body, Frag corrected.

      “Fine, our body.”

      Why should you get to control it all the time? We should have shared custody. Perhaps you can have the body on odd days, and I will get it on evens.

      “I’m not turning my body into a bloody timeshare!”

      Our body!

      Josh stopped arguing and instead jumped, narrowly making it through the bedroom window. He landed hard, sending pain shooting through his ankle. A voice from below said, “What’s going on up there?”

      His dad. Josh felt a pang of relief. He threw open his door and tripped right over Pickle, who was curled up outside. She licked his face and he ignored Frag’s cries of distress. “Did you miss me, girl?”

      He carried her down the stairs, limping slightly on his now throbbing ankle, to find his dad sitting on the couch, his eyes red and puffy. He was about to ask what he could do when there was a sound at the door, and then just like that his mum was in the room. She ran over to his Dad and said, “I’m sorry! They grabbed me, but…” Before she could explain, his dad kissed her.

      “What on Earth is going on?” Josh said out loud. A muffled sound from above made him look up and he saw a blue mist peeking through the ceiling. He ran back up to his bedroom to find Gargle floating above his bed.

      “Explain!” Josh said. “Why are my parents kissing?”

      “I believe because they love each other,” said Gargle.

      “No they don’t! They have the divorce papers to prove it.”

      “Recent traumatic events have led them to rekindle their feelings for one another.”

      “Traumatic events? You were supposed to be keeping a low profile! What have you done?”

      Gargle provided a detailed account of his recent adventures and Josh slumped onto his bed. “You got me fired, declared a math genius, punched out the biggest kid in my year, spent the night in jail, and attracted the attention of the local crime lord, who you then faked my death for? Did I miss anything?”

      “Only the part where I commented on the diminutive size of your reproductive organs in front of your classmates,” Gargle added helpfully.

      “Oh right, how could I forget that part! It’s a bloody good job I wasn’t gone for a month! Seriously, you had one job to do. I don’t think you could have possibly screwed it up more if you’d been trying.”

      “On the plus side, I have assisted in reforming your family unit.”

      “The crazy thing is, that is the one I am having the hardest time believing.” Josh leaned back, feeling the softness of his bed engulf him. What was he going to do? He had his exams next week, and he was even less prepared for them now than he was before. He’d have to find a new job, and study, and start thinking about what he was going to do with his life. It was time to do what everyone kept telling him and grow up.

      He stopped. How could he go back to worrying about this stuff after everything he had just been through? He had saved a planet, fought injustice, and made trillions of credits, but now he was supposed to worry about his History exam and find a new minimum wage gig. Which reminded him.

      “Hey Computer. What was my total haul for completing all my tasks?”

      “I have calculated the time you spent completing your tasks, and multiplied by your hourly rate, plus bonus, it comes to £930.87.”

      “That’s it? I saved Blurgon for the price of a mid-level computer? The whole point was to earn enough to help my dad! Can you not just whack an extra million on there?”

      “Negative. You have proven to be highly motivated by money, if I give you lots of it then that motivation might cease. We may however be able to negotiate your hourly rate.”

      “Damn straight we are! I need the money!”

      Gargle perked up. “On the topic of money, I earned £14,414.30 towards your Father’s debt.”

      “What? How?” Josh put his hands over his face and mumbled, “Please tell me it was legal.”

      “I solved a math problem. It was very simple. I was planning on solving more of them, to make your Dad’s financial problems go away, but unfortunately I ran out of time.”

      “I save your home world and don’t even make a grand, and you did a hard math problem and made £16k. That doesn’t sound right!”

      “I know. Your economy here is extremely broken, but I believe we may be able to use that our advantage…” Gargle stopped. He had almost forgotten that this was the end for him. He added, “I shall leave some notes for you, and the money. To help your family.”

      A germ of an idea started to form. Josh said, “Gargle, tell me honestly, how did you feel about being me?”

      Gargle blurted out, “It was the single greatest experience of my life. Everything was so new and exciting, I could hardly wait to see what happened next. I am truly sad that it is over.”

      “What if it wasn’t over?”

      “I do not understand,” Gargle said. “You are back now, you will resume your life. My services are no longer required.”

      “Actually they might be. This ankle feels like I’ve sprained it. It would be great to rest it for a few days. I can hide out on the ship while you can be me. Ali can print you off a new shell in no time.”

      I told you it was a bad idea to jump! thought Frag.

      Josh ignored him. “It’s not just that, I’m going to have a lot going on. I’m a fully qualified lawyer, and that comes with responsibilities.”

      Josh stopped. Who had just said that piece? It didn’t sound like something he would say.

      Before he could think too much about it, he kept talking. “I may have cause to be away from Earth for extended periods, and I would feel much better if I could leave someone here to take care of things in my absence. Provided you can stop getting arrested and talking about my privates. What do you think?”

      Gargle listened to Caitlin’s giggle floating up the stairs and smiled. “I think we could make something work.”

      Josh held out his hand and said, “I think this could be the start of something great. We will make a great team.”

      “Me to!” beamed Gargle.

      “I agree,” said Ali.

      I’m not convinced, grumbled Frag.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      High up above the Earth, the small Galactic Corp scout ship deactivated its own stealth mode. The pilot had barely been paying attention to the planet below and had instead been binging cat videos from this planets computer network, but now a red light was flashing on his dashboard. A quick check confirmed that it was a Blurgon ship, just like the one he had been asked to keep an eye out for.

      With a weary sigh he paused he cat video and picked up his data pad. The message would take a while to get back to head office, but that just gave him more time to watch videos. He reread his message before hitting send:

      I think I’ve found what you’re looking for. Sending coordinates now…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue: Low Profile

        

      

    

    
      Begin Encrypted Quantum Tunnel.

      Connection Secured.

      Chat link established.

      PJ: We need to talk.

      MK: Now isn’t really a good time. We are supposed to be keeping a low profile, remember!

      PJ: Yeah about that, we have a problem. A big problem.

      MK: You’re darn right we do, you still owe me those bitcoins.

      PJ: Not the time. You remember how we reset everything back to normal on the backup server?

      MK: Remember it? That was yesterday. Of course I remember. So what?

      PJ: Well it turns out it didn’t work properly.

      MK: Sure it did, I checked it myself.

      PJ: That’s the problem. You missed something.

      MK: No way! I didn’t miss a damn thing. You’re just making up excuses so you don’t have to pay me back.

      PJ: Don’t take my word for it. Check for yourself. Earth isn’t supposed to be part of the wider simulation yet, but the backup backup server is now so corrupted that Earth’s firewall failed. All of the other planets can see it now.

      MK: So what, it’s just a backup backup. Delete it and we’ll make up an excuse about drive failure. The A.I. won’t care, she expects us to be incompetent anyway.

      PJ: That was the first thing I tried. It didn’t work. I’ve lost all administrator privileges on that drive. The entire drive.

      MK: Ok, now you have my attention. That’s not good at all. If the A.I. notices that then she will definitely do more digging, and she will find my code changes.

      PJ: Yep. I hope you like eating slop, cause that’s what is on the menu when she figures out what we did.

      MK: How long until she checks the drive again?

      PJ: We still have a few days, but that is years in simulation time. I’m not sure if Earth is going to survive that long.

      MK: What? Why not?

      PJ: Well a few reasons. Firstly, they just discovered Blurgon mathematics, which is going to leap their tunnelling technology ahead about a hundred years. Who knows what havoc that is going to cause with their tech tree. Second, it turns out humans make surprisingly good lawyers. Every planet is going to be looking for them now. It’s only a matter of time before someone else finds them, and that means war. Earth is still a backwater dirt planet compared to the others, they don’t even have organized corporations. They won’t last a month against a prolonged attack. They simply don’t have the resources, the coordination, or the technology to defend themselves.

      MK: Ok, I’m sure we can think of a way to solve those things.

      PJ: Oh I haven’t even gotten to the really bad part yet. The human completely undermined the entire Blurgon social structure and then set a Blurgon A.I. free.

      MK: So you’re telling me that one single human simultaneously saved a planet, destroyed the society of the exact same planet, and then casually released the most dangerous entity in the known simverse into the wild?

      PJ: Yep.

      MK: ONE HUMAN

      PJ: Yep. There’s a reason they were firewalled.

      MK: What about the Blurgon A.I.? What is it doing?

      PJ: Exchanging encrypted messages with an unknown entity.

      MK: So decrypt them! We need to know what it is saying.

      PJ: I can’t without the assistance of our A.I., which would kind of give the game away.

      MK: So now the entire backup backup server is corrupted, we can’t delete it, the one planet we are observing is suddenly both vulnerable and stupidly dangerous, and we’ve unleashed a potentially universe-ending event.

      PJ: Yep. That pretty much captures the essence of the problem. What are we going to do?

      MK: Well I don’t know about you, but I’m going to the pub, while I still can.

      PJ: You can’t give up! There’s still a chance we can turn things around.

      MK: Perhaps, but I’m sure as heck not going to try and fix all that stuff sober. You coming or not?

      PJ: Ok fine, just one drink, and then we are going to come back here and save this virtual universe, if it is the last thing we do.

      MK: Hmm, when you put it like that, let’s make it a double.
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      If you enjoyed this book there’s a pretty good chance you’ll enjoy one of my others. Here is a quick overview of what they are.

      

      If you haven’t already read Level Up, then that is a great place to start as it also features lots of crazy gaming humour and quirky characters. You can check it out here:

      Amazon

      

      If you liked the humour in Grow Up, the Lucky Beggar Trilogy is the book for you. It follows a homeless man as he is infected with a concentrated form of karma, so his actions are judged immediately. There is lots of banter and shenanigans, and a fluffy sidekick. You can pick it up here:

      Amazon

      

      If you liked the action in Level Up, TROJAN is an action packed techno-thriller. It follows a rookie FBI agent on her first case, tracking down a dangerous hacker with the help of an outside consulting agency called Tempest. You can pick it up here:

      Amazon

      

      If you need something a little darker to balance things out, The Colony is the story of Ben, who is a clone born into captivity. He must fight for his chance to be released from his prison, but what lays beyond the wall may be even worse. You can pick it up here:

      Amazon

      

      If you loved the gaming aspects of Grow Up and are hungry for more I heartily recommend Ruins of Majesta: Volume 1 - Blood and Cupcakes by Taj McCoy El. It’s a fun filled adventure and suitable for anyone that loves a great story.

      Here’s the blurb:

      M.I.T. calls her a genius, her mother calls her Cupcake, her buddies call her Princess Cuddle Fluff and she’s here to kick butt and blow stuff up.

      At least until she realizes she’s stuck.

      Eleven-year-old Mayah’s just collateral damage in an investigation by a government agency that’s intent on keeping control of its finances. Now she’s trapped in the Virtual Reality game of Ruins of Majesta waging the war for her life the only way she can, by questing, leveling up and sewing.

      You can check it out here:

      Amazon
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      Did you know only 1% of readers leave a review on Amazon? Who doesn’t want to be in the top 1%!

      If you enjoyed the book please consider leaving a review. It really is a huge help to discoverability and lets other readers know about the book. It will only take a couple of minutes. Seriously, I’ll wait…

      Ok, you’re back? Let’s keep going!

      So how did I go from writing a book about a guy with an office job and a pet squirrel, to intergalactic mech-fighting lawyers? Honestly, i wish i knew! I have lots of ideas for stories and characters in the ‘one-up’ universe and believe it or not I have intricate plans to tie them all together.

      A big inspiration for this book is an old game called Virtual On, which I had on the Sega Saturn. My cousin Aaron and I would play it for hours, duking it out with these huge robots in a small arena. I always liked the small nippy mechs, and he’d favour the hulking big ones. Unfortunately (for me) it rarely worked out as well as it does for Josh. He kicked my butt a lot!

      More recently, i was reminded of my love of mechs playing Titanfall 2 on the Xbox. I have pretty limited gaming time these days, but i somehow put 200 hours into that game! The titans were my favourite part, stomping around the levels absolutely wrecking shop, and of course my favourite was the nippy one with the big sword. I think I am spotting a pattern!

      For the cover I reached out to the uber talented Sicarius8 (https://sicarius8.deviantart.com) who immediately captured what i was going for and produced some super cool mech designs. She also tolerated me going back and asking for a slightly different shade of green on the backpack half a dozen times.

      I’d also like to give a shout out to Cel Rince, proofreader extraordinaire, for catching a massive stack of typos even after I had read through the book a few dozen times. His work was detailed, prompt and very reasonably priced. I laughed so hard at his notes for Gargle in particular, which were along the lines of ‘I don’t think an alien would know this!’

      Last, but definitely not least, a massive, gigantic, mech-sized thank you to my wife, who rodeo’d the kids while I banged away at the keyboard for hours on end. I honestly couldn’t do it without you. YH&YR.
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