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* * * *

It took us half a day of down-cycle to reach the Central Community Supply Node on Acula O.C., but it was worth it to Perri. We could have been drinking hard ones with the crew or watching relays of the games or just grabbing some extra nap time. But we spent almost ten terran hours transferring between cramped maxivators loaded with angry, sweating worker drones (not that we weren’t drones ourselves) just off work-cycle. Now he held the shipment we had come for in upraised palms and declared it glorious.

“It’s a paking pair of monster teeth.”
“Correct,” said Perri.

“I rode with you for this? Work sucked this week, man. I needed some recov.”
I shook out the Parliament Journal text from my flexi-reader, rolled it tightly, and smacked him on the back of the head. He almost dropped his purchase.

“Nik! Be careful.” He shuffled away from me after regaining his balance.

“It’s encased in plastacrete, you wuss.”
“But it’s priceless. The original dental appendage for Milton Xavier in ‘Night Driven.’ Notice the classic Nosferatu fang style.”
Inside the clear block of plastacrete, it looked like a dental retainer relic with two sharp buck-teeth. The only thing scary about the teeth was the green bacterial buildup on the mouth piece.

“How did you afford it?” We didn’t make a fortune working on the fabrication crew. A nice living wage, but few benefits.

“With collectors, it’s all about the barter system. I had something he needed and he had something I wanted.”
His glossy eyes told me his statement rang false. He needed those teeth. I nudged him in the direction of the nearest maxivator. It would be the first of nine before we were back on the Jakarta Platform.

“I’m not coming back when you trade those chompers for some anime toy from your childhood.”
“I still watch anime. But this is my last acquisition. Promise,” he said, as we reached the long line of people waiting for the next ride.

* * * *

The intense odor of burning plastic. It smelt like the time I left the wrong cookware in the microheater. I adjusted my bed tube angle thirty degrees to upright and unfastened my resting belt.

In the small corner workstation, Perri sat bent over, furiously working on something. His back to me, a hidden light source outlined his hunched body with an eerie halo. Ah, the burning odor came from there.

“Perri?”
He swiveled on his stool. “Hey, big guy. I didn’t mean to wake you. Even disconnected the fire detector.”
I could see half a block of plastacrete. He had used a miniature arc laser to slice through the ‘crete.

He spun in a circle on his stool. “Notice anything different about me?”
“We’ve got to be at work in a few T-hours.”
His spinning had revealed the other side of the ‘crete block. It was empty. When I looked up to Perri, he was smiling with sharp bucky teeth.

“Take that nasty thing out.”
He waved me away. “I washed them off. It’s cool.” He bent over and inspected them in a small stationary mirror. “I’m thinking about wearing them to work.”
“If you wear that may dom thing to work, find a new partner. I would rather work with Norton than be seen with you and those paking teeth.”
He removed the teeth, placed them on the table and came over to me. “Sorry, okay? I’m just playing around. I can’t believe you hate my teeth more than Norton.”
I nodded. “Just ratchet it down a notch. I’m going to get some sleep.”
“Sure. I’m just going to clean up and get some rest myself.”
I was almost asleep when I heard a sucking slurp and knew he was wearing the teeth again.

* * * *

* * * *

Acula Orbital City was an enormous satellite hub. Long-range logistics had it connecting with Brava O.C. or Ceylon O.C., depending on which crew worked faster, east or west. Crews worked non-stop, cycle after cycle, adding on to the city. People needed housing and corporations needed factories. Neither could come without additional room, so we fabricated more space for living, for creating, for consuming, but there would never be enough. Soon there would be north and south crews as well.

I ate my mid-meal in a makeshift break area under the side conveyor system. It was lit well enough. Every place seemed to have just the right amount of light while retaining enough shadows for people to feel comfortable. Norton sat at the far end of the break area eating a cheese wrap that stank beyond endurance. Kaydee appeared out of some shadows and sat her lunch down next to mine.

“How come you aren’t chatting with Norton, your new partner?” She unpacked her food, benzo balls and fresh greens with a cold chai to drink.

“His food stinks.” I bit into my wheat wafers, mashing them to bits.

“Posit that. He’s King Stank himself.” She wiped the table of my wheat rampage. “You ought to go back with Perri.”
“He still wearing those paking teeth?”
“It’s harmless fun, Nik. Can’t you see that?”
She was on a diplomatic mission, I understood that, but she hadn’t seen the ancient saliva dripping from Perri’s teeth. No amount of hot water or anti-bac detergent would clean off that infectious gunk. Made me sick just thinking of it in Perri’s mouth, next to his tongue.

“He’s not acting right. I won’t work with someone like that. It’s unsafe. And as soon as my transfer comes in, I won’t live with one either.”
Thinking of the teeth made my stomach heave, and I lost my appetite. I wadded up the remainder of my lunch and tossed it into the recycle chute.

“Let’s go, Norton.”
“Somebody’s not acting right for sure,” Kaydee muttered between bites, as we left.

* * * *

I sensed a new smell in our refurbished cabin vent system that brought back an old memory. Back when I was on planet, I’d frequented the Wangenheim District where vendors and merchants of all kinds had pushed their legal and illegal wares.

My favorite area was always the street carts in the Farmers Market where they offered grilled food of all sorts. Once I purchased a chicken kabob with a cream curry dip. Feeling closed in, I retreated to the alley behind the market to enjoy my meal in peace. A brick wall separated me from the food court. As I bit into my tasty charred chicken, an unfamiliar aroma distracted me.

A nose can find a path as well as the eye can, and my nose led my eyes to a thin, sherbet-green stream snaking out of a drain in the brick wall. I couldn’t tell exactly what it was so I leaned closer, exhaled, and took a deep breath. Within seconds, I was on my knees having vomited until I was dry-heaving. Once I was able to catch my breath, I had run away, leaving my meal behind.

Now, here, that same smell blanketed our room. And it came from my roommate’s bed tube. He wore the teeth in his sleep because I’d mentioned something about burning them up on reentry if I found them lying around.

I stood next to him. At the sixty-degree resting angle, his face was positioned just right for access. I unfastened his resting belt, positioned his arms by his side and cinched the belt, effectively trapping his arms. I pried apart his lips, where those two sharp teeth gleamed a ‘hello’. The teeth didn’t bother me. It was the filthy green bacteria I could see glowing in the dark that blackened my soul.

Perri roused. He mumbled something.

“I thought you washed them.” I grabbed the edges of the mouth guard and yanked.

“Noommpph!”
They popped free like a boot from mud. I fell to the ground. He fought the bed restraints but couldn’t get himself loose.

“It’s mine!” Neon green spittle splattered his lips.

“For your own good—” In my rage, I squeezed the monster teeth hard. The buck fangs sliced my palm. I could feel the bacteria ooze into my bloodstream, course through my veins.

“Out! Get it out!” I was burning with fever—that fast. Too late, I dropped the teeth.

“Nik, calm down. It’s okay.” Perri looked afraid for me.

“Just let me out. I can help you.”
I smelled it all over him. His teeth. That back alley with the putrid green rivulet. None of it would wash out. I bent over, picked the teeth up and walked over to him. I put the teeth where they belonged. And bit. And bit. ‘Til all of his green spilled out.

