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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vegah crossed the elegant stone foyer tiles after disabling the alarm system and peered up at the moon through the common area window, while his associate moved methodically from room to room—gun up and eyes forward—clearing the rest of the house.  
 
    “We’re alone, sir,” the associate said quietly after finishing his sweep. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Hoyt,” Vegah said with his usual faint hiss, courtesy of his slightly pronounced fangs. That wasn’t the other’s name, of course. Rather, Hoyt was the title Vegah gave all his personal associates until they departed his employ through retirement or… well, total retirement. This Hoyt—a green-skinned humanoid with an affinity for porkpie hats who’d come to Vegah’s attention by way of a colleague in the Kyrie system—represented the fourth such being to carry the title. So far, he’d performed admirably, too. At least, that was Vegah’s impression two hours into their first job together.  
 
    Opting to enjoy the next few minutes of relative silence, Vegah pocketed his hands in his silk trousers and studied his surroundings beneath the dimmest glow of the estate’s illumination system. Nice place, he thought. Jothan stone tile throughout the lower level, private swimming area, fine silk drapes over crystal-etched windows. There was even a collection of obscure Tretrayon art lining the wall en route to the master bedroom suite.  
 
    Could it be that the oaf who owns all this has a modicum of taste? Vegah approached the bedroom and was met by a smattering of dirty towels and soiled player uniforms littering the floor like landmines around an unmade bed. He frowned. At least you were smart enough to wed a quality decorator. 
 
    A distant engine revved in the night.  
 
    “Excuse me, sir.” Hoyt entered the bedroom. “The target’s transport just passed through gate security. He’s on his way.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Hoyt, I’m aware,” Vegah said calmly. “Go to comms until further notice and take scout position in the dining room.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Copy that,” Hoyt said. “Shall I intercept him outside?”  
 
    Vegah shook his head. “Let’s allow the lord of the manor to make his triumphant return home before we crash his evening. After all, doing otherwise might seem rude, and I’d hate to make a bad first impression.”  
 
    “Understood.” Hoyt tapped his earpiece then vanished from sight. 
 
    Figuring he had at least five minutes until showtime, Vegah found his way to the kitchen where he pushed through a graveyard of empty ale bottles and sandwich wrappers to the wine cupboard by the cooler. An Auburn merlot. A Devereux white. A Dumsim rosé. His eyes flashed on a lone red bottle near the back. Hello, what have we here? Extracting the container, Vegah studied the gold inscription on its classic white label. Laboria Noir seventy-three. He whistled. Gods, I love your mate. 
 
    Static crackled in Vegah’s earpiece.  
 
    “The transport is entering the carpark now,” Hoyt said. “Be advised, he’s not alone.”  
 
    Vegah glanced up. “How many others?” 
 
    “Looks like… two debarking with the target.”  
 
    “Size and species?”  
 
    Hoyt paused. “It’s too dark for a proper species ID from this distance. They’re small, though. Much more so than the target.” 
 
    “Stand by.” Vegah snared a glass from the wine rack to his right and poured himself a glass of the seventy-three. Afterward, he returned to the common area and collapsed onto the ivory sofa while Hoyt held position out of sight in the dining room. 
 
    “Hurry up, silly,” a female voice said outside the door. “It’s hot out here, and I really, really wanna go swimming.”  
 
    “Only if you promise to obey the house rule,” a male voice answered in a strange accent.  
 
    “And what is that?” a second female followed.  
 
    This time, the male’s reply came through an audible smile. “No swimwear allowed.”  
 
    Vegah rolled his eyes. “Stay sharp, Hoyt. It appears we’ve found our way to the after-party.”  
 
    “Copy that.”  
 
    Vegah crossed his legs and sipped his wine as keystroke beeps emanated from the home’s security panel outside. Moments later, the door slid open, and three sets of stunned expressions greeted him from the foyer. “Good evening.” 
 
    “Who the frost you be?” The target stepped forward. He was a hulk of a fellow—all nine feet, three hundred fifty-two pounds of him—with massive, gray-skinned shoulders and intense gold eyes set deep in his cranium beneath short, stubby horns.  
 
    “Who me?” Vegah feigned surprise. “I’ve come for the party!” 
 
    The hulk huffed. Meanwhile, his companions—two pikith females in their early twenties, wearing club dresses—fell in behind him for protection. “I give you until count of five to leave house. Then things go bad for you.”  
 
    “Oh my,” Vegah said. “That sounds serious. How bad are we talking?”  
 
    The creature grinned under his tusks. “Wery, wery bad.” 
 
    “But I just got here,” Vegah said. “No offense, Mr. Rewtov, but kicking me out now seems rather inhospitable of you as a host. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    The hulk raised an eyebrow at the mention of his name. “Fine. Wary bad it is.” He reached into his robe. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, friend.” The hum of Hoyt’s sidearm preceded his emergence from the shadows.  
 
    “Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods,” one of the girls squeaked. 
 
    “Now, now, ladies,” Vegah said. “Our business is with your party animal friend, not you. Sit down, stay quiet, and there is a very real chance you’ll depart this encounter with both your lives and plenty of time to ID a new mark before sunup. Nod if you understand, please.”  
 
    Both females complied while Hoyt kept his gun on Rewtov.  
 
    “Slowly,” the associate said from beneath his porkpie. “Out with the bloody piece and put it on the floor. Go.”  
 
    The hulk’s scowl tightened.  
 
    “I’d do what he says,” Vegah said. “Especially if you hope to start this Sunday in the title match.” 
 
    Rewtov winced. “What you want?”  
 
    “We’ll get to that,” Vegah said. “For now, I’d suggest you comply with Mr. Hoyt’s instruction. Otherwise, things for you will get wery, wery bad.” 
 
    If Rewtov was offended by the other’s mocking of his accent, he didn’t show it. Instead, he eased the laser pistol from inside his robe and lowered it to the floor.  
 
    “Mr. Hoyt, if you please,” Vegah said.  
 
    The associate kicked the weapon toward the sofa.  
 
    “An XR-52 subcompact. Such a lovely choice.” Vegah retrieved the weapon and inspected it in his palm. “I must confess. As personal firearms go, I’ve always been partial to this model. I mean, what’s not to like? Great action, easy to conceal. Plus, the double-cell magazine holds a twenty percent charge increase over its predecessor. Yep. I’ll tell ya.” He aimed the pistol at the window and peered down its sleek silver barrel. “The designers over at Votto Arms really outdid themselves on this one.” 
 
    “Glad you approve,” Rewtov grumbled.  
 
    Hoyt motioned the girls to the love seat while Rewtov found his way to the wingback chair across from his inquisitor.  
 
    “I do not know your species.” The hulk pointed to the other’s deep red complexion, pointed ears, and shoulder-length silver hair. “What you are?” 
 
    “What I am isn’t important,” Vegah said. “Why I’m here is.”  
 
    “And why you here?” Rewtov asked. 
 
    “To have a conversation.” Vegah caught himself. “Ah, where are my manners. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Mr. Vegah. This is my associate, Mr. Hoyt. As noted earlier, we’re here to discuss this Sunday’s title match between the Wrinfall Ravens and your Scarlet Heights Hindabeasts.”  
 
    Rewtov grunted. “So what? You are… some kind of super fans, here for autograph before match?”  
 
    “Not hardly.” Vegah chuckled. “On the contrary, we’re here to discuss the match’s outcome.” 
 
    Rewtov shook his head. “What is there to discuss? It is title match for FIWA Mauler League crown, and Hindabeasts are favored by two-point-five goals. We are safest bet in twenty cycles. Believe me. I know.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.” Vegah crossed his legs. “You and your teammates should be commended. You’re the first club in FIWA history to go undefeated through twelve matches plus three playoff games and contend for your third straight Tomlin Trophy. By any measure, that’s a magical run.” He frowned into his wine glass. “Sadly, though, not all magical runs finish with magical endings.”  
 
    Rewtov’s expression went from blank to furious then reluctant understanding. “You want me to throw match like Barons did in eighty-one.” 
 
    “Give that man an Akallan cigar, Mr. Hoyt,” Vegah announced. “He’s just won first prize in tonight’s trivia contest!” 
 
    Rewtov wasn’t amused. “Who you work for?”  
 
    “Someone to whom you owe a great deal more than trivia winnings, my large friend,” Vegah said. “And they want payment, now. Ring any bells?”  
 
    Rewtov gulped. “The Nostra Cartel.”  
 
    “Man, you’re good at this.” Vegah glanced to the associate. “Let that be a lesson to you, Mr. Hoyt. High-stakes gambling is all fun and games so long as you’re up on credit. The moment you’re not, that’s when things get dicey.” He returned his gaze to Rewtov. “And based on my understanding of your particular circumstances, your life is about to get extremely dicey if you don’t cooperate.” 
 
    Rewtov exhaled. “What do Nostras want?”  
 
    “That’s the spirit.” Vegah smiled. “The good news is that, while your hole with my clients is deep, it’s not unescapable. All it requires is for you to have the worst match of your career—I’m thinking six interceptions or so—resulting in a Ravens upset win over your Hindabeasts on Sunday.” 
 
    “Your clients?” Rewtov cocked his head. “You are not with Cartel?” 
 
    Vegah shook his head.  
 
    “Ah,” Rewtov said as revelation set in. “You are fixer—contractor. How much they pay you?”  
 
    “Merely my normal fee for this sort of work,” Vegah said. “Now, back to business. Will you accept the terms of this arrangement or not?” 
 
    Rewtov shifted in his seat. “So, to understand. I throw match so Ravens beat Hindabeasts, then all square with Cartel.”  
 
    “I just love simplicity, don’t you?” Vegah grinned. “My deal. Yes or no?” 
 
    Rewtov grunted. “No.” 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t seem wise at all,” Vegah said.  
 
    “Hear me out.” Rewtov raised a palm. “As said, Hindabeasts are safest bet to win title in many cycles. Cartel bets on us, not Ravens. Winnings based on current stakes more than cover my debt. I promise. Will play good match. Wery good. Cover spread and then some.”  
 
    Vegah sipped his wine. “While that is comforting, I’m afraid it’s not enough.”  
 
    “Why?” Rewtov asked.  
 
    “Because the only thing better than winning a lot of credit is winning a squat-ton of credit,” Vegah said. “And that, my large gray friend, is precisely what my clients stand to gain if the Hindabeasts fall on Sunday. Frankly, they’d be fools to do otherwise.” 
 
    Rewtov folded his arms. “No. I will not throw match.”  
 
    “Why not?” Vegah demanded.  
 
    “Because I will not let clubmates pay for my bad decisions,” Rewtov commanded. 
 
    Vegah palmed his forehead. “That’s surprisingly noble of you, Mr. Rewtov. It really is.” He shifted in his seat. “Tell me. What would your mate say about that loyalty?”  
 
    “Wait, what?” The nearest pikith girl straightened on the love seat. “You’re wedded?”  
 
    “You mean he didn’t mention that over cocktails earlier?” Vegah smirked. “Color me shocked.”  
 
    Both girls fumed as the hulk rubbed his temples.  
 
    “My mate,” Rewtov muttered. “If you knew her, you would know how empty that threat is.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Vegah asked.  
 
    “Meaning I broke back in five separate places,” the hulk snarled. “Then surgically repaired by nanites to make credit to buy her house, jewelry, fancy clothes, transports, wine collection. And for what? So mate could still step out with bigtime senator? I say frost her!” He leaned forward, eyes narrowed to slits. “I may be bad mate, Mr. Vegah. Bad gambler, too. But I am not bad teammate.” He eased back in his seat and recollected his composure. “I will not betray club. They are all I have left.” 
 
    Vegah returned his gaze to the moonlight. “For what it’s worth, Rewtov, I genuinely appreciate that you feel that way. I’ve traveled to a lot of systems in this business, met a lot of people.” He refocused on the hulk. “Loyalty like that is not easy to come by, regardless of circle, industry, or tribe. I admire that, more than you know. Sadly, though, I’m afraid it changes nothing.” He motioned to Hoyt who produced a slate then swiped it active. 
 
    The associate did a doubletake. “Sir?” 
 
    “It’s all right, Mr. Hoyt.” Vegah would explain later. “Hand our friend the slate so we can get this done.” 
 
    Hoyt cleared his throat and followed the order. 
 
    “What the frost is—” Rewtov’s eyes went saucer-wide. “You son of—” 
 
    “Easy,” Vegah warned. “Suffice to say, I’ve dealt with warball comradery before, so you’ll forgive me for taking the necessary precautions to ensure you see things my way. Having established that, the path this situation takes from here is entirely up to you.” 
 
    Rewtov closed his eyes, fists tightening like vice grips around the device. “You… you cannot.” 
 
    “I can, and I will,” Vegah said. “But I’d rather not if I don’t have to.”  
 
    It took several moments. However, eventually, Rewtov managed to reopen his eyes and face the gruesome image before him —the one of the frightened, gray-skinned girl lying naked and bound to a table as dozens of blades glistened in the light around her. “Frost you for doing this.” 
 
    “I can see that you’re upset.” Vegah steepled his fingers. “Take a moment to consider your options. Remember, this can still end well for you and your sister. All it takes is for you to make the right decision.” 
 
    Silence filled the room save for the muffled sniffles from its largest occupant.  
 
    “Oh, frost this.” Pikith one bolted for the door.  
 
    Pop.  
 
    Gasps sounded with a dull, wet thud.  
 
    “Time is short, Mr. Rewtov,” Vegah said, lowering the gun. “My deal and your sister’s life. Yes or no?” 
 
    Rewtov turned toward the other pikith who was visibly in shock then to the corpse of her friend lying face down on his custom rug in a pool of her own blood. “Yes.”  
 
    “Excellent.” Vegah rose to his feet. “I’m so happy we could come to a civilized arrangement. Mr. Hoyt—” he turned on his heels “—I’d say it’s time for us to be on our way.” 
 
    The duo started for the foyer, but not before Vegah could snatch up the other pikith by the hair and drag her to the door. The female alien screamed. 
 
    “Wait, what you doing?” Rewtov launched upright. “She is just girl I met at nightclub! She has no value to Cartel!”  
 
    “She may not have value to the Cartel, but she’s certainly of value to me.” Vegah said. “More specifically, she’s of value to a gritloth colleague of mine who will pay handsomely for a specimen of her age and reproductive capability.” 
 
    “But… you can’t!”  
 
    “Have a good match on Sunday, Mr. Rewtov,” Vegah said on his way out. “Oh, and a quick word of advice? A dab of Bentwick sea salt mixed with vinegar and withaloo baking powder will clean that rug stain up in a jiffy.” He waved. “Goodnight!” 
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    Chapter 1: Big Waters and Unexpected Guests 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stunning scene of an Akallan dawn creasing the horizon never got old to Zack Monahan. All those oranges, reds, and blues, crashing together into a majestic tapestry of color set high over the rustling crystal waters of Lano Harbor had that effect on a person, even someone who’d seen them every, single day for the last eight years.  
 
    That’ll never change, either. Zack paused on the bow of his aging trawler, the Bayou Bengal, and allowed himself a moment to breathe in the welcoming salt air. He wrenched. “Ugh!” He whirled, gagging. “Holy squat, Mash! What the frex did you eat last night?”  
 
    “What?” The prithmar in the tropical shirt lounging in the swivel chair to Zack’s right shrugged. “My sister cooked spiced gorkaloaf for dinner last night, and that always gives me gas.”  
 
    “You could’ve passed and done takeout from the diner instead,” Zack protested.  
 
    “Yes, but that would’ve been rude,” Mash said. “And besides, I knew we’d be hanging out here in the open air today, so I didn’t think it would be a problem.”  
 
    Zack shook his head. “You should check your shorts, man. Seriously. You’ve got issues.” 
 
    The reptilian grinned then produced a carton of berries and popped one into his mouth. “Hey, don’t forget to pack some extra gremlin squid for bait. The shell knockers out in the flats by Lynn Haven Sands go nuts for that stuff.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Zack said. “I get it that I wasn’t born into the sea life here on Akalla like the rest of you locals, but I’d like to believe I’ve picked up on at least a few things over the last six seasons working in this business.”  
 
    “Suit yourself,” Mash said. “So, what’s got you up and on deck this early on a Sunday? I thought this was your day off.” 
 
    “It usually is,” Zack said. “Liora called me just after midnight to tell me that a pair of—” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Mash sat upright. “Liora called you at midnight? What the squat for?”  
 
    “Funny you should ask,” Zack said. “I was sorta getting to that.”  
 
    Mash frowned.  
 
    “Apparently, Liora got a call late yesterday from a pair of high-roller caldivar looking for some fun and adventure out on the high seas with some monster fish that strike. Trouble is, she’s got an appointment today in AC that she can’t miss, so she referred the caldivars to me for the charter.” 
 
    “A charter, huh.” Mash grunted. “Midnight is awful late to be passing referrals if you ask me. Are you sure Liora wasn’t calling you for one of those… oh, what do you humans call them?” He snapped his fingers. “Ah, right. A booty call.”  
 
    “Easy,” Zack shot back. “Liora and I may not be dating, but we’re still friends.”  
 
    Mash put down his berries and leaned forward. “Zack, you’re my best friend, and I love you. You’re also a total frexing moron.” 
 
    “Hey!” Zack protested. 
 
    “It’s true, no offense.”  
 
    “Plenty taken, you scaly little squat!”  
 
    “Think about it,” Mash continued. “Why is it that everywhere we go—from the AC Strip to the marina diner—every, single reeoli female we encounter seems to want a piece of you? It’s like you’re pet-nip to them or something.”  
 
    Zack flashed a wry grin. “Maybe it’s my dashing good looks and charming personality.”  
 
    “You’re middle-aged, average looking at best, and you work on a dumpy old tub with duct tape on the seats, which is to say you smell like fish all day.” Mash blinked. “Care to try that again?”  
 
    Zack sidestepped his friend to doublecheck the ice levels in his beverage and catch coolers. “I’m thirty-five, Mash. That means I’ve got five more years at least until I qualify as middle-aged.”  
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, blondie boy.” Mash said. “Speaking of reeoli females, I got a communique from Shivana yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    Zack winced. “Oh yeah?”  
 
    “Yep,” Mash said. “She asked me to send her final fuel bill out west to her new place. She seemed well.” 
 
    “Super.” Zack cleared his throat. “Good for her.”  
 
    Mash paused before speaking his next words. “She asked about you.”  
 
    Of course, she did. Zack crossed the deck to check some rigging. “We’ve been over this, Mash. It was Shivana’s call to leave Port Saint Lano, not mine. You’re the marina’s general manager and her friend. You know that better than anyone.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Mash said. “That didn’t mean you had to say goodbye. You could have gone with her.”  
 
    “Yeah, but then who would’ve been here to keep you stocked with blueberries and beer?”  
 
    Mash pelted his friend with a smirk. “You evade like an Akallan nova-series starfighter.” 
 
    “That means I’m good at it,” Zack smiled.  
 
    “Uh huh.” Mash frowned. “I’m serious, Zack. You should call her. There’s still time for you two.” 
 
    Zack sighed and faced the horizon as a trail of fresh ripples jostled against the battered remains of four empty boat slips across the harbor. Barely a year ago, a slip at Lano Marina had been among the most sought-after tickets in commercial fishing. And why not? The waters were stocked with parka fish, the climate was amazing, and the marina itself was just a stone’s throw from every major fish market in Akalla City, which went a long way toward slashing overhead. Now, all of that had changed after the storm.  
 
    Someone had to stay. Zack lowered his gaze. “Shivana had nothing left to keep her here after she lost the Spellbinder. It made sense for her to move back to Desania so she could be closer to family. That’s their home.” He re-faced his friend. “Akalla City is mine. It has been for a long time now.” 
 
    The hometown prithmar gave a slow nod of understanding. “So,” he said, returning to his berries. “These caldivar clients of yours. How high roller are we talking?”  
 
    “Very,” Zack said. “If I’ve done the math correctly, this job will square my tab with the marina for slip fees and fuel and even put me a month or two ahead with room for supplies.”  
 
    “Zack Monahan squaring his tab. That’d be a first.” Mash brightened. “Hey, by the way, did you happen to catch the Mauler League title match yesterday?” 
 
    “No,” Zack said curtly. 
 
    “Well, you should’ve,” Mash said. “Nyvoe Rewtov had a total meltdown with six interceptions for the Hindabeasts. They lost to the Ravens, forty-two to thirteen. It was a total rump-kicking!” 
 
    An electronic alert chimed from the captain’s nest.  
 
    “I don’t follow warball anymore, Mash. You know that.” Zack hurried to the comms terminal and keyed respond. “Go for the Bayou Bengal.” 
 
    “Is this Captain Monahan?” an alien voice asked.  
 
    “Affirmative,” Zack answered. “How can I help you?”  
 
    “This is Mondowan Eck,” the voice said. “My associate and I are scheduled to board your boat in two hours.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Zack perked up. “We’re all set here and ready to go. I’ve already got—” 
 
    “We will not be coming.”  
 
    Zack’s demeanor plummeted as the alien at the other end of the line spent the next three minutes explaining the situation and apologizing profusely for the breach of contract. Something about a recall to the Na’ Ree system and a diplomatic crisis with an estranged envoy at a major embassy or some such nonsense. It was all very official, but still a bummer, nonetheless. It was also the latest major hit to Zack’s bottom line, to say nothing of what remained of his pride as an Akallan boat captain.  
 
    “We will make this right,” the alien concluded. “We will charter again next time.”  
 
    “Gotcha,” Zack said. “Can I get a deposit on—” 
 
    The even thrum of a closed channel ended the conversation.  
 
    Nice knowing ya, rumphole. Zack frowned and keyed off the terminal.  
 
    “I’m not getting paid my slip fees today, am I?” Mash asked from the stern.  
 
    “Nope,” Zack said, not looking up.  
 
    Mash heaved a sigh then seemed to consider his options. “Hey, I’ve got an idea.” The alien flashed a wry grin. “You wanna head over to Willy’s and drink some beer?”  
 
    “That’s nowhere even close to frexing funny and you know it, Mash.” 
 
    A female voice cleared a throat on the dock. “Excuse me. I’m looking for the Bayou Bengal?”  
 
    Zack resisted the urge to say “It’s right there painted on the hull,” as he turned toward the stranger. “Yes, ma’am. You’ve found her.”  
 
    Mash’s jaw fell open, and berries went everywhere. 
 
    “Excellent.” A human woman dressed in stylish slacks and a cream-colored blouse approached the boat. She was dark-skinned and somewhere in her early fifties with a solid build, high cheekbones, and silver-streaked dreadlocks that touched the middle of her back. “Are you Captain Zachery Monahan?” 
 
    “Who’s asking?” Zack asked. 
 
    Mash’s tail began slapping the deck like that of a starstruck fanboy.  
 
    “My name is Chandra Rhames,” the woman answered. “I’m the new head coach of the Akalla City Argonauts.” 
 
    Zack’s first instinct was to tell his visitor to get lost. In the interest of not bailing on a much-needed potential charter, however, he kept that to himself. “How can I help you, Coach Rhames?”  
 
    “I’m actually here to discuss how we can help each other,” Rhames said. “Mind if I come aboard?”  
 
    Zack grudgingly lent the newcomer a hand as she stepped down off the pier onto his trawler.  
 
    “Nice boat you’ve got here.” Rhames looked around. “It’s very… cozy.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Zack said. “Most just call her a dump, but she’s home.”  
 
    “Ah,” Rhames said. “The Bayou Bengal… I take it you named her after the mascot for your alma mater, Louisiana State?”  
 
    “How perceptive.” Zack hadn’t meant for that to sound snarky, but it did anyway.  
 
    “You had yourself one incredible career,” Rhames said. “Three-time all-conference, player of the year twice, a national title in your junior season.” She squared herself to face him. “Did you know that your records still stand for single-season meterage and touchdown passes?”  
 
    Zack shook his head. “No offense, but I stopped following the game when I left the Sol system.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Rhames said. “After your injury.”  
 
    Zack pocketed his hands.  
 
    “I scouted you at LSU when I was an assistant coach with the Diamondheads, you know,” Rhames said. “I’ll give you credit, Monahan. As warball quarterbacks go, there are players and there are ballers.”  
 
    “What’s your point?” Zack asked.  
 
    “My point is, you were neither,” Rhames said. “You were a frexing savant. In all the years I’ve been associated with this game—as a player then a coach—I’ve never once seen another QB prospect with your potential. I mean it. Your ability to read a defense was downright uncanny. It was like you knew before they did what coverage was about to be called. Even on the rare instances when an enforcer did reach you, your quick release made you almost unsackable. Couple that with your natural athleticism, which was spectacular for a human, and you were a generational talent.” 
 
    Zack checked the time on the data band strapped to his left wrist. “Listen, Coach Rhames, I appreciate the trip down memory lane and all, but I’ve got business to attend to.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Rhames asked.  
 
    “Yes ma’am, it is,” Zack said.  
 
    Rhames cocked her head. “Didn’t your schedule just clear for the day?”  
 
    Zack grimaced. “You heard that, did you?” 
 
    “Little bit,” Rhames said. “I’ll cut to the chase. We’ve got one week until the Argos open summer training camp, and my offensive coordinator just left for a last-minute post with Auburn. I need a new OC. I’d like that to be you.”  
 
    Mash’s squeak was likely heard in the diner across the marina. 
 
     “Ha!” Zack laughed. “I’m flattered, Coach. Really. But why in the stars would you want me? I’ve been out of the game for—” 
 
    “Nine years, five months, and three days,” Rhames said. “Yes, I know, but that’s beside the point.”  
 
    “Is it now?” Zack laughed.  
 
    “I don’t need your physical ability, Monahan. I need what’s in here.” Rhames tapped her temple. “I need you to teach my club how to think like you did. How to anticipate like you did. How to improvise like you did.” She shifted her stance. “Back in the day, LSU fans called you the Magic Man. Well, if there’s a club in all of FIWA that could use a little magic right now, it’s ours.” She handed him a card. “The Argos need you, Zack. And to be honest?” She glanced around at the aging boat and battered marina. “I think there’s part of you that knows you need us, too.”  
 
    Zack watched in silence as the Argonauts coach returned to the pier.  
 
    “I’ll be in town on business through tomorrow,” Rhames said. “Think it over.”  
 
    “But what about—” 
 
     “That beer ain’t gonna drink itself, Magic Man!” And with that, she was gone.  
 
    Zack turned back to Mash who was downright giddy.  
 
    “You’re gonna take the job, right?” the prithmar asked. “Please, Zack. Come on! You’ve gotta take the job!” 
 
    Zack shook his head. “I had my time in the game of warball, Mash. Now it’s someone else’s turn. I can’t help that lady any more than I can apparently pay my slip fees on time.” 
 
    Mash swiveled away in his seat. “Yeah, about that.”  
 
    Zack arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Old Man Lano got a call last week about your slip,” Mash said. “The tenant is offering six months credit up front with a two-year lease, all funds guaranteed.”  
 
    “Lano can’t do that,” Zack said. “He’s already got a lease with me.”  
 
    “You mean the one you’re technically violating right now with five months of unpaid rent?”  
 
    Zack hung his head.  
 
    “Look around, man.” Mash gestured to the half-empty marina. “The storm took out half our inventory. That means when we get a crack at a quality tenant with verifiable credit, we have to take it. Otherwise, it’s our business going under, not the boats.”  
 
    Zack shook his head. “I’m good for the rent, Mash. I always have been. You know that.”  
 
    “Yeah, I do,” Mash said. “Still, we’ve got bills to pay, too, ya know. It’s nothing personal.” 
 
    Zack turned away from the prithmar and peered out at the sunrise.  
 
    “Maybe Rhames was right,” Mash added. 
 
    “Right about what?” Zack grumbled.  
 
    “You said it yourself,” Mash said. “You weren’t born into the sea life. You came to it eight years ago because the career you really wanted—the one you fought and bled for your entire life—was taken from you when a four-hundred-pound enforcer slammed skull-first into your temple.” He shrugged. “Maybe this is your shot to get that back.”  
 
    Zack allowed himself a moment to consider that notion as a warm, salty breeze rolled in off the harbor and settled onto his sun-bronzed skin. In all the years he’d been involved with warball, from peewees in the Tretra projects to his glory days at LSU, he’d always been a player—and a quarterback at that. He was the leader, the first man in and the last one out of the tunnel. This meant he led by example, not instruction.   
 
    “There’s an old human saying that I picked up during my time on Earth,” Zack said. “Those who can’t do, teach.” He faced his companion. “I’m no warball coach, Mash. I never was.” 
 
    Mash exhaled and lowered his snout. “Yes, well. I hate to be the one to break this to you but if your last few catches are any indication, you’re not much of a fisherman, either.” 
 
    Zack didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come on, man,” Mash pressed. “Do it for me, if for no other reason. Do you know how many dates I could land if my best friend was the offensive coordinator with the Argos? I’ll be swimming in digits.”  
 
    Another chime from the comms terminal.  
 
    “Saved by the bell,” Mash muttered.  
 
    “Nobody’s used the term digits in like centuries, bud,” Zack said with a smile as he headed for the dash. “But I appreciate the pep talk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: Homecoming 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deekund Xatori sat motionless in his passenger seat aboard the Akallan transport ship Governor Stone as the mild disorientation that accompanied Otherside emergence passed over him. The Otherside. That was what Akallans called the stretch of non-space between stargates. Some called it hyperspace; others, alter reality. Regardless of name, the phenomenon was the same—a desolate void of shapeless, formless space that always made Deek nauseous upon entrance and exit.  
 
    Deek wiped the sweat from his green-skinned forehead and fought to regain his composure as the Governor Stone swooped to port out of the stargate and began its approach toward the massive blue-green sphere ahead.  
 
    Akalla. Deek closed his golden eyes and laid his head back on the seat. Home. It’d been five long years since Deek had put those two words together, although the kid in him who’d grown up playing in the sugar-white sands and cool, tropical waters of the planet’s capital, Akalla City, was thrilled to do so. Like most reeoli of their generation, Deek’s parents had fled to Akalla forty years earlier when their native homeworld—the planet Korvey, located in the Grinpha system—had been seized in a coup by an authoritarian regime. Life on Korvey hadn’t been safe after that for those who opposed the regime’s ideologies. So, like tens of millions of others, the Xatoris took to the stars seeking a new home where they could live out their lives in peace and raise their children free of persecution.  
 
    In retrospect, Deek thought, it was fitting that Akalla of all worlds had been the choice. Like the reeoli, the first Akallans, who were human, had fled their homeworld on Tretra more than a century prior to the reeoli’s exodus, seeking a better life for their families. Many on Tretra had called them outlaws and vagrants. Others, though, had called them heroes for standing up for their ideals. Regardless, the settlers who’d founded the Akallan colony had succeeded over the ensuing decades in forging the type of civilization that most others in the galaxy envied, flush with opportunity and success for anyone who dared plunge their hands in get it.  
 
    “Papa, what are we?” a young Deek had asked one day after school. “Teacher says we come from Korvey, but we live on Akalla with all these humans. What does that make us? Korvian or Akallan?” 
 
    The elder Xatori ruffled his son’s bushy raven hair. “We are Akallan, plain and simple.”  
 
    “But how come?” Deek persisted.  
 
    “Because, my son, Akallans know better than most the value of freedom and the price required to keep it. The rivers of Korvey will always run in your veins, and you should never forget that. But—” he raised a calloused finger “—it’s the strength and resilience of Akalla that will one day forge your destiny into something more than that of a salvage scrapper.” 
 
    Deek cocked his head. “But… you’re a salvage scrapper, Papa.”  
 
    Deek’s father chuckled. “Yes, I am. And you could be, too, one day if you choose to be. You see. That’s the point. Here on Akalla, you have the freedom to be whatever you like so long as you’re willing to work for it. So, the question becomes… what do you want to be when you grow up?” 
 
    Deek still recalled the innocence of that moment, the simplicity of it. As fate would have it, he attended his first amateur warball match shortly thereafter, and it was there that he’d seemingly found the answer to his father’s challenge. Warball. It was a game like no other, full of power and physicality but with the strategy and innovation fit for scholars. Deek had loved the game from the beginning, so much so that he’d practically begged his family to let him try out for the local peewee leagues that next fall. Not only had he made the club, but he’d earned the starting position at quarterback by season’s end.  
 
    “But only if you’re willing to work for it,” the elder Xatori had said. Deek had taken that mentality to every stage of his career, from the balance of his time in peewees to his four-year career at the local college, then to the pinnacle of pro warball competition—the First Interstellar Warball Association, or FIWA.  
 
    Deek could still remember the call he’d gotten six years ago from the Vrenahand Vipers who’d elected to sign him coming out of college. Unlike lots of his peers, Deek hadn’t been drafted out of college but rather had to sign as an undrafted free agent. It didn’t matter. He’d prove himself in FIWA just as he’d done at every other step of his career, by outworking his competition. Now, on the heels of his fourth release from his fifth club since draft day, no one including Deek knew if there’d be a year seven.  
 
    From local warball superstar to grease monkey slinging oil drums in a bloody boneyard. Deek frowned at the prospect. How about that work ethic now, huh, Pop? 
 
    The pounding of atmosphere struck the Governor Stone’s hull like a thunderbolt, sending every head in the passenger cabin rocking forward in unison.  
 
    “G’day passengers, this is ship’s operations,” the captain announced via intercom. His accent carried the same Neo-Stralian notes as Deek’s, which meant that he, too, was likely a reeoli. “We are starting our descent toward Akalla City starport. Please remain buckled into your seats at all times until our struts have touched the platform. Ops out.”  
 
    Deek leaned left once the turbulence subsided and peered through the porthole, eager as always for his first view of home in nearly two years. His heart sank at what he saw. Dear Lords of Creation. 
 
    The ravaged remains of the three-hundred-square-mile metropolis below stared back at Deek, like a body lying broken in a morgue after a head-on collision with a freightliner. The city’s westside along the beach had been completely leveled. There were no businesses nor homes left, no bustling streets filled with summertime tourists looking to party. Just the handful of twisted skeletons that had somehow clung to their foundations amid the worst natural disaster in Akallan history. 
 
    Deek turned his gaze east, hoping to find better in the city’s downtown district. It didn’t happen. The Akallan capitol, the Jothan Consulate, Tillman Tower in Veterans Memorial Park. They’d all been stripped from the AC skyline—or, at the very least, mangled beyond repair. Even Argonaut Stadium hadn’t been immune from damage, hence the club’s absence from FIWA competition the previous season while the facility had been repaired. 
 
    Deek had heard the storm was bad eleven months ago when it’d hit. Never in his darkest dreams could he have imagined this. After all, AC residents had faced these sorts of events for years with little issue. This one, however—with its hundred-fifty-knot winds and typhoon storm surge—had unleashed a fury unlike anything most could’ve fathomed. 
 
    You should’ve come back sooner. You shouldn’t have been selfish. Deek gulped and looked away, all the while reminding himself that no one outside the AC city limits had been allowed back in until six months ago when the debris clearing process had begun in earnest. Even then, his father had urged his son to stay put while the family searched for housing. Deek had offered to bring the others to Bentwick where he’d landed a scout team spot with the Barons, but in true patriarchal fashion, the elder Xatori had refused.  
 
     “You’ve got a golden opportunity with Bentwick,” his father had said. “You worry about that for now. There’s nothing you can do back here.” 
 
    The Barons’ season ended two months later with a forty-to-three drubbing by New Chicago. Deek was released the next morning. So much for golden opportunities.  
 
    A mild chatter rumbled the deck plates as the Governor Stone’s landing struts connected with the docking platform. Shortly thereafter, the whir of the engines subsided, and the ten or so occupants joining Deek in the passenger cabin began to file out.  
 
    “DX in the house!” a familiar voice shouted past the crowd outside.  
 
    Deek dropped his duffel and turned as the voice’s owner started toward him wearing a smile. “Olivan Meethum. As I live and breathe.” 
 
    The two reeoli embraced and squeezed each other tight.  
 
    “Welcome home to the good ole AC, mate,” the other said. “It’s good to have you back.”  
 
    “It’s good to be back.” Deek gestured around at the starport, much of which resembled a construction zone. “Although, it’s far from the AC I remember.”  
 
    “Ah, right,” Oli said. “This is your first time back since the storm.”  
 
    Deek nodded.  
 
    “Well, for what it’s worth,” Oli continued, “things look way better than they did six months ago, especially now that most of the major debris has been cleaned up. That enabled us to kickstart the rebuilding process and get things moving toward normalcy.” 
 
    Deek whistled. “Judging by the view from above, that’s gonna take a while.”  
 
    “Oh, defo,” Oli admitted. “It’ll take years, if not decades. But you know as well as I do that we Akallans are a scrappy bunch. It may take us time, but we’ll get there, even if it happens one brick at a time.”  
 
    Deek retrieved his duffel and slung the bag over his shoulder by the strap. “So, how did a wise-rump bloke like you get saddled with being the welcome wagon?”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Oli laughed. “What drongo would pass up a chance to welcome the legendary DX back to his hometown roots?”  
 
    Deek lowered his eyes. “Nobody’s called me that in a long time. You shouldn’t either.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Oli waved off the sentiment. After that, he bum-rushed his old high school teammate and collected the other in a headlock.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Piss off already,” Deek protested.  
 
    The playful scrum ended after a few seconds.  
 
    “Come on,” Oli said. “Everyone’s waiting for you back at your parents’ house. I figure we’ll hit there first, then head down to Schooner’s for a round or two of coldies with the old crew.”  
 
    Deek followed his friend off the platform toward the back of a nearby docking lot. There, he spotted an old cargo hauler with a familiar logo on the side and an onboard debris grappler mounted to the bed. “I see you’re working for my old man.”  
 
    “Yep,” Oli said as the two boarded the hauler. “I have been for about three years now. I started out as a grunt in the loading bays but then ascended to assistant manager when we launched our debris service after the storm. Suffice to say, we’ve been pretty busy.”  
 
    “I’d imagine so,” Deek agreed. 
 
    The hauler’s engine sputtered to life at the touch of the ignition. A few moments later, Oli weaved the vehicle onto the open highway toward the city.  
 
    “Okay, time to spill it,” Oli said from the driver’s seat. “I know it’s early yet in the offseason, but how many offers does that phenom agent of yours have lined up for your next gig? Six? Eight?”  
 
    Deek didn’t answer.  
 
    “Four… Three?” 
 
    Deek sighed. “Not a one.”  
 
    “No offense, mate, but that’s not much of an agent.” 
 
    “None taken,” Deek said, “mostly because he’s not my agent anymore. He cut me loose from his client list after I was released by the Barons.” 
 
    Oli muttered a curse. “Impeccable timing, that one.”  
 
    “Eh, it was just business,” Deek said.  
 
    “You gonna sign with someone else?” Oli asked. “Another agent, I mean?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Deek said. “Truth is, there’s not much demand for an undersized journeyman quarterback from a division five school, much less one the size of Acey Jacey.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that matters,” Oli said. “Journeyman or not, you’ve got pro experience. All it takes is one injury somewhere else in the league, and boom! You’re right back in the game.”  
 
    Deek grunted. “I’d hardly call two starts in five years playing professional warball experience.”  
 
    “It’s more than I ever got,” Oli added.   
 
    Deek peered through the passenger window at the battered remains of Cahall’s Deli on the corner of Fifth and Salvage. If he and his father had eaten there once before an Argos game, they’d eaten there a hundred times growing up. It’d been their favorite, especially the blackened coner melt, which for Deek’s money was the best fish sandwich in town. 
 
    “So, is that it then?” Oli asked. “Are you done?”  
 
    Deek shrugged. “I dunno, mate. Maybe? Maybe not? We’ll just have to see what shakes out.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like much of a plan,” Oli said.  
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s the best one I’ve got,” Deek said. “I can’t make a warball club open a communique to my house, Oli. I can answer the call if it comes, but I can’t force them to take that step, no matter how much you, me, or anyone else wants them to.”  
 
    Oli chewed his lip. “What if you didn’t have to wait for a call?”  
 
    Deek furrowed his eyebrows.  
 
    “Word on the A-Net is the Argonauts are holding open tryouts this Saturday to fill out the last few spots on their roster. You should go.”  
 
    “Open tryouts?” Deek laughed. “I hate to break this to you, mate, but FIWA clubs don’t hold those. They don’t have to. The best warball players in Creation come to them, looking to compete.”  
 
    “That may be true, but they sure as squat don’t want to do it here.”  
 
    Deek didn’t take his friend’s meaning. 
 
    “Look around, mate.” Oli gestured to the mostly empty highway ahead. “No one’s lining up to come to Akalla City anymore. And why would they? Between our trashed infrastructure and our lack of quality housing, it’s almost impossible to live here without a franchise quarterback’s salary. On top of that, everything that made AC a destination—namely the Downtown District and the Strip out by the beach—got wiped out during the storm. So, not only can no one afford to live here, but travelers don’t want to come because there’s nothing to bloody well do, and no labor force left to work the handful of businesses that have managed to reopen.” He huffed. “I’m telling you, brother. I love AC as much as the next green-blooded local, and in time, we’ll get her back on her feet. Right now, though, she’s a hot mess.”  
 
    Deek stared at the dashboard as silence filled the hauler’s passenger cabin. 
 
    “That’s a yes on the tryouts, right?” Oli asked.  
 
    “Huh?” Deek perked up. 
 
    “The Argos tryouts,” Oli said. “You’re planning to go.”  
 
    Again, Deek didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come on, Deek,” Oli pressed. “I know you’re feeling down after Bentwick and all, but where’s the harm in giving the game you love another shot before you hang up your cleats?”  
 
    “That’s just it,” Deek said. “I don’t know if I love warball anymore, Oli. I mean that. These last five years, bounding from club to club like a frexing pinball, have been brutal.”  
 
    “I get that, but you’re just gonna have to push through it,” Oli said. “You’re Deekund frexing Xatori, and you’ve never quit on anything in your life. Don’t start now. Squat, if for no other reason do it for all us old has-beens who’d still give up vital parts of our anatomy just to sniff a chance at the bigtime.”  
 
    Deek made a face. “Sniffing and anatomy parts are not two things I’d put together in a sentence, brother.”  
 
    “Stop evading,” Oli said. “The tryouts. Yes or no?”  
 
    Deek held his tongue.  
 
    “Yes or no!”  
 
    “All right, all right, I’ll go! Are you frexing happy now, ya hoon?” 
 
    Oli flashed a grin. “Little bit, yeah.”  
 
    Deek rolled his eyes and returned his focus to the ruins outside the hauler.  
 
    “You know, this could conceivably turn out well for you by season’s end,” Oli said. “Think about it. You head down to practice this Saturday and show these coaches what a local can do, then who knows? Maybe you don’t just land a roster spot. Maybe you start.”  
 
    “Ha!” Deek guffawed.  
 
    “I mean it,” Oli said. “Lest we forget, the Argos of today aren’t exactly the Green Machine that you and I grew up hearing about as kids. They haven’t been for a long time. At least, not since this new ownership group took over nine seasons ago. Now there’s even scuttle that they might move the club if AC officials don’t capitulate to their demands for a new stadium.” 
 
    “Crikey!” Deek snapped his head around. 
 
    “It’s true,” Oli said. “Argonaut Stadium has been patched up well enough, but the owners want an all-new facility. They say they can’t turn a profit without it. If they leave, then who will we root for? The Tretra Armada?”  
 
    Both beings gagged.  
 
    No one on Akalla roots for the Armada. No one. Still, the mere notion got Deek to thinking. An Akalla City without the Argonauts. What would that even look like?  
 
    Hosting a FIWA club was a major deal for any planet, mostly because doing so was practically a license to print credit for the world who received the charter. After all, of the three major FIWA leagues—Mauler, Cruiser, and Feather—there were only ninety clubs to go around, plus there were no plans for expansion so far as anyone knew.  
 
    Beyond the surface-level money that was made off gameday items like tickets, parking, and merchandise, warball was an outstanding economic driver for the local community. One study even suggested that travel to and from worlds with a warball club was up nearly forty percent from those without one. This made for an enormous boon to local businesses—especially the casinos—many of whom banked their entire annual budgets on warball home game weekends. Now more than ever on the heels of the storm, AC residents would need that revenue if they hoped to rebuild their city.  
 
    Then there’s the politics involved. Deek despised that subject. It ruined everything, and yet FIWA could barely be mentioned without it. Local mayors, parliamentary officials, even presidents and chancellors. They were all on the proverbial take where FIWA was involved. In some instances, government officials had even campaigned on the promise that, if elected, they’d bring a FIWA charter to their constituency. 
 
    “We’re here,” Oli said.  
 
    Deek broke from his thought as the hauler eased past the abandoned engine factory into the Xatori family’s old neighborhood. Many of the homes were still in extremely rough shape after the storm. By and large, though, the community, as a whole, seemed to be on the upswing. This included Deek’s house, a modest forty-year-old cottage with a brand-new roof, scarred exterior weather plating, and a freshly planted nita palm in the front yard.  
 
    “Are you coming?” Oli said after parking the hauler and climbing out.  
 
    Deek didn’t answer.  
 
    “Hey,” Oli said. “You know they still love you, right? We all do. Nothing will ever change that. Not Bentwick, the Vipers, nothing.”  
 
    “I appreciate the kind words,” Deek said softly.  
 
    “They’re more than words, Deek. Seriously. You’ve given everything you had to every club or employer you ever signed on with, just like your folks taught you. No matter how this turns out with the Argos, be proud of that… We sure are.”  
 
    Deek climbed out of the vehicle.  
 
    “Good on ya,” Oli said. “Now move your rump! Your mom made her famous shrimp and grits, and I’ll be frexed if that hoon little nephew of yours eats it all before I get my second helping!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: New Kid in Town 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zack stayed put in the driver’s seat of the secondhand jaggur he’d bought from a scrapper back at the marina as the morning sun rose above Argonaut Stadium in downtown Akalla City. Why in squat’s name did you come here, man? This is not your world anymore.  
 
    In warball, the respect of the locker room was everything, among players and coaches. That took clout and cache, neither of which Zack had since he’d never played the game at the professional level. For that matter, nearly ten years had passed since he’d taken his last snap in college.  
 
    “Even if you do manage to earn their respect, what can you possibly hope to teach these guys?” Zack murmured to no one. He reached for the ignition when his subconscious didn’t answer. “Frex this.”  
 
    “Leaving already?” a familiar voice asked. “You haven’t even gotten your pass into the building yet.” 
 
    Zack bolted upright as Coach Rhames crossed the parking lot wearing denim jeans and a navy blue shirt with the Argos’ neon green insignia, her dreads pulled back into a ponytail. “I’m still not sure I really oughta have one of those.”  
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” Rhames halted upon reaching him and inspected the vehicle. “Eighty-two jaggur convertible, sport utility model, huh?” She frowned at the faded paint and dented sidepod bumpers. “And here I thought your boat was in rough shape.” 
 
    “Some would say it’s not about the vehicle,” Zack noted. “It’s about the driver.”  
 
    “They would, indeed,” Rhames said. “Those same folks might say the same thing about warball players and coaches. Speaking of the latter, I was glad to get the call that you’d accepted my invite to join the staff. This club needs you.”  
 
    “Is that a fact?” Zack huffed.  
 
    “It is,” Rhames agreed.  
 
    Zack stared through his windshield at a cluster of gray clouds forming overhead. “With respect, Coach Rhames, this is the Argos’ first season back after a fairly lengthy hiatus from competition. They need a seasoned assistant with a proven track record of success at the FIWA level, not a college washout with fresh fish and chronic head issues.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s some speech,” Rhames noted. “Please don’t tell me you plan to rally the troops with that sort of rhetoric.”  
 
    “You know what I mean,” Zack said.  
 
    Rhames put a hand on her hip. “I’ll decide what this club does and doesn’t need as its head coach. Right now, though, I’ve got a coaches’ briefing to lead. Do you intend to be part of that or are you gonna sit out here for the next eight hours, mumbling to yourself like an escaped kashkal mental patient with a screw loose?”  
 
    Zack winced. “You heard that, eh?”  
 
    “Yep.” Rhames turned on her heels. “By the way, the morning weather report says there could be showers later, so you might wanna button up that relic of a transport before you come inside.”  
 
    Right. Zack hurried out of the driver’s seat as the low groan of thunder rolled in the distance and retrieved the jaggur’s soft top from the rear cargo compartment. He tossed the cover over the vehicle’s bare roll cage and snapped it into place, then he trotted after his new boss, who waited for him at the entrance to the stadium’s western wing.  
 
    “G’day, Coach Rhames,” a young reeoli female said from behind the reception desk once the duo had entered the lobby.  
 
    “Morning, Neelah,” Rhames answered. “How’s life at home with a newborn these days?”  
 
    “Sleepless.” The reeoli yawned. “Very, very sleepless.”  
 
    “I can only imagine.” Rhames kept walking through the lobby then hooked a right at a water feature and started down the second corridor.  
 
    “I thought all the Argos front offices were housed in Marino Plaza downtown,” Zack said. “Didn’t that area go back online three months ago?”  
 
    “It did,” Rhames said. “But the Argos organization had to be fully operational four months earlier if we wanted to make it back this season to compete in the Cruiser League. That meant moving all club operations—everything from ticketing to coaches’ offices and even our team practices—here into Argonaut Stadium, which didn’t take nearly the beating during the storm.”  
 
    “You think you’ll move back into the plaza one day?” Zack asked.  
 
    “I certainly hope so,” Rhames admitted. “It’s bad enough that my coaches’ offices are here, but having to share water closets with the sales staff is downright criminal.”  
 
    Zack studied his surroundings as the duo walked. Makeshift or not, the place was nice. Plush carpets, soft lighting, tropical décor in keeping with Akalla’s native flora. Then there was the array of club photos and banners adorning the walls. All things considered, the space was in remarkably good shape given its age.   
 
    “Greetings, Coach Rhames,” a new voice called from a nearby office. Unlike before, this one sounded male. Although, it, too, was relatively high-pitched.  
 
    “Morning, Harrith,” Rhames responded. “What’s the status on that new sonic shower in my locker room?”  
 
    “Installed and ready, just in time for opening day of camp.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Rhames said. “Come on out and meet our new offensive coordinator, will ya?” 
 
    The wispy sounds of spritzing liquids and jostling buckets rustled from the office before, eventually, the voice’s owner appeared in the doorway. At four feet tall and ninety-five pounds at best, the little alien was the spitting image of his leethog species, complete with marsupial-like features, a spindly frame, and a full snout of snow-white fur that betrayed his age. This one, however, wore rumpled work clothes and an old-timey flat cap like the ones Zack had seen on Earth.  
 
    “How do you do?” the leethog asked.   
 
    “I, um… guess I’m fine?” Zack replied.  
 
    “Forgive me for saying so, but that does not sound like a ringing endorsement,” the alien added.  
 
    “No, I suppose it doesn’t.” Zack chuckled. “And you are?”  
 
    The leegthog extended a palm. “Harrith Grimnar, at your service, Coach…”  
 
    “Monahan,” Zack said with a handshake. “Zack Monahan.”  
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Coach Monahan,” the leegthog said.  
 
    “Harrith here is the Argos senior manager for equipment and sanitation,” Rhames said. “He’s been a fixture around this club for years. He’s also the one who took point on getting all the renovations done on our locker rooms so the team could have access to those facilities in time for camp.” 
 
    “Nice,” Zack said. “I shudder to think what this place would smell like without those.”  
 
    “Nor do you wish to find out, believe me.” Harrith grinned.  
 
    Zack pointed to the alien’s headwear. “That’s an interesting hat you’ve got there. It sort of reminds me of the flat cap Noah Nezmith wore back in the day when he started here at quarterback for the Green Mean Machine.”  
 
    “That’s because Noah gave me this hat,” Harrith said. “I liked his so much that he bought me this one when he was back on Earth visiting family during the offseason.”  
 
    “Wait, you knew Noah Nezmith?” Zack exclaimed. “The Noah Nezmith? The Throwin’ Krayowin?”  
 
    “Of course,” Harrith said. “I also knew Rankoff Puroot, Jimmy Waylon, Nyku Plahtt… pretty much everyone on the seventy-five team that won AC her first title.” 
 
    Zack cocked his head. “Exactly how long have you been on staff here anyway?”  
 
    “This year marks my thirty-third season with the Argos,” Harrith said proudly. “And yes, I was here for the entirety of the Green Mean Machine dynasty, from Noah’s selection in round one of the seventy-two Draft to the Martian Miracle in seventy-nine. They were a special group, that bunch. They were also my friends.”  
 
    “Special is one way to put it,” Zack said. “The Machine was only the second club in FIWA history after Daurick to three-peat as League champions. That team was stacked as squat at every position.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Harrith agreed. “We’d have made it four straight, too, had Noah not been injured during the seventy-eight playoffs.”  
 
    “Tell me about it.” Zack grunted. “I was still just a baby when that happened, but my stepdad used to say that—” 
 
    “Ahem.” Rhames cleared her throat.  
 
    “Sorry,” the others mumbled in unison.  
 
    “It’s okay.” Rhames chuckled. “We’re all here because we love the game, right? Believe me, there’ll be loads of time for this sort of talk later. For now, the other coaches are waiting for us in the war room.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Harrith said. “Please send my regards to Coach Korach.”  
 
    “Uh huh.” Rhames smirked and turned on her heels. “Come on, Monahan. Let’s go.” 
 
    Zack fell in behind his boss to leave. “Good to meet you, Harrith.”  
 
    “Likewise, Coach Monahan,” the leethog said. “I keep a small office by the supply rooms in the east wing. Stop by anytime if you would like to discuss old warball stories.” He grinned. “Or, if the locker room needs extra toiletries because one of those giant oaf guardians used them all.”  
 
    Zack laughed. 
 
    “Coach Monahan?” Harrith called after him.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    Harrith grinned and doffed his flat cap. “Welcome to the Argonauts.”  
 
    Zack met the alien’s smile with one of his own then turned on his heels and trotted down the hall to catch up with Rhames. A few extra turns and a covered breezeway later, the duo reached the doorway to the head coach’s office.  
 
    Whoa. Rhames’s office was practically a shrine to her career, starting first with her days as a player in the FIWA Feather League, then as an assistant, before eventually landing her first of three head coaching jobs in the Cruiser League with the Kleve Avalanche.  
 
    To Zack’s right were pictures of Rhames in uniform with the Parlimayne Panthers where she’d starred as a three-time all star at flyer. Beside that was a picture of her as a Panthers assistant once she’d transitioned to coaching. There were awards, medals, pendants, and even a Coach of the Year award from her debut season with the Avs. 
 
    “That Kleve squad should’ve been champions,” Rhames said, noticing his gaze on the latter award. “We made it all the way to the title match only to blow a two-score lead in the third period and lose by one point.” She raised a finger, lip curling. “One frosting point.”  
 
    Zack noted the other’s use of the word “frost.” That told him Rhames had likely grown up on a desert world like Joth or Chetolba. By contrast, most Akallans preferred “frex” as the swear word of choice.  
 
    Zack returned his focus to the wall, mindful to take in every last drop of warball history displayed there. His perusal finally stopped on the pride of Rhames’s collection—the image of her standing side-by-side with the coveted Bowden Cup, the massive silver trophy awarded annually to FIWA’s Cruiser League champion.  
 
    “Now that was a special club,” Rhames said pensively.  
 
    “Ah, that’s right,” Zack noted. “You were the offensive coordinator for the ninety-three Daurick team.”  
 
    “It’s what landed me the Avalanche job,” Rhames explained. “Never in my career have I been part of a roster that loaded, not as a player or a coach. That Diamondhead squad went wire-to-wire undefeated and slaughtered Bentwick in the title match by twenty-four points. That was fifteen years ago. Nobody’s done it since.”  
 
    In some respects, Zack could relate. The Tigers team he’d led during his junior year had also gone wire-to-wire to win a title. They’d have made it back-to-back, too, had it not been for his injury. “Coach Rhames, can I ask you something?”  
 
    “I suppose that depends on the question,” Rhames said.  
 
    Zack turned to face her. “Why Akalla City?”  
 
    “Why not Akalla City?”  Rhames countered.  
 
    “Can I be perfectly honest?”  
 
    “I’d prefer it, actually.” 
 
    Zack shifted his stance. “This city is on the mend, but it’s still a hot mess after the storm. Then there’s the matter of the Argonauts’ recent history, specifically how our record hasn’t been north of five hundred in almost a decade. Now, we as coaches are being asked to launch our first campaign in two years with a middling club at best, a severe facilities shortage, and oh, by the way, open frexing tryouts to fill out our roster because most free agent players don’t want to move here with their families.” He shrugged. “Call me crazy, but none of that sounds like a recipe for building the next great FIWA dynasty.” 
 
    Rhames seemed to consider her new assistant’s assertion. “I heard it said once that big things often grow from small beginnings.”  
 
    “What’s your point?”  
 
    “My point, Coach Monahan, is that every rebuild starts from somewhere. It’s a climb no different than any other. As for the Argos’ job, I took it because I wanted it.”  
 
    “But why?” Zack pressed. “Don’t misunderstand me. I love AC as much as the next red, green, or gold-blooded Akallan, so I want to see this club succeed for the benefit of everyone. The fact remains, though, the Argos were in turmoil long before the storm. Or, at the very least, since Micklah Feck left as the general manager.” 
 
    Rhames cocked her head. “And here I thought you stopped following warball after college.” 
 
    “I did,” Zack said. “That doesn’t stop my fishing clients from discussing it on my boat, especially the locals. To hear them tell it, between the devastation wrought by the storm and the incompetence of ownership, it’s a wonder the Argos’ brass convinced anyone to take this job, much less someone with your pedigree.”  
 
    Rhames raised an eyebrow. “Incompetent owners, huh?” 
 
    Ah, frex. Zack palmed his forehead. 
 
    “Relax. It’s all right.” Rhames closed the door for privacy. “In the interest of meeting your candor with my own, I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t encountered my fair share of issues with management since arriving here last fall.” 
 
    “What kind of issues?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Just the usual ‘shirts versus suits’ power struggles that often come with this sort of work early on. Our current GM, Gnoxley Beene, has proven particularly difficult to deal with. He’s far more hands-on than I expected, plus he’s quite vocal about what this club should and shouldn’t be in terms of philosophy and personnel. Then again—” she sighed “—that is his prerogative as the Argos’ senior executive.”  
 
    Zack snorted. “It doesn’t hurt that he’s also the owner’s son.” 
 
    “No, it does not,” Rhames admitted. “At the end of the day, Beene is a decent enough fellow—for a suit, that is. He simply has a different way of operating than I’m used to. We’ll iron things out in due time.”  
 
    Zack pocketed his hands. “Can I ask another question?”  
 
    “That does seem like the theme of the morning,” Rhames quipped.  
 
    “Why bother dealing with Beene at all?” Zack asked. “You’re a champion, plain and simple. With your credentials and reputation throughout the league, I’d think you could cash out here and land almost any job in FIWA you wanted.” 
 
    Rhames aimed a pensive stare at her picture wall. “Speaking as someone twenty years your senior, I can tell you having seen them play firsthand that the Big Green Machine of Akalla City was every bit as impressive as the classic highlight streams recount. They were amazing, an unstoppable force of grit, elite-tier talent, and cast-iron will that refused to be broken.”  
 
    “Sounds like you were a fan,” Zack noted.  
 
    “Not hardly.” Rhames grunted. “I grew up on Chetolba, rooting for the Sandstormers. I spent the bulk of my childhood watching the Argos crush our club like parka fish in a meat grinder. Our lone reprieve came in eighty-three when the Stormers had Reemeaux Pezulich under center, but even most diehards agree that win was a fluke.” She faced her assistant. “I may not be Akallan, but I’m nothing if not an admirer of excellence. Any coach who’s worth their salary can go to a place like Daurick or Tretra and succeed. Frost, between their payrolls and their facilities, it’s almost impossible not to.”  
 
    Zack frowned.  
 
    “But to do it here, under these conditions.” Rhames exhaled. “Well, that seems like the challenge of all challenges if you ask me.”  
 
    Zack was impressed. “So, this is about legacy then.”  
 
    “That’s part of it. The other part is them.” Rhames pointed to the city skyline through the bay window across her office. “These fans… this town… they’ve endured so much hardship over the last year. They deserve to know what it means to win again, Zack… and I want to be the one to give them that.” She patted her chest. “You asked why I took this job? Well, there’s your answer.”  
 
    The last of Zack’s reservations vanished in an instant. “Well, all right then, Coach. Let’s get to work.”  
 
    Rhames smiled then stepped in behind her desk and scooped up a stack of materials from the tabletop. From there, she led Zack down the hall past a small employee lounge, where the smell of fresh-brewed coffee filled the air as they passed. The war room was just ahead.  
 
    “Good morning, Coach Rhames.” A massive withaloo male with tan skin and short horns rose from his seat and extended a palm. He was joined by another, much smaller alien—this one a barlet male with prominent claws and a thick hide of back armor—who also rose to meet the newcomers.  
 
    “I presume this is the new OC,” the barlet said in a gruff voice.  
 
    “That it is,” Rhames said. “Everyone, this is Zack Monahan. Zack, I’d like you to meet Minka Volthrop, my defensive coordinator, and Choss Korach, my strength and conditioning coach who also doubles as our fight trainer.”  
 
    The withaloo bowed his short-horned head followed by the barlet.  
 
    A barlet fight coordinator? Really? Zack had always known the armadillo-like species to be relatively docile in nature. “It’s good to meet you guys.”  
 
    “Same,” Volthrop answered.  
 
    Korach, meanwhile, remained noticeably straight-faced.  
 
    “Let’s get started,” Rhames said.  
 
    The other coordinators returned to their seats while the head coach took her place at the end of the table before handing out the folders she’d brought from her office to everyone in the room.  
 
    “Don’t see too many of these anymore,” Zack noted of the paper documents.  
 
    “It’s my experience that playbooks and plans have a pesky way of finding their way onto the A-Net and eventually into the hands of opponents when compiled electronically,” Rhames said. “This way, I can keep track of who has what—and knows what—so if something goes wrong, I can track the leak back to the source.”  
 
    For a moment, Zack felt as if he were in a covert military briefing instead of a warball planning session. He let the matter drop and kept his focus.  
 
    “Speaking of playbooks.” Rhames plucked another folder from her stack—this one noticeably thicker—and slid it across the table to Zack. “Here’s yours for the offense we run.”  
 
    Zack picked up what felt like a small novel and began thumbing through the pages. “I’ve gotta hand it to you, Coach Rhames. You really do have a flair for the nostalgic.”  
 
    “Come again?” Rhames asked.  
 
    “Your offense. It’s a really old-fashioned system.” Zack brandished the contents of page eighteen and pointed to one of the diagrams. “I haven’t seen an I-formation in years, much less a wham play, a hammer draw, or a direct slasher sweep. Put simply, that’s some old-school smashmouth stuff.”  
 
    “It’s what suits our personnel,” Rhames said. “Our entire guardian line is composed of yalteens. The group spent the last two seasons playing for New Chicago, but I convinced them to sign with us shortly after I arrived here. We call them the Blue Meanies.” 
 
    Zack raised an eyebrow. “Really? I thought most yalteens played in the Mauler League because of their size.”  
 
    “Think of Antenov Hoffroon and his crew as the runts of their respective litters,” Rhames said. “They come in at just under the FIWA maximum weight for Cruiser League competition. That makes them a bit undersized for Mauler competition but real assets for us down here in the Cruiser League.”  
 
    Now Zack was starting to understand. A guardian line full of yalteen behemoths had the potential to really open some holes for any club looking to run a ground and pound sort of attack.  
 
    “Oh, speaking of Hoff,” Rhames added. “Korach. I ran into Harrith outside. He told me to tell you hi.”  
 
    The rincah grunted. “I’m sure he did, the little runt.”  
 
    Rhames chuckled and returned to Zack. “Korach and Harrith have something of a philosophical difference on how the Meanies should be utilized. Korach here thinks the bigger they are, the better they are, while Harrith thinks the Meanies should slim down to be more maneuverable.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Zack asked.  
 
    “I think power warball is best executed with big, strong players who hit people in the cranium really, really frexing hard,” Rhames said.  
 
    Tough to argue there, Zack thought. “We got any other offensive assets I should know about?” 
 
    Rhames passed him the existing roster sheet. “On the surface, we’ve got some solid starters who could really show out if we scheme things right for them—especially at slasher.”  
 
    Zack thumbed to page two of the roster in his booklet and found the grounder category. “Rory King? I thought he was still on house arrest for that nightclub thing on Aldex Prime.” 
 
    “He is,” Rhames said. “Fortunately for us, his parole officer is an old friend of mine. I placed some calls, and she got King’s case moved to Akalla. Now, he’s free to practice with us, and he can travel so long as it’s only with the club.”  
 
    Nice. Zack had seen King play college ball at Kanell University on Mars after the other had finished his service with the Martain Navy. The guy was wicked fast with amazing moves. As for the Aldex incident, no one really seemed to know what had happened beyond the official charges. “How are King’s legs?”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Rhames grunted. “All he’s had time to do these past four years is work out and run. He’s in the best shape of his life.”  
 
    “Awesome,” Zack said. “What do we have at flyer?”  
 
    Rhames’s smile faltered a bit. “Sadly, not much. That’s one of the positions we’re hoping to fill out at tryouts.” 
 
    Zack lowered his booklet onto the table. “Let’s be real here, Coach. All you’re gonna get from open tryouts are wannabe posers and guys who’ve held onto the pipe dream that they’ve still got something to prove since high school ball. Maybe if you’re lucky, you find a diamond in the rough by way of an old veteran with some tread left on the tire, but those are few and far between. If you need a flyer—or any starter, for that matter—you really should try pursuing one in free agency. To be sure, somebody will want to come play here, if for no other reason than to have a crack at starting.” 
 
    “If only the state of Akalla City was the biggest problem,” Rhames said.  “Of the thirty clubs that comprise the Cruiser League, the Argos routinely rank in the bottom five where payroll is concerned. Our ownership is tapped out. They spent everything they had to buy the AC charter nine years ago, and it’s taking every credit they earn from their slice of the League’s broadcast deal just to keep them afloat. Granted, there are other revenue streams to draw from—match day operations, licensing deals, merchandise, but all of that gets sucked back into the owners’ coffers in the name of turning some sort of profit.”  
 
    Zack rubbed his forehead. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say the Beene family didn’t know what they were getting themselves into when the bought into big-league FIWA warball.” 
 
    “It would seem not,” Rhames said. “Sadly, though, we can’t change that. The club is here now, as is, and we as the coaching staff must find a way to work with what we have, which is a handful of quality starters that could cause problems for our opponents.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Zack said. “What are we working with at quarterback?”  
 
    A collective groan circulated the table. 
 
    Well, that can’t be good. Zack returned to his roster sheet and cycled down to the position breakdowns. His eyes widened. “Johnny Kull? Seriously?”  
 
    “We signed him during the offseason,” Rhames said. “Ownership believes that Kuul’s name will help put rumps in the stands who might not otherwise buy a ticket.”  
 
    “Johnny frexing Kuul,” Zack muttered. “That guy was a League MVP playing for New Chicago when I was just a freshman in high school. I didn’t even know he was still in the game.”  
 
    “He wasn’t prior to this season.” Korach grunted. “If you believe the spin, he retired two years ago to spend more time with his family.”  
 
    “And if you don’t believe the spin?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Kuul quit because no one wanted to sign him,” Korach said. “His arm is shot, almost as much as his knees and his legs. He’s got nothing left in the tank. So, he took his warball and went home to his mansion on New Chicago where he’s still got a squat-ton of personal endorsement deals.”  
 
    Zack rubbed his temples. “Do we have anyone behind him?”  
 
    “No one to speak of, no,” Rhames said. “That’s another position I was hoping to fill out in tryouts. But you know how that goes.”  
 
    Zack scanned the rest of his roster sheet, looking for anything that could signify a ray of hope that productivity could be found somewhere with this unit. Man, this is gonna be tough.  
 
    “Okay, everyone,” Rhames said. “We open camp one week from today, so let’s get down to business. Choss, you’re up first. What’s new with our strength and conditioning program?”  
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    Chapter 4: Kings and Killers 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vegah stepped off the transport as a brisk wind brushed his silver hair past the collar of his silk shirt and peered out at the spectacle that was Enzu Square during its annual spring solstice celebration. In many respects, the scene had always reminded Vegah of a circus carnival with its myriad lights, sounds, and flamboyant costumes dancing through the night like embers around a flame. It was beautiful, and oh so very Tretrayon, with its garish, credit-soaked decadence.  
 
    In truth, Vegah had always enjoyed his trips to Tretra—the high-society textiles hub of Enzu in particular. He loved the plays and the fashion, the food and the culture. Mostly, though, he loved the countless glares he always got from Enzu locals who loathed the presence of an outlander on their hallowed soil.  
 
    I love you, too. Vegah grinned and aimed a finger gun at the red-dressed woman glowering at him from across the street. It’s funny, Vegah thought. Twenty years earlier, he’d scarcely owned the skins on his back, much less the custom-tailored garments to which he’d long since become accustomed. Now, not only could he afford the Tretrayon lifestyle, but he was also routinely invited to their planet at the behest of its most affluent citizens—at least, those who didn’t want to get their own hands dirty. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” Hoyt said, breaking his boss from thought. “I’ve summoned our ride to meet the client. The driver says he’ll be here in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hoyt,” Vegah said. “Tell our friend to take his time. I’d like to do some shopping before we start our trek north.”  
 
    “Shopping, sir?” Hoyt wrinkled his nose.  
 
    “That’s right,” Vegah said. “There is an Enzu baker not two blocks from here who makes the most delightful musada crackers—a real delicacy when paired with the right cheese and a good bottle of Alusian white. He uses actual musada flour and everything.”  
 
    Hoyt cleared his throat and checked the time on his data band. “With respect, Mr. Vegah, are you sure it’s wise to keep our client waiting? Need I remind you that he’s no ordinary patron, even by our standards.”  
 
    “Not to worry, Hoyt.” Vegah patted the other’s shoulder. “I’m well aware of who—and what—our client is, just as I’m sure he’s aware that he can’t accomplish his objective without us. This means we hold the leverage in this negotiation, and those with leverage go shopping for hors d’oeuvres.” He started for the street. “Are you with me?” 
 
    Hoyt tipped the brim of his porkpie. “Aye, sir.” 
 
    The pair took their time perusing the Square for, among other things, musada crackers and wine before eventually boarding the passenger cabin of the transport tasked with taking them north to Enzu’s arbor district. That’s where they were scheduled to meet their client—a being who, much to his own chagrin, would soon learn this wasn’t their first such encounter.  
 
    The bright lights of the Enzu Square marquis shone down on the main boulevard like a shower of fireflies as the transport hooked north on the highway and zoomed off into the night. This gave Hoyt time to review the client’s file, an assignment Vegah didn’t require. The latter knew who he was dealing with, hence his initial reluctance to take this meeting. Ultimately, though, the credit of old enemies spent just as well as that of old allies, and so it was that Vegah had agreed to come. Ikorith Plovak. He smirked. It’s been a long time. 
 
    Still, there was one nagging detail that gave Vegah pause. In all his years working as a fixer, Vegah had yet to meet one species or culture without a shred of crime in its DNA. Simply put, crime paid. It always had, always would. As long as that truth remained, there would always be those who sought to profit from criminal enterprises, which meant there would always be a need for the sorts of services Vegah provided. On Joth, Daurick, Auburn, and especially on New Chicago, high stakes crime was always present.  
 
    On Tretra, however, all illicit roads led through one crime lord—the Monarch. For years, beings had wondered who the Monarch was. What species he was. Where he had come from. Was he even a he? 
 
    Vegah neither knew nor cared. What he did know was the same truth the Monarch’s enemies understood—that anyone who crossed the kingpin rarely survived to tell the tale. As such, if Plovak was indeed committed to growing his enterprise on Tretra—and all signs pointed that way—then a collision between those two factions was imminent.  
 
    “We’ve arrived,” the pikith driver said from the front seat.  
 
    Vegah spied a large gate skittering open in the drive through the blast shield ahead. “Take us in.” 
 
    The purple-skinned driver eased on the accelerator. A half-mile and two turns later, the transport stopped out front of the main house where its passengers got out.  
 
    “Wait here.” Hoyt flipped the driver a credit. “I don’t expect this will take long.” 
 
    “Understood,” the pikith said.  
 
    Bipedal footfalls clamored from out of sight toward them.  
 
    “Greetings,” a male voice called in Earth Common. “I presume from your communique that you are Mr. Vegah.”  
 
    “You presume correctly,” Vegah answered. “This is my associate, Mr. Hoyt.”  
 
    Both beings watched as a small, human male with neatly primped hair and sharp features emerged into the light to join them in the driveway.  
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the man said cordially. “And thank you for coming on such short notice. I would think that a being with your status and reputation among certain circles must be quite in demand.”  
 
    “It’s always nice when one’s work is appreciated.” Vegah laughed. “And who might you be?”  
 
    “Ah, my apologies,” the human said. “I am called Cornelius. I am Lord Plovak’s attaché here on Tretra.”  
 
    So, it’s lord now, is it? Vegah kept his observation to himself. “Plovak has an attaché, does he? That’s surprisingly formal of him.”  
 
    “My services are more of a necessity than a formality, really,” Cornelius said. “As I’m sure you’re aware, Lord Plovak is a kenivar. Their species hasn’t yet mastered the Earth Common dialect, nor, frankly, do they feel compelled to.” 
 
    “And why should they?” Vegah quipped. “When they’ve got a trusty attaché on the payroll.” 
 
    Cornelius tilted his head. “I must confess, Mr. Vegah. I recognize your associate’s species, but I can’t say the same for yours.” He gestured to the other’s crimson complexion and silver hair. “At the risk of offending, what exactly are you?” 
 
    “No offense taken at all.” Vegah smiled. “My people simply prefer to stay out of the limelight in favor of keeping to ourselves.”  
 
    “I see.” Cornelius waited for his guest to answer the original question. It didn’t happen. “Well then. Let’s get down to business, shall we? Right this way.” 
 
    Vegah couldn’t help but sigh upon entering the manor’s interior. Ordinarily, the place would’ve been immaculate. Trayed ceilings, marble floors, sweeping terraces outside. As Tretrayon amenities went, the place had everything. The trouble came with the climate. The entire dwelling had been tailored to fit the kenivar anatomy. This meant board coverings and dense drapes to block sunlight during daytime. It also meant an interior climate cranked up to blazing to mirror the steamy heat and humidity of the species’ native environment.  
 
    “I must commend you on your use of Earth Common, Mr. Vegah,” Cornelius said as they walked. “You speak it as clearly as a Tretrayon, but with the slightest of accents, almost like a reeoli.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Vegah said. “Much like your employer, my species also has no need for Earth Common. However, the demands of my occupation required that I learn the tongue. So, I did, although unlike the ancient reeoli, my mentor for the language didn’t hail from…” He snapped his fingers. “What is the name of that Earth nation again?”  
 
    “Australia,” Hoyt supplied.  
 
    “Right, Australia,” Vegah said. “Instead, my teacher’s ancestors hailed from someplace called Ohio.” 
 
    “Ohio,” Cornelius repeated. “How very interesting.”  
 
    The group rounded a final corridor then pushed through a set of double doors into one of the house’s state rooms.  
 
    “Lord Plovak will join you shortly.” Cornelius showed his guests to seats at a nearby table. “In the meantime, refreshments will be forthcoming.”  
 
    “Refreshments are good,” Vegah said. “We like refreshments, don’t we, Mr. Hoyt?”  
 
    “Aye, sir, we do,” Hoyt agreed.  
 
    “Very good then.” The servant offered a parting bow then vanished through the exit, pulling the double doors closed in his stead. A few moments later, another servant appeared—this one a female—and presented the newcomers with ice-cold glasses of Tretrayon sweet tea.  
 
    “What a squathole,” Hoyt remarked once they were alone.  
 
    “On that, Hoyt, we are in full agreement,” Vegah said, wiping his forehead.  
 
    A minute ticked by while the pair drank their teas. Another minute followed then five more.  
 
    Tick, tock. Vegah checked the time on his data band.  
 
    More footfalls clattered from down the hall. This time, they were accompanied by the hard taps of cloven hooves cla-clacking against the stone tiles outside. 
 
    And here we go.  
 
    The doors swung open, and Cornelius reemerged into the room, this time trailed by a noticeably larger being of reptilian descent. Towering above his companion at roughly seven feet tall, the alien was covered from head to hooves in bright orange scales with three eyes set deep atop a long snout and a trio of horns atop his head that resembled a crown.  
 
    “Mr. Vegah, Mr. Hoyt,” Cornelius began. “Allow me to introduce—” 
 
    Plovak sneered at his guests.   
 
    “Down!” Hoyt lunged for his sidearm.  
 
    “Wait!” Vegah barked. “Stand down, Hoyt. That’s an order.”  
 
    The associate did a double take from behind his gun. 
 
    “I mean it. We’re all fine here.” Vegah glanced to the alien. “Aren’t we, Captain Plovak?”  
 
    The kenivar whirled at the human—his massive arms and long, scaly tail flailing. The reptilian then spouted a stream of angry pops and tongue clicks that Vegah knew to be speech.  
 
    “Tell your master I mean him no harm,” Vegah said calmly. “Whatever quarrels he may have had with my kind in the past are just that, in the past. And a distant one at that. Today, I am nothing more than a freelance problem solver here about a job. That is all.”  
 
    Cornelius’s eyes darted from Vegah to Plovak then back to his guest.  
 
    “Do it,” Vegah ordered. 
 
    The servant swallowed hard then translated Vegah’s message in the kenivar’s clickity-click tongue. The alien responded in kind, albeit a bit calmer this time. 
 
    “Lord Plovak wishes to know if Vegah is your actual name,” Cornelius said.  
 
    “Yes, it is.” Vegah’s long silver hair tumbled past his shoulders as he bowed. “Goa Abynzu Vegah, at your service. Although, these days it’s just Vegah to most.”  
 
    Plovak clicked out another inquiry. 
 
    “When did you leave Kovachua?” Cornelius asked.  
 
    “Shortly after the purge,” Vegah said. “There was nothing left for me there after the kovachie surrender at Syntahl Run. So, I took it upon myself to learn some new skills, see the galaxy, and become a contributing member of the greater society.”  
 
    “As a fixer,” Cornelius added.  
 
    “Every being needs to eat, right?” Vegah grinned.  
 
    A grim look of revelation lingered on the human’s thin features. He knew now what Vegah was, what the other was capable of. Add that to Vegah’s reputation among the criminal underworld, and Vegah felt fairly confident that any notion Cornelius or his master may have given to a double cross prior to this meeting had been officially laid to rest. 
 
     “Now that we’ve all had a chance to catch up, shall we open our negotiation?” Vegah asked. 
 
    Cornelius clicked off the question to his boss who answered in kind.  
 
    “Lord Plovak wants to know why he should trust you after what happened on Kovachua?” the human asked.  
 
    Vegah rolled his eyes. “To know that is to know my people, our heritage and our ways.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Cornelius asked.  
 
    “Meaning we hold no grudges because we have no enemies,” Vegah said. “The galaxy as we know it may be littered with billions of species, but ultimately, they can all be divided into two types of beings—the strong and the weak.” He motioned to Plovak. “History will show that the kenivar were the superior side of our conflict. There is nothing moral or immoral about that, just as there is nothing moral or immoral about what their species did to ours. It simply… is. That is the way of Creation.” He shifted his stance. “Again, all of that is in the past. Today, Lord Plovak and I are neither allies nor adversaries. Rather, he is the client, and I am the fixer with the requisite means to solve his problem. The only question now is, are you prepared to pay my price for taking the contract?” 
 
    Cornelius shifted uncomfortably. “I, um…”  
 
    “With all due respect, Cornelius, I couldn’t care less about your answer to that question.” Vegah motioned to the kenivar. “I care about his.”  
 
    The attaché faced his employer and relayed Vegah’s terms. The alien didn’t respond right away. Instead, he stood silent and leered at his guests through his dark three eyes. Finally, he clicked off a reply.  
 
    “You’re hired,” Cornelius said.  
 
    “Excellent.” Vegah clapped his hands in delight. “I’m thrilled to hear that. Shall we order more tea before we get started?”  
 
    Cornelius gestured nervously to his female companion who scurried out of the room then returned a minute later with a fresh tray of drinks. She handed them out, and Vegah took a long hard pull of his.  
 
    “Gods bless you Tretrayons and your delicious sweet tea.” Vegah smacked his lips and put down his glass. “Now, tell me about this rival dealer of yours—specifically where I might find her family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: Mates and Memories 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deek rose from his bed in his old room three weeks after returning home to Akalla and stretched hard before dropping hands-first to the floor to begin his usual morning routine. Ordinarily, pushups would’ve been followed by an hour-long jog then a round of plyometrics training before concluding with some more stretching. Today, however, he needed to save his strength. Today was the opening day of camp for the Akalla Argonauts.  
 
    “Deek, you good?” his mother called from upstairs once he’d reached the kitchen.  
 
    “Aye, Mum, I’m good,” Deek said. He’d just begun pouring himself a sustenance enhancement shake for the road when his nephew, Dorton—a spindly little toddler of four years with his father’s green skin and his mother’s human blue eyes—came tottering down the hall into the common area.  
 
    “Hey, Uncah D!” Dorton smiled. “You gonna go warp ball today?”  
 
    The kid still hadn’t perfected the word “warball” in his vocabulary. The odd thing was, he could spout the word “astrophysics” until a brood of hindabeasts came home.  
 
    “Aye, little man.” Deek ruffled the boy’s jet-black hair. “Uncah D is gonna go warp ball today. Wish me luck, okay?” 
 
    “Ha! You won’t need it!” Dorton insisted. “You’re the best warp ball player ever!”  
 
    Deek stifled a frown and kept things positive. “I’ll do my best to make you proud, little man. Of that, you can bloody well be certain.”  
 
    Another set of footfalls clamored down the hall.  
 
    “Dorton, are you downstairs?” a voice called.  
 
    “Aye, Ambros, I’ve got him,” Deek answered.  
 
    A few moments later, Deek’s older brother ambled into the room wearing his usual attire of work boots, heavy trousers, and a long-sleeve work shirt. “I told you not to bother your uncle this morning, didn’t I?” Ambros asked his son. “He’s got a big day today, and he’s super busy.”  
 
    “No worries, brother,” Deek said. “The little goober is fine.”  
 
    Ambros billowed a sigh as their mother, Kwennith, entered the kitchen. “Mum, are you sure it’s not an imposition to keep Dorton today? I really don’t mind calling—” 
 
    “Stow it.” Kwennith stabbed a chubby green finger at her oldest of two offspring. “My grandson and I have a big day ahead of us, full of shopping, trips to the AC zoo, and most importantly—ice cream!”  
 
    “Yay!” the kid shrieked.  
 
    “Funny.” Deek glanced back to his brother. “I don’t recall us getting the ice cream treatment much when we were kids.”  
 
    “You noticed that, too, did ya?” Ambros remarked. “Dorton, did you brush your teeth?” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” the boy announced.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Ambros pressed.  
 
    “I, um…” The boy broke off.  
 
    “Uh, huh,” Ambros said. “Stink breath means no zoo and especially no ice cream. Go handle your business.”  
 
    The boy heaved a sigh then tottered back to his room.  
 
    “Sneaky little bugger,” Ambros remarked before returning to Deek. “So, you ready for today?”  
 
    “I think so.” Deek exhaled. “As far as I’m concerned, today’s objective is simple. Don’t get cut on day one.”  
 
    “You’ll do fine,” Ambros said.  
 
    “You say that,” Deek added. “But the only reason I made it through camp with Bentwick is because the two prospects in front of me got injured late in the preseason, and the coaches didn’t have time to bring in a newbie who didn’t know the playbook.”  
 
    “Aye, but they could’ve cut you at any point during the regular season, and they didn’t,” Ambros answered.  
 
    “That’s true,” Deek said. “Although in retrospect, some days I sure as frex wish they had.”  
 
    “Shhh.” Ambros put a finger to his lips then glanced back to Dorton’s room. “Language.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry,” Deek muttered.  
 
    A transport engine vroomed from the driveway.  
 
    “That’s Oli,” Deek said. “He’s giving me a ride to the stadium on his way into work.”  
 
    “Tell him I’ll see him at the plant shortly,” Ambros said. “I’ve gotta make a quick stop at Dorton’s school to meet with one of his new teachers before I clock in for my shift.”  
 
    “Copy that.” Deek kissed his mother’s cheek then collected his shake along with the duffel containing his gear and started for the door.  
 
    “Hey,” Ambros caught up with his brother outside. “You realize that no matter how this turns out with the Argos, this family is still proud of you, right?” He patted his chest. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Deek nodded, a bit solemn. “I know. As a warball starter, though, I could afford to fix up this house for mum and dad then buy something nice for you and Dorton.”  
 
    “Dorton and I will be just fine,” Ambros said. “We may not have our own house right now, but we’ve always got a home, right here. So do you, little brother. Never forget that.”  
 
    Deek smiled. “Much obliged, bro. I’ll see you tonight at dinner.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first day of warball summer camp always brought with it a deluge of mixed feelings. First, there was the adulation that accompanied the dawn of a new season—the promise, the expectation, the possibilities of what could be for a club on account of a fresh start. At the same time, Deek thought, there was also no shortage of nerves. How would he gel with the Argos’ new roster? What would his role be when he made the final cut—if he even made it that far through the roster cutdown process? That’s what summer camp was all about, after all. It separated the players from the posers heading into the regular season.  
 
    Coming out of Acey Jacey, Deek had been certain of his place among the former. Now, headed into what could be his final shot at a professional warball career, he wondered.  
 
    The early streaks of dawn flecked the Akallan skyline as Deek debarked Oli’s hauler outside Argonaut Stadium and said goodbye to his friend. Much to his delight, there weren’t many vehicles in the parking lot yet. That was good. It meant he’d be among the first prospects in, which would hopefully bode well for him in making a good early impression on the coaching staff.  
 
    Deek slung his duffel over his shoulder and started for the entrance as another vehicle entered the parking lot. It was a glider of modest make and model, like so many that populated the Akalla City streets—only in this instance, Deek spotted a rincah behind the yoke. The glider eased into a parking space about thirty meters from where Deek was standing and went silent.  
 
    Looks like we’ve got ourselves another early bird here for camp. Deek watched from afar as the glider’s ram-horned pilot bowed his head then began speaking aloud with nary another soul in the vehicle.  
 
    What the… Deek’s initial thought was the alien must be on some sort of call. Upon watching him further, though, Deek saw that wasn’t the case at all. Is he… praying? 
 
    The pilot finished his conversation with whomever he was addressing, then swung open the side hatch and climbed out.  
 
    “Morning, mate,” Deek greeted. 
 
    The rincah stopped, visibly surprised, and looked around. “Ah, good morning,” he said, a toothy white smile revealing itself through the gray-flecked fur on his muzzle. “How are you, friend?”  
 
    “I am well,” Deek said. “How are you?”  
 
    “How could I possibly be better?” The rincah made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “Look around at this glorious day the Lord has given us. Absolutely magnificent.” His smile widened as he grabbed a bag from the glider and slung it over his shoulder. “God is good, is he not?”  
 
    “Um, sure?” Deek shrugged.  
 
    The rincah marched over carrying his sack and extended a hand. “My name is Umpston Duecell, although most of my teammates just call me Rev.”  
 
    “Good to meetcha, Rev.” Deek was just about to add something else when the frayed edges of an old leather-bound book, peeking out from the other’s bag caught his attention. Is that a human Bible? Deek couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen one of those outside of a museum, much less with a rincah. Never one to discuss religion or politics with a stranger, he dismissed the oddity and kept to things about warball. “I take it you’re here to try out for the Argos?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Rev said proudly.  
 
    “Have you played before?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Rev said, looking only slightly offended. “I lettered at Kovalt University on Rincah back in oh-two and oh-three before being drafted in oh-four by the Grizzlies.” 
 
    “Nice,” Deek said. “Did you spend your entire career in New Chicago?” 
 
    “Right up until two seasons ago, yes,” Rev said.  
 
    “What happened?” Deek asked.  
 
    The rincah pointed to his right knee. “I was handed the ball on a hammer dive when my guardians cut a hole the size of Graves Canyon on the left side of the line. I hit that opening like an Akallan speed rocket then took off running for the goal zone. That’s when the left boundary keeper hit me low and hard on a cheap shot because he was too much of a coward to tackle me straight up.” 
 
    Deek cringed, having seen the highlight of that play on the evening news stream. “That was you?”  
 
    “Yep,” Rev said. “It took me six months of nanite treatments to repair the damaged area, plus another year of physical therapy. But, by God’s grace, I think I’m finally ready to come back.” 
 
    Deek shook his head.  
 
    “Apologies, but I didn’t catch your name,” Rev said.  
 
    “Right, sorry.” Deek sinched up his duffel which was starting to slide. “Deekund Xatori, quarterback.”  
 
    “Quarterback? Really?” Rev looked the other up and down, undoubtedly surveying Deek’s stature or lack thereof. “Well, scripture does say that all things are possible for those who believe.”  
 
    Deek cocked his head as a renewed smile crept across the rincah’s face.  
 
    “Relax, Deek.” Rev slapped the other’s shoulder. “What fun is day one of camp without a bit of hazing?”  
 
    Deek hadn’t wanted to chuckle, but he couldn’t help it.  
 
    A whistle blew in the distance as more vehicles began piling into the stadium’s parking lot.  
 
    “Come,” Rev said. “We should hurry if we wish to make good first impressions on the staff.”  
 
    Deek stepped aside and reached out a hand. “After you, Rev.”  
 
    Upon entering the stadium, the duo were met in the lobby by a pleasant young reeoli female who escorted them through the premises to the club’s home locker room.  
 
    Wow. Deek marveled at the space with its deep navy color and neon green accents. He’d obviously stood in FIWA locker rooms before. This one, however, had been the locker room he’d visited as a kid where he’d dreamed of one day playing professional warball on his own. “See that locker over there beside the Akallan flag?”  
 
    Rev glanced that way. “Sure. What about it?”  
 
    “That locker used to belong to Noah Nezmith,” Deek said. “He was the starting quarterback for the Big Green Machine from seventy-one to eighty-three when he retired. To this day, that bloke’s a legend around this town.” He pointed to the locker beside the beverage cooler. “See that one over there? It belonged to Rankoff Puroot, the all-pro punisher from the Lott system. Then there was Jimmy Waylon, Nyku Plahtt, Mondah Telsa.” 
 
    Rev listened patiently as his starstruck clubmate continued with the Argonauts history lesson. “How very… educational.”  
 
     Masking his exuberance as best he could, Deek headed for the roster posting on the far-side data console then located his name and locker number. From there, he re-crossed the room, pausing briefly to admire the massive Argonauts insignia at center floor, then proceeded on to the lockers beside the baiting area where he swung open his designated container. I’ll be bloody frexed. He smiled, reached inside, and retrieved a jersey. Like all the others, it, too, was navy blue with neon green accents. This one, though, showcased his last name on the back along with the same number he’d worn at Acey Jacey—sixteen. Hello, old mate. Deek wasn’t sure if someone had issued him his old number by design or random happenstance, but he frankly didn’t care. The number just fit, like slipping into a familiar old blanket.  
 
    “Hey, do you mind?” someone said.  
 
    Deek snapped from his thought as a fair-skinned human male with close-cropped red hair and rock-solid features slipped past him to the locker beside Rev. “Sorry about that, mate. I didn’t mean to—” Deek’s eyes locked on the man’s full-sleeve arm markings. Are those… Syndicate tattoos? 
 
    “You got a problem, greenie?” the man asked sans eye contact.  
 
    “Oh, no. Not at all.” Deek turned abruptly back to his own locker. “I was just… nothing. My apologies, mate. Carry on.”  
 
    Rev stepped over, having apparently heard the exchange. “Ah, you were once with the Valles Red Squad.” He pointed to one of the human’s tattoos. “That makes you Martian, right?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” the human said. “What about it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Rev said. “I spent part of last year working with a reformatory mission in the Sol system, so I’ve met quite a few of your Valles brothers. They’re a rowdy bunch, all right. But I’ve met rowdier.”  
 
    “Is that so?” The human chuckled.   
 
    The cheerful rincah extended a hand. “Umpston Duecell, hammer back. Although you can call me Rev.”  
 
    The Martian studied the palm then it’s owner before accepting the handshake. “Rory King, slasher back. Good to meet you.”  
 
    “Slasher, huh?” Rev brightened. “Well, then it appears we’re going to be seeing quite a bit of each other in the offensive backfield.”  
 
    “I guess so.” King’s faintest of smiles turned abruptly into a frown when he spotted the Bible in Rev’s locker. “Ah, crap. You’re not gonna start preaching at me now, are ya?” 
 
    The conversation paused when three more newcomers crossed the floor toward their respective lockers.  
 
    “Holy squat,” King whispered. “I didn’t think he’d be here today.”  
 
    “Who?” Rev asked.  
 
    Deek nodded to the trio’s leader, a muscular dauricon with the thick golden fur, tall, pointed ears, and rugged, wolfman features his bipedal species was known for. “Meet Marvin Brooks, the six-time-all-pro inside rover from Daurick. That guy has singlehandedly led the Cruiser League in tackles for loss three straight seasons, two of which ended in defensive player of the year honors.” Deek huffed. “I’ll tell you right now, mate, that bloke is a total beast. He’s also hands-down the best player in this club.”  
 
    “That may’ve have been true five years ago, but now, I wouldn’t be so sure,” King added.  
 
    “Careful, mate,” Deek warned. “Talk like that will get you socked in the bloody nose in some pubs around this town.”  
 
    “I don’t see why,” King said. “Don’t get me wrong. Brooks is still a solid player and all, but the accolades you cited are from his heyday, not now. He’s lost a step these last few seasons. Look at the stats and tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    Deek didn’t answer. 
 
    “That’s all very interesting,” Rev said. “I just have one question. How did a dauricon come to be named Marvin?”  
 
    Deek shrugged. “How does a rincah come to be called Rev?”  
 
    “Point to the reeoli QB,” the rincah conceded. 
 
    “Attention on deck, ladies!’ a voice shouted.  
 
    All eyes turned as one of the Argos coaches—a mountainous withaloo with tan skin and small horns—stormed into the room. 
 
    “My name is Coach Volthrop,” the withaloo said. “I’m the Argos defensive coordinator and the being tasked with ensuring that every single one of you losers utterly rues the decision to show your faces out here today. Nevertheless, ownership believes that some of you squats may be fit to help us this season, so here we frexing are.”  
 
    What a charmer. Deek smirked. 
 
    “Grab your gear once you’ve found your lockers then get your rumps topside for warmups,” the coach said. “We’ve got a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    Silence filled the locker room as the withaloo marched out.  
 
    “Here’s hoping the head coach is the good cop,” King muttered.  
 
    Deek loaded the contents of his duffel into his locker then pulled on his jersey and slammed the metal container shut with a clang. “You boys ready?”  
 
    “Yep,” King said.  
 
    “Been ready.” Rev slammed his locker and grinned. “It’s showtime.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: No Quarter for Campers 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zack stood on the sidelines beside Rhames and the other coaches as the last batch of prospects jogged through North Tunnel onto the signature blue turf which was showcased on all FIWA warball fields. Naturally, there were lots of humans as that species comprised most of Akalla’s population. There was also no shortage of reeolies, rincahs, and caldivars among others. There was an even a xajok, an eight-legged arachnid species from the Komar system, trying out for one of the Argos’ keeper positions. 
 
    That at least made sense, Zack thought. By and large, xajoks may not have been excessively tall or bulky, but their species was insanely fast with a vertical leap that often exceeded sixty inches. This made them exceptional defenders, especially against any winged opponents who might fly up near the force field, which capped the playing surface at fifteen feet, seeking an advantage. Plus, their appearance alone scares the squat out of most competitors. As added bonuses went, Zack thought, that one wasn’t too shabby.  
 
    A potbellied Akallan in his mid-forties sprinted past the xajok in an apparent attempt to show out during a drill. Instead, he tripped over his own cleats at the forty-meter line and face-planted on the turf.  
 
    “Huh,” the barlet coach, Choss Korach, grumbled. “That is what we are working with here. A horde of frexing buffoons.”  
 
    Zack couldn’t argue. 
 
    “Get the frex back in line and wait your turn, sixty-five,” Rhames said, addressing the human by his number. “Otherwise, you can take your roly-poly rump off my field and back to flipping coner filets at the Cosmic Clam on the beach.”  
 
    Annoyed and clearly embarrassed, the plump Akallan pushed himself upright and rejoined his fellow prospects on the line. 
 
    “You, Refrigerator!” Volthrop pointed to one of the other prospects, this one a massive bith wearing the number seventy-two. 
 
    A bith warball player? Zack found that odd given the turtle species’ high-brow reputation as the galaxy’s stargate masters.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Volthrop demanded.  
 
    “Bonk,” the bith said in a booming baritone.  
 
    “Bonk what?” Volthrop asked.  
 
    “Bonk,” the big alien repeated.  
 
    Volthrop shook his head. “Fine, whatever. Get your shell-covered rump onto the enforcer line and let’s see what you’ve got against our first batch of guardians.”  
 
    The mammoth alien waddled onto the field with three other prospects and took his position up front at the heart of the defense’s enforcer line. Meanwhile, three rovers and three keepers deployed behind them as the ten-member offense, led by the quarterback and five blocking guardians, readied for the center blocker to snap the warball. 
 
    “Down!” Volthrop barked, only the bith didn’t move.  
 
    “I said down!” Volthrop repeated.  
 
    The alien just stood there, blank-faced and yawning.  
 
    “Have it your way, Biggins.” Volthrop chirped his whistle, sending enforcers and guardians slamming fists-and-elbows-first into each other. The latter group included the not-so-tiny krift charged with defending the bith. What he got was tossed off like a ragdoll while the turtle rushed the quarterback whom he promptly sat on.  
 
    “Get him off! Get him off! Get him off!” The QB wriggled furiously to escape the alien’s girth.  
 
    “Bonk,” the bith announced.  
 
    So much for gate master intellect, Zack thought. 
 
    Korach leaned over Rhames. “Well, at the very least, I’d say we’ve found our starter for squareoffs.” 
 
    “Yep,” the head coach agreed.  
 
    “Where the frex are the Meanies?” Volthrop shouted. “If I’m truly gonna assess what these sunflowers are capable of, I need them out here, facing our best guardians, not a bunch of turnstiles!” 
 
    A collective “Vwah!” roared from the tunnel.  
 
    “And now you have your answer,” Rhames said.  
 
    As if on cue, five blue aliens trotted out of the tunnel in a single file line, each one of them boasting shaved heads, tree-trunk-sized legs, and mountainous forms which dwarfed those of every other being on the field.  
 
    Now that’s what I call a guardian line.  
 
    The quintet jogged toward Rhames and formed up along the fifty-five-meter line. 
 
    “Blue Meanies reporting for duty,” the leader said.  
 
    “You’re late, Hoff,” Rhames said.  
 
    “We were detained at the starport,” the yalteen leader said. “Dooroth’s pet niffling caused issues with security.” 
 
    Rhames frowned up at the behemoth. “You’re telling me an alien hamster made my entire starting guardian line late for our first day of summer practice?”  
 
    Hoff’s big, red eyes shifted from the Argos’ head coach to one of his blue-skinned comrades whose gaze met the turf.  
 
    “The niffling is Dooroth’s lucky talisman,” Hoff said. “He will not enter a new season without it.”  
 
    “Frexing yalteen superstitions,” Volthrop grumbled.  
 
    Rhames motioned the group toward the enforcer prospects, most of whom were already looking pretty mortified. “Get warmed up then take your positions. Coach Volthrop wants to shake down some of the enforcer newbies, and he wants to do that against our best. That’s you. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” The Meanies’ leader bowed his head then barked an order to his crew who followed him to the defensive corner of the field where four enforcer newbies stared with wide eyes and slack jaws at the massive force they were about to be pitted against.  
 
    “Meanies,” Volthrop called out. “Take your marks!”  
 
    “Vwah!” the aliens barked back.  
 
    “Frumpy, Gumpy, Butle, and Chump.” Volthrop motioned to the first batch of prospects. “Let’s see what you’re made of.” 
 
    The four enforcer prospects in question—two humans, a caldivar, and a withaloo—took reluctant defensive stances across from the yalteens. Unlike before, however, when the coaches had deployed an actual quarterback into the offensive backfield, this time Volthrop took the honor himself via the rifle position located three meters deep behind the center guardian.  
 
    “Listen up, ladies,” the withaloo coach announced. “We call this the make-or-break drill. It’s simple. If any one of you screwheads can breach the Meanies’ guardian line to reach me, you’ll get an automatic pass to week one of the preseason. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes, Coach Volthrop,” the prospects murmured. 
 
    “What?” the withaloo shouted.  
 
    “Yes, Coach Volthrop!” the group bellowed.  
 
    Zack wondered quietly if the Argos defensive coordinator had served in his species fleet at some point. That, or he just really enjoys playing drill sergeant.  
 
    The yalteen guardians dropped into their customary bunch stance—a close-quarters blocking formation typically reserved for maximum protection during short meterage situations—and waited while the newbies adopted enforcer stances. 
 
    “Ready!” Volthrop chirped his whistle.  
 
    The spine-chilling crunch of flesh smashing bones ripped through the air as knuckles slammed chins and knees pounded stomachs. The result was four beaten prospects lying face-up on the turf sporting blood-stained noses and moaning for their mothers. 
 
    “Looks like no passes today,” Volthrop chuckled. “Crazy Eyes, Mouse, Tubbs, and Squat Face. You’re next!”  
 
    Now fully on board with Rhames’s assessment that the Meanies were the Argos’ strongest offensive asset, Zack returned his focus to the rest of his squad.  
 
    “See anyone else you like?” Rhames asked after an hour of evaluations.  
 
    “A few,” Zack said. “I think Rev could help us out.”  
 
    “The rincah hammer with the bum knee?” Rhames arched an eyebrow. “Why him?”  
 
    “Before he got hurt, Rev was a genuine steamroller in short meterage situations,” Zack said. “According to his former coaches in New Chicago, he’s also a fantastic locker room guy who really seems to get along with everybody. We’ll need that considering the hodge-podge makeup of this roster with all its new faces.”  
 
    Rhames nodded. “Anyone else?”  
 
    Zack surveyed the field and pursed his lips. “Nah, not really. The Coombat kid from Joth is a solid enough back, but he’s depth filler behind Rory King at best. Same with Patellis in the flyer corps and most of the backup guardian prospects.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Rhames said.  
 
    “I was thinking about asking—” A blur of purple and white flashed in Zack’s right field of vision, ending his thought. Whoa.  
 
    A six-foot-tall Pikith blazed down the sideline then stutter-stepped hard, all but juking the opposing keeper out of his cleats en route to the goal zone like a lightning strike.  
 
    “Who is that?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Nobody you need to worry about,” Rhames grumbled.  
 
    “How come?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Wait for it,” Rhames said.  
 
    Zack watched breathless as the reeoli trying out for quarterback launched a laser-like throw straight down the field with perfect placement right into the Pikith’s hands. The warball bobbled then bobbled again then fluttered to the ground.  
 
    “What the frex, yo!” the pikith snarled.  
 
    “Shut it and get back in line, tendy,” Korach said, referencing other’s status as a rookie or “tenderfoot” as some called them. 
 
    “That’s why,” Rhames said. “Meet Nars Eldean, the fastest flyer prospect in the quadrant this side of Daurick, but with the hands of a granite statue. Of the ten throws tossed his way during a match, he’s guaranteed to drop eight of them.”  
 
    Zack shook his head as the pikith trotted back to his huddle. The alien was wicked fast. Of that, there was no denial. However, a flyer who couldn’t catch was no good at all, regardless of speed.  
 
    As an aside, Zack was impressed with the reeoli. By FIWA standards, the alien signal caller looked anything but adequate, especially where his size was concerned. Still, the throw the reeoli had launched just then had been nothing short of a total dime. Nice pitch, sixteen.  
 
    “Excuse me, Coach Rhames?” A reeoli female wearing an Argos staff shirt trotted from the tunnel. “I hate to bother you, but he’s here.”  
 
    “Thank you, Doraina. I’ll be right there.” Rhames collected her things and turned to Zack. “Come on. You’ll want to see this.”  
 
    The pair started down the sideline toward the tunnel, leaving Volthrop and Korach in charge of the others. Once under the grandstands, Rhames and Zack cut right past the locker room entrance then headed down the concourse toward the stadium’s private parking deck. There, a ray of sunlight shone down on the freshly waxed exterior of a stretched luxury transport approaching from the south.  
 
    “Johnny Kuul?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Johnny frexing Kuul.” Rhames grumbled. 
 
    The transport eased up the ramp after passing through security then came to rest on the front platform where Zack and Rhames were waiting. Once the engine expired, the driver climbed out then grabbed hold of the release for the passenger hatch. The back door flung open, and two beings exited. The first was a short prithmar, wearing a fancy blue suit. The other was a tall, dark-skinned human sporting a shaved head, a neatly trimmed goatee, and a pinstriped suit plus the trademark sunglasses that, in keeping with the classic Johnny Kuul image, he’d scarcely been seen in public without. 
 
    “Coach Rhames,” the prithmar said proudly. “Please allow me to present the starting quarterback for this year’s Akalla City Argonauts, the Admiral of Air, the Sultans of Score, the Titan of—” 
 
     “Yes, I’m aware of all the superlatives,” Rhames said, extending a hand. “Thanks for coming.”  
 
    “Johnny Kuul,” the suited man said with that same slick smile that’d sold a myriad sunglasses and sports drinks in years past. “I take it you’re the head coach?”  
 
    “That’s right,” Rhames said. “I’m Chandra Rhames, formerly of the—” 
 
    “That’s all right, I don’t need your resume.” Kuul glanced around. “Truth is, as long as you’re even remotely decent at your job, we’ll get along just fine.”  
 
    “Is that so?” Rhames chuckled.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Kuul said. “Don’t you know? I make winners out of all my coaches, no matter who they are. It’s just how I operate. You’re welcome, by the way.”  
 
    “For what?” Rhames said, a hint of annoyance showing in her voice.  
 
    “For all the wins I’m gonna shower on your club this year,” Kuul said with a slick smile. He glanced at Zack. “And who are you?”  
 
    “Zack Monahan, Argonauts OC.” Zack put out a hand.  
 
    “Offensive coordinator, huh?” Kuul didn’t oblige the handshake. “Never heard of ya.”  
 
    Zack traded looks with his coach. Get a load of the ego on this frexing guy.  
 
    “Excuse me, Coach Rhames,” the prithmar cut in. “Would it be possible for us to table the rest of this introduction for later? Mr. Kuul would like to get to the locker room so he can change into his gear and meet the rest of the club.” 
 
    “Right, Mr. Beene. Of course.” Rhames gestured toward the concourse where Doraina was waiting. “My assistant here will show you the way to the locker room. Coach Monahan and I will meet you out on the field when you’re ready.”  
 
    Kuul shot the girl a smile. “Well, hello there.”  
 
    “Hi.” The reeoli girl giggled.  
 
    “Hi, yourself.” Kuul tossed his duffel bag over his shoulder then followed the assistant into the concourse. “Welcome to the new era of Akalla City Argonauts warball, people. Where the wins come like breathing, where the party never ends, and where everything is gonna be just… coooool.”  
 
    Zack rolled his eyes as Kuul’s prithmar companion—the club’s general manager, Gnoxley Beene, ostensibly—scurried by with scarcely an acknowledging look. Good to meet you, too.  
 
    “Come on,” Rhames said. “Let’s head topside back to tryouts before my withaloo DC kills all our prospects before lunch.”  
 
    “You think he’s being that rough on them?” Zack asked.  
 
    “He frexing well oughta be if he’s not.” Rhames grunted. “It’s gonna be a long season otherwise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7: Growing Pains 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next three weeks of summer camp unfolded in much the same way most summer camps did in the sport of warball. This meant lots of penalties, missed assignments, and sloppy play to start before eventually morphing into something that almost resembled cohesive play by the first-team units.  
 
    The stretch also gave the Argos’ coaches time to study their personnel and tinker with roster combinations, something Zack sorely needed since he’d only been on staff for a few weeks.  
 
    As the offense went, one thing was certain out of the gate: Depth behind the unit’s ten starters would be an issue. Nowhere was this clearer than with the guardians—the group tasked with blocking the scrimmage line and protecting the quarterback—where Hoff and the Blue Meanies stood alone atop the depth chart. After that, it was anyone’s guess which prospects would even make the roster much less contribute during the regular season.  
 
    The same went for the grounder backs. That group, led by Rory King at slasher and Rev at hammer seemed capable enough at running the warball. However, if either player was lost to injury, the club would be relegated to playing either a burned out caldivar whom management had acquired via trade or an Akallan rookie who’d managed to turn some heads in tryouts.  
 
    At least the Akallan flashed some potential, Zack thought. Sadly, the same couldn’t be said for any of the flyer prospects who’d be tasked with catching the warball downfield. That group was led by the speedster, Nars Eldean, although the pikith still couldn’t catch with any real consistency. There was also a dalgitt with tenacle issues, a Jothan who could’ve been decent at the intra-system level, and an eight-foot-tall tralge from Port Harper who admittedly could jump to the stars for a catch but whose footspeed equaled that of molasses afterward.  
 
    Then there was the club’s most valuable position to evaluate—quarterback. Zack slumped back on his chair in the Argos film room and rubbed his temples. In some respects, the prospects at QB seemed dimmer than that of the flyer corps. First, there was Deekund Xatori, the reeoli journeyman from Bentwick who’d grown up on Akalla, playing division five warball for one of the local colleges. In fairness, the kid wasn’t entirely without talent. He was smart with good field instincts, plus his arm strength and athletic ability were by all measures above average. The problem with Xatori was his size. That wouldn’t have been an issue in a sport where the players wore pads and protective gear. However, at five-foot-eleven and two hundred pounds soaking wet, the kid was one vicious hit away from being a full-time member of the infirmary in warball where standard uniforms consisted of a jersey, pants, cleats, and maybe the occasional head or wristband. Then who do we turn to? 
 
    On the upshot, at least Xatori and the other prospects could be counted upon to make their meetings on time. That was more than anyone could say for the Argos’ anointed starter, a man who’d quickly become a fixture in the AC nightclub scene since signing his contract three weeks earlier. 
 
    So much for being a leader.  
 
    Zack parked his jaggur outside Argos Stadium on the morning of the club’s first preseason match against the Tamu Tarkathors then headed for the field, hoping for a few moments alone before the other coaches reported for duty.  
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” Volthrop emerged from North Tunnel several minutes later.  
 
    “Not so much,” Zack said. “Just taking a few moments to soak it all in.”  
 
    The withaloo strolled across the field and joined his colleague on the home club’s sideline. “One of my old coaches used to have a name for that sort of thing. He called it the Field General’s walk.” 
 
    “Same here,” Zack answered. “’Once more unto the breach,’ mine used to say.”  
 
    “Big fancy words,” the withaloo added.  
 
    Zack regarded the other’s mug. “Not to pry or anything, but since when do withaloo drink coffee?” 
 
    “Since I was stationed on New Bayou for a cross-species training op during my time in the Legion,” Volthrop said. “One of the locals there turned me onto it. Now, I can hardly function in the morning sans at least three cups of the stuff. It’s downright addicting. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love it, though.”  
 
    “Nice,” Zack said. “Cream, sugar, or both?” 
 
    “Neither.” Volthrop feigned a gag. “I take my coffee like my starfighters—hot, black, and ready to kick it in the rump with both afterburners when called upon.” 
 
    Zack flashed a grin. 
 
    “So, how go things with our shiny new offense?” Volthrop asked past the rim of his mug. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Zack said. “At the moment, I think we’ve got a few diamonds in the rough who could make some noise before all is said and done. But you know as well as I do that all of that’s just theory until we see these boys in live-match action. That’s when everything changes.” 
 
    “Squat yeah, it does,” Volthrop agreed.  
 
    “How about you? Anything on defense got you excited?” 
 
    Volthrop raised a shoulder. “Eh, we’ll see. It’s always a good day when you’ve got Marvin Brooks on your roster, even at this stage of his career. Beyond that, though, I’ve got a few other players that I’ll be keeping an eye on tonight.” 
 
    “Like who?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Icky and Biggins, mostly.”  
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose.  
 
    “Icky’s the xajok keeper with the crazy arachnid speed who came to tryouts,” Volthrop explained. “Biggins is the bith enforcer with the giant rump.” 
 
    “Ah.” Zack returned his gaze to the scene ahead, the one he’d spent the last decade of his life avoiding at all costs. It’s funny, he thought. At a hundred fifty meters long by sixty-five meters wide with its signature blue turf and array of white hashmarks, the space was the typical FIWA sanctioned playing surface. Then again, winning at warball was hardly about dimensions. Not entirely, anyway. 
 
    “Hey, Monahan.” Volthrop snapped his fingers. “You okay in there?”  
 
    Zack jerked back to the moment. “Sure, fine. Why?”  
 
    “No real reason,” Volthrop said. “You just kinda spaced out on me there for a second.”  
 
    “Sorry about that.” Zack shifted his stance. “I just… never thought I’d be back here again, ya know? Especially not on match day.” 
 
    “You mean on a warball field.” Volthrop sipped his coffee. “Can I be straight with you?”  
 
    “Sure, shoot.”  
 
    “As a former player myself, I don’t know how you stayed gone from the game as long as you did. I certainly couldn’t have done that. The physicality, the competition, the chance to dominate an opponent.” Volthrop shivered with glee. “There’s not a drug in all of Creation with a high that righteous.”  
 
    Zack pocketed his hands. “Warball was never about that stuff to me.” 
 
    “Really?” Volthrop cocked his horned head.  
 
    “Nope. It was about equality for all, no matter who you are or where you came from.” Zack gestured to their surroundings. “Out here, the name on the back of a jersey means nothing without results. That’s what warball’s truly about—results, for players and coaches. Fail to produce those as expected, and you’re out on your rump, fighting for your next shot. Produce, though—especially at a level beyond that of your peers—and any being can be the master of his domain, no matter if he’s the rich son of a Bentwick credit broker or a poor kid from a broken home in the Tretrayon projects.” Zack faced his colleague. “Out here, in this place, anyone can be king if they’ve got the grit and will to seize the crown. You wanna know why I loved this game? Well, there you have it.” 
 
    Volthrop gave a slow nod and sipped his coffee. “Then why’d you leave?” 
 
    The clatter of tools and supplies jangled from out of sight. A moment later, the leethog equipment manager, Harrith Grimnar, emerged onto the field and began inspecting the grounds, starting with the scoring spire at the center of the south goal zone. 
 
    “That’s another story for another time, my friend.” Zack motioned the other out. “For now, we’ve got unit meetings to attend.”  
 
    “Saved by the leethog,” Volthrop noted as the duo headed out. “Oh, before I forget, Rhames wants to address the whole club in the locker room before opening ceremonies.” 
 
    “For the usual pre-match speech, or what?” Zack asked.  
 
    “I think that’s part of it, yeah,” Volthrop said. “She also wants to announce this year’s club captains—Brooks on defense and Kuul on offense.”  
 
    Zack rolled his eyes.  
 
    “I know, I know,” Volthrop said. “For what it’s worth, though, I don’t think the latter was Rhames’ call.”  
 
    Zack heaved a sigh. “Gnoxley Beene strikes again.”  
 
    “It’s just a title, Monahan,” Volthrop said. “I have faith you’ll work past it to find success.”  
 
    Now it was Zack’s turn to look surprised. “Is that so?”  
 
    “Sure.” Volthrop shrugged. “Well, I have faith that you can’t stink any worse than the Argos’ last OC anyhow. That slimy little frog got fired at mid-season.”  
 
    “Great.” Zack frowned as the pair reached the tunnel. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Really. It means a lot.” 
 
    “What are colleagues for?” Volthrop grinned and studied his mug. “Whoa, time for a reload. Let’s hit the breakroom before we meet up with the others.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “All right, everyone, listen up,” Rhames shouted several hours later once the club had assembled in the locker room. “Welcome to round one of our three-week preseason. Naturally, I don’t expect us to be flawless tonight, but that’s why we play these matches. To iron out the kinks and tune things up for the regular season when our wins and losses count. It’s for that reason that most of you starters can expect to play most of the first period and some into the second.” 
 
    A mixture of groans and relieved sighs circulated through the room. 
 
    “Excuse me, Coach, but are you sure that’s the right call?” Kuul put up a hand. “The preseason may be good for finetuning systems and line combinations, but it’s also where injuries happen. Do you really wanna roll the dice with your best players by keeping us on the field that long?”  
 
    Rhames faced the starting QB. “I’d be inclined to agree with that, Johnny, if I knew who my best players were. That’s the point of all this, to separate the warball players from the wannabes before the end results matter. These scrimmages may not be about wins but have no illusions. They’re most certainly about performance.”  
 
    Kuul shot a slick smile to one of his club mates. “She oughta ask that scrumptious little reeoli girl from the Neon Pelican last night about my performance.”  
 
    A gaggle of snickers circulated the crowd.  
 
    “Enough,” Rhames said firmly. “For many of you, today marks the start of a new season. For others, it marks the final days of your careers as professional warball players.  Your showing tonight will go a long way in determining which category you’ll fall into when the time comes for cutdowns. Is that understood?”   
 
    “Vwah!” the Meanies said in unison.  
 
    “Good,” Rhames said, seeing nods from the others. “Show me something tonight, folks. Now put ‘em in.” 
 
    Every being wearing navy blue and neon green stepped to center floor and put in a hand, tentacle, or some other form of appendage.  
 
    “Argos on three!” Rhames barked. “One, two, three!” 
 
    “Argos!” 
 
    On most any other world with a professional warball club, ticket sales for preseason matches were decent but nowhere near sellout capacity. After all, FIWA or not, what fanbase in their right mind wants to pay full-credit prices for matches that don’t count toward the playoffs? 
 
    The thunderous roar of eighty thousand beings, screaming from the grandstands with all their might as their hometown club emerged from North Tunnel offered an unequivocal response to that question—Argonaut fans do.  
 
    “Holy Father of Creation,” said one of the new signees, a cynzu quarterback named Darvus. “Warball fans do not even show out like this for regular season matches on Auburn, much less preseason.” 
 
    “There’s a good reason for that, my red-skinned, humanoid brother,” bellowed the towering tralge flyer wearing eighty-seven named Byorne. “For one, Auburn fans are the dregs of the cosmos. For another, this night marks the first time in more than a year that these Akallans have had cause to celebrate.” He slapped the other’s back. “By the gods, I say we give them that.” He pumped a fist. “With victory!” 
 
    With paper folder and notetaking materials in hand, Zack trotted across the field and took his place beside the other coaches on the sideline. Meanwhile, Don Uecker, the Argos’ famed public address announcer, cracked the microphone for his first performance of the season.  
 
    “Welcome back to Argonaut Stadium, FIWA fans!” Uecker began in his signature upbeat tone. “It’s been a long haul to get here, but now, after a whole lotta cleanup and a healthy dose of product courtesy of our fine presenting sponsors at the Admiral Colson Rum Distillery, I can finally say—let’s get ready to warbaaaaaaall!” 
 
    The crowd noise swelled to a fever pitch as the Argos gathered on the sideline.  
 
    “Nice attendance,” Kuul admitted. “I mean, it ain’t Tretra or anything, but it’s a solid turnout.” 
 
    Several Argos veterans led by Marvin Brooks glared at their quarterback.  
 
    “Everyone clear on your assignments?” Rhames got nods from the others. “Good. I want a nice, clean match tonight, understood? We’ll be rolling out simple concepts to start, then we’ll gradually ease deeper into the playbook once we’ve mastered the basics. Just listen to your coaches, mind your training, and we’ll all get through this together.” 
 
    A muffled bump rumbled through the mic ahead of Uecker’s next address. “Will all beings who are able please rise and remove your head coverings for our national anthem.”  
 
    Silence filled the grandstands as several members of the Akallan Navy marched to center field in formation, carrying the planet’s navy blue and neon green flag. Shortly thereafter, a blonde human female, wearing a sparkly blue dress, joined them, wielding a mic of her own.  
 
    It never gets old, Zack thought proudly with hand over heart as the woman began to sing. Like so many who called the Kyrie system’s third planet home, Akalla was not his native homeworld. It was, however, the refuge he’d so desperately needed ten years ago when every dream he’d ever known had been shattered in the blink of an eye on a Sol system warball field. Zack would always be grateful to Akalla for that. Always.  
 
    Fresh cheers chorused from the grandstands when the female singer crescendoed the anthem’s final high note before taking her bow. A moment later, the match’s lead referee jogged out to center field. 
 
    “Captains, you’re up,” Rhames announced.  
 
    Kuul trotted out to center field wearing his trademark number, one, flanked by Brooks, who wore the number ten. 
 
    “All right, players,” the referee said, brandishing a replica of the same coin that’d started the first ever FIWA match ages earlier. “Heads is the FIWA crest. Tails is the three torches, representing the League’s original triumvirate of clubs. Akalla, you are the home club, so you get the call.”  
 
    “We call heads,” Kuul answered. 
 
    “Heads is the call.” The referee flipped the coin skyward with a ding of his thumb then stepped back while it landed on the turf. “Heads it is.”  
 
    Cheers erupted from the crowd.  
 
    “Do you wish to receive possession of the warball now or defer to the later periods?” the referee asked. 
 
    “We want the ball,” Kuul said.  
 
    “Son of a…” Rhames palmed her forehead as the grandstands erupted with fresh cheers. 
 
    “Akalla City has elected to receive the warball while Tamu has elected to defend the northern goal zone,” the ref said. “Captains, return to your sidelines and prepare for the opening blaze.” 
 
    One of the Tamu players put out a palm to Kuul. “Have a good match.” 
 
    Kuul ignored him and spun on his heels, while Brooks lingered long enough to shake the other’s hand before leaving the field with the Argos QB. 
 
    “Why did you elect to receive?” Rhames demanded once the duo had returned to the sideline. “If you’d deferred, we’d have gotten the warball to start the second and third periods, not just the first.”  
 
    Kuul shrugged. “I’m just giving the AC ticketholders what they want, Coach. Besides, this is only the preseason, remember? Let’s have some fun and improv a little. That is, after all, what Johnny Kuul does best, right? Just ask my fans.”  
 
    Rhames started to add something else, but the quarterback was already gone.  
 
    This is gonna be a long frexing season if things don’t change. Zack adjusted his headset as Tamu’s slinger—a lanky caldivar with a long snout and dark gray skin—jogged out to his club’s fifty-five-meter line with the remaining nine members of his sling team. Meanwhile, the Argonauts blaze team, led by Nars Eldean, took opposing positions downfield near AC’s goal zone. 
 
    “Come on, string bean, let’s do this!” one of the Akalla fans chided the slinger. “You know you wanna botch this sling and set us up pretty to start this drive!”  
 
    Zack shared the fan’s hope, although not without a modicum of apprehension. Blaze plays were tricky business, especially for tendies like Eldean who weren’t used to this aspect of the FIWA game. Unlike in the college or intra-system leagues, where all offensive drives began from a predetermined spot on the field, new drives in FIWA began with a blaze play, sometimes called a sling off. During these exchanges, each club deployed ten players to opposite sides of the field. The club set to play offense, called the blaze team, was led by the return specialist, or blazer, whereas the club set to play defense—the sling team—was led by the slinger. The objective for the latter squad was simple: shotput the warball as far and high downfield as possible without sailing it out of bounds or through the opposing goal zone sans at least one infield bounce. This would force the blazer to run the ball back through the teeth of the sling team’s defense while his blaze team clubmates sought to block the opponents’ would-be tackles downfield. If the blazer cleared the defense and reached the other’s goal zone, the blaze team would be awarded six points, or the equivalent of a touchdown. If the blazer was tackled short of the goal zone, the offense would start its drive from that point on the warball field. Either way, offensive success in such instances usually came down to one thing—an intense amount of concentration on the part of the blazer.  
 
    No pressure, Eldean. Zack clapped his hands in anticipation. “Come on, eighty-two. You’ve got this!”  
 
    The Pikith blazer acknowledged his coach with a look as the Tamu slinger put up a hand, signifying his club’s readiness to begin.  
 
    “Here’s Mukalliff with the windup,” Uecker announced. “And the sling is up!” 
 
    Silence filled the stadium as the warball sailed on a high arch through the playing surface forcefield, causing a brief pop of static on exit then again on reentry. It landed with a clap in the open palms of Eldean who rocketed forward upfield in a dead sprint.  
 
    “Eldean to the thirty,” Uecker said excitedly. “Eldean to the fifty. To the fifty-five. He’s past center field!” 
 
    A scrum of Tarkathor players converged on Eldean in a flash. To the pikith’s credit, he managed to juke two of them with a nasty stutter step right, but then he was swarmed by three more and tackled on the Tamu forty-nine-meter line.  
 
    “Way to bring it, eighty-two!” one of the other Argo players shouted. “That’s an awesome return!” 
 
    Zack glanced down the sideline to see Xatori and Rev cheering on their clubmate.  
 
    “Great job, Nars!” another player echoed.   
 
    Kuul jogged toward the field with the other nine starters on offense.  
 
    “Hey, Johnny!” Zack tapped his own headset. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”  
 
    Kuul stopped and rolled his eyes then tapped his earpiece. “Comms check. One, two. One, two.”  
 
    “OC copies five by five,” Zack answered through his mic.  
 
    “Good,” Kuul said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got a huddle to lead.” 
 
    Zack frowned then listened through his headset as Kuul relayed their opening play to the other players.  
 
    “Hey, boys, we ready to party?” Kuul began. “Good. This is our first drive together as a unit, so Coach wants to keep things simple. Eye, thirty-one. HF dive, S sweep right. Got it?” 
 
    “Vwah,” the Meanies answered.  
 
    “Good,” Kuul said. “We go on three. Break!” 
 
    The clapping of hands sounded as the Argos’ huddle disbanded, and the offense took their positions in the I formation. This put the five Meanies single file horizontally along the scrimmage line with Kuul crouched behind the center guardian, and two flyers posted out wide near the sidelines. The grounders, meanwhile, deployed vertically two and four meters behind Kuul, effectively forming the same shape as the Earth Common letter I, or eye as it was pronounced phonetically.  
 
    “Down!” Kuul barked. “Set… oit, oit… oit!”  
 
    The meaty smack of flesh to bone and scales to sheathed pincers ripped through the night as the guardian and enforcer lines slammed together.  
 
    “Here’s Kuul with the drop back,” Uecker said excitedly. “He fakes a throw, then two, then hands off to King!”  
 
    The Meanie playing right guardian landed a full-force uppercut to his enforcer counterpart, knocking the other backward, thereby opening a hole for King who cut abruptly upfield on the sweep.  
 
    “King to the forty-five,” Uecker said. “To the forty. To the thirty-five! And he’s brought down on the thirty-three for a sixteen-meter gain. It’s first doooown Argoooos!” 
 
    Fresh cheers poured from the grandstands as the AC slasher back got to his feet.  
 
    “Nice job, twenty-eight!” Zack shouted to King before tapping his headset. “Way to sell the throw with the double pump fake, Johnny. Let’s keep it rolling. Vee, forty-two, H wham, SF jet.”  
 
    An exasperated sigh bellowed through the line.  
 
    “Johnny, you good?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Sure, Montana. I’m fine,” Kuul said.  
 
    Zack briefly considered correcting the other’s misuse of his name but opted to stay focused. “Vee, forty-two, H wham, SF jet. Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Kuul joined the others in the huddle and relayed the play call. Afterward, the group stepped up to the scrimmage line, only this time the grounders deployed three meters behind Kuul in a side-by-side position, forming an Earth Common V.  
 
    “Down!” Kuul shouted. “Oit, oit!”  
 
    Kuul didn’t bother faking a throw this time, instead choosing to shove the warball straight into the stomach of Rev who plowed forward on the wham play behind Hoff. The play resulted in zero gain.  
 
    “Well, that was awesome,” Kuul remarked via comms.  
 
    Zack checked his play sheet. “Let’s go back to the I formation.”  
 
    “Seriously?” Kuul asked.  
 
    “Yes, seriously,” Zack said. “Eye, ninety-two, HF wham, S sweep.” 
 
    Kuul billowed a sigh then relayed the order in the huddle before approaching the line. “Down!” he paused, studying the defense. He shot a glance at Zack. “Tosser! Tosser! Tosser!” 
 
    No, no, no! 
 
    “What is he doing?” Rhames asked.  
 
    “He’s changing the frexing play at the line into a pass.” Zack muttered a curse.  
 
    “Alpha Three, Alpha Three!” Kuul announced. This sent the Argos’ personnel scrambling from their positions in the I into something resembling a carbine formation. “Oit, oit!”  
 
    The crash of flesh and bone ignited through the stadium as guardians and enforcers tore into each other at the line of scrimmage—fists and elbows flying everywhere—while Kuul dropped back to pass.  
 
    “Watch your—” 
 
    A loud crunch ripped through the stadium as a blitzing rover broke free of the Meanies’ blockade and savaged Johnny Kuul’s blindside.  
 
    “And Kuul goes down hard!” Uecker announced. “That’s a nine-meter loss, bringing up third down and long.”  
 
    “Johnny, are you okay?” Zack asked via comms as the other got gingerly to his feet. 
 
    “Fine,” Kuul grumbled. “I thought these big, blue oafs of yours were expert blockers.”  
 
    “You mean our oafs,” Zack corrected. “You changed the call at the line then didn’t give the Meanies enough time to reorient. Meanwhile, the defense’s rover corps was playing soft expecting the pass, which is why I originally called a run. King would’ve gained six meters on that play, easy.”  
 
    “Whatever,” Kuul grumbled. “What’s the new call?”  
 
    Zack relayed the play—a short pass to Byorne near the Tamu forty-meter mark—then watched from the sideline as Kuul deployed the offense.  
 
    “Down!” The QB looked around. “Tosser! Tosser! Tosser!”  
 
    Son of a beast! 
 
    “Oit, oit!” 
 
    This time when Kuul dropped back, he did so from a clean backfield space which allowed him to look downfield.  
 
    “Kuul cocks the arm!” Uecker barked. “He’s got Byorne downfield. Here’s the throw!”  
 
    The crowd gasped.  
 
    “And it’s… caught!” Uecker erupted. “It’s Byorne to the ten, to the five… touchdown, Akalla City Argonauts!”  
 
    The Akalla City crowd went wild with cheers over their club’s first score in more than two years.  
 
    “And that’s how we do it in the House of Kuul,” the quarterback said proudly as he walked off the field.  
 
    “You do realize the only reason that play worked was because the Tamu boundary keeper tasked with guarding Byorne fell down on the play, right?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Why do you think I went to him?” Kuul asked.  
 
    Zack cocked his head. “The keeper didn’t fall until after the warball was airborne.”  
 
    “Potato, potahto, or however that old Earth saying goes,” Kuul remarked.  
 
    Zack traded frustrated looks with Rhames and Volthrop while the quarterback started for the tunnel. “Where the frex are you going?” 
 
    “To see the club doctor,” Kuul said, suddenly sporting a limp. “I think I pulled something on that last play, so best that I get nanite treatments now before the injury gets worse.” 
 
    “By FIWA rules, that means you can’t play for the rest of the match,” Zack protested. 
 
    “Yep.” Kuul smiled. “Not to worry, though, Montana. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Plus, the lack of action means I’ll be that much fresher by the time we start the regular season.”  
 
    Zack watched in disbelief as the Argos quarterback vanished from sight. Yeah, a long season, indeed. He turned to the other quarterbacks on the roster. “You, sixteen. Let’s talk.”  
 
    With no real options left to them because of time, the Argos opted to run a simple sweep play to King for the point-after-touchdown play. The Martian went nowhere, thereby keeping the score at six to nothing, Akalla City. Thankfully, Brooks and the defense were up to the task for the next drive. They held Tamnu to six plays then out, resulting in a turnover on downs which gave the ball to AC on their own fifty-meter line. 
 
    “You sure you’ve got this?” Zack asked his new quarterback.  
 
    “Yeah, Coach. I’m ready.” Deekund Xatori jumped to his feet and headed for the field.  
 
    “Comms check,” Zack said once the reeoli had reached the huddle. “Hey kid, do you have me?”  
 
    “Five by five, Coach,” the reeoli answered.  
 
    “Good,” Zack said. “We’ll start easy. Eye, three-oh-four, SF drag, H dive. Copy?”  
 
    Xatori repeated the call verbatim.  
 
    “Good deal. Happy hunting, kid.” Zack watched the reeoli step to the line and survey the defense.  
 
    “Down!” Xatori barked. “Set… Oit, oit!”  
 
    The center snapped the warball to Xatori who promptly pivoted and stuffed the ball into the gut of Rev who lumbered forward, gaining four meters. 
 
    “Nice job,” Zack said. “Second down with six yards to go is something I can work with. Vee, five-twenty-six, HF drag, S pitch right.”  
 
    “Copy.” Again, Xatori stepped to the line after relaying the call in the huddle and barked out orders. The ball snapped, only this time, the defense was ready for the right-side toss pitch to King.  
 
    “And twenty-eight is gang-tackled in the backfield for a loss of four meters,” Uecker announced.  
 
    “Frex!” Xatori snarled.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Zack said. “Just stay frosty. This is your first drive of the match, so don’t get anxious. I, five-nineteen, S curl, HF draw.”  
 
    “Copy.” Xatori exhaled then relayed the call and approached the line. “Oit, oit!”  
 
    The Meanies sealed the line with all the body-slammed mayhem one could hope for while Xatori dropped back to pass and glanced through his progressions. In keeping with the call, the left-side flyer, Byorne, had run a slant-in pattern to center field, while King cut wide left toward the sideline. This left Eldean, the Argos’ right-side flyer, streaking open toward the goal zone on a straight-ahead spire route.  
 
    “Nine, nine, nine!” Zack shouted.  
 
    Xatori saw it, too. The reeoli cocked his arm and let fly.  
 
    A collective “awe” rumbled through Argonaut stadium when the warball smashed the back of Hoff’s head then fluttered to the turf, ending the play.  
 
    “And that’s an incompletion from Xatori,” Uecker announced. “To the reeoli’s credit, it looked like he had some options downfield. Alas, he just couldn’t make the connection. On the upshot, though, at least he didn’t spike himself in the business during the play.” 
 
    Rhames walked over to Zack and kept her voice low. “I told you the reeoli was too short to play quarterback at this level. Frex, he can barely even see past his own guardian line to make the throw for squat sake.”  
 
    “I’ve got some ideas for that,” Zack said. “Next drive, we’ll go with—” 
 
    “Let’s roll with Darvus on our next series,” Rhames said.  
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose. “Darvus was just added to the roster this week. I haven’t had time to fully evaluate him yet.”  
 
    “I have,” Rhames said. “He was a backup for me during my last year in Kleve. He’ll get the job done while Kuul is out.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Just play him, Monahan,” Rhames ordered.  
 
    Zack swallowed then nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    Xatori seemed nervous as a jitterbug when he jogged back to the sideline. “I’m so sorry, Coach M. I got a little ahead of myself on that last throw, so that deflection is totally on me.”  
 
    “It’s all right,” Zack said. “You read the defense perfectly. Going to Eldean was the right call. We’ve just gotta work on your mechanics a little to get your release up.”  
 
    “I’ll do better on the next drive,” Xatori said. “I promise.”  
 
    Zack hated his next words, but the Argos were Rhames’ club which gave her the final say over personnel. “We’re going with Darvus on the next drive.”  
 
    Xatori dropped his head.  
 
    “I’m sorry, kid,” Zack said. “I swear I’ll try to get you some more reps in period three if I can.”  
 
    “That’s okay,” Xatori said. “Darvus had some pretty good throws in practice this week. I’m sure he’ll do fine. Just tell him to watch out for the caldivar playing right-side rover. That guy’s a bloody baller.”  
 
    Zack nodded, grateful for the tip, then patted the reeoli’s shoulder before turning to the kenivar down the bench. “Darvus! You’re up!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: Beachside Blues 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deek watched from his seat on the Argos’ bench as the final seconds of the year’s first of three preseason matches ticked to zero, resulting in the club’s first loss. Twenty-eight to six. He huffed. We never even frexing scored after Kuul left the match.  
 
    One by one, the rest of the club filed out of the stadium through North Tunnel as the stands gradually emptied.  
 
    “Hey, sixteen,” a male voice called from behind.  
 
    Deek turned in time to see Rev walking toward him.  
 
    “It’s a shame you didn’t get a chance to see the field again after that first drive,” the rincah said. “We could’ve used you out there.”  
 
    “Is that so?” Deek chuckled. “Go tell that to Coach Rhames. Benching me for Darvus was her call, not mine or Coach M’s.”  
 
    “Don’t take it personal, Deek,” Rev said. “Ultimately, Rhames is no different than any other head coach in that she’s got a specific style of system she wants to run, and I’d wager she sees Darvus as a better fit for that scheme than you. It’s not a talent thing. It’s just a difference in skillsets is all.”  
 
    “A difference in skillsets, huh?” Deek snorted. “I guess I shouldn’t get too comfortable on the roster then.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Rev said.  
 
    “Is that another one of those ‘all things work for the good of those who believe’ things again?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Not at all, although I do believe that’s true,” Rev said. “I’ve seen you work in practice. In the three weeks you’ve been here, you’ve already developed a better grasp of the playbook than most everyone else on the offense, plus you’ve got ability. You just need a chance to show it.” 
 
    Deek appreciated his clubmate’s sentiment, but it still didn’t change things. “Yeah, well. Like I said. Tell that to Rhames.”  
 
    “Something tells me you’ll have the chance to show her yourself before all this ends.” Rev slapped the other’s arm. “For now, though, follow me.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Eldean and some of the others are headed out to celebrate.”  
 
    “Celebrate what? We just got our bloody teeth kicked in by twenty-two points.”  
 
    Rev shrugged. “That may be true. It still doesn’t change the fact that most of these beings won’t see the field this season, if they even make the opening day roster to begin with. They want to celebrate being professional warball players while they can.” 
 
    Deek nodded. “Where are we headed? The Pelican?”  
 
    “Heavens, no,” Rev balked. “That’s Kuul’s stomping ground, not ours. I think Eldean mentioned some place called the Pourhouse.”  
 
    “Ugh, no thanks, mate.” Deek grimaced. “That squathole gives dive bars a bad reputation.”  
 
    “You got a better option?” Rev asked.  
 
    Deek considered the question. “I do, actually. It’s a bit of a haul from here out on North Beach, but a lot of the locals used to hang out there back in the day. It’s right on the water, too. You’ll like it.”  
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Rev said. “I’ll tell the others.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Schooner’s Beachside Tavern hadn’t changed a bit since the last time Deek had darkened its doorstep in what now felt like another lifetime ago. Same aging wooden floors covered in sand. Same pastel colors lining the walls. Same driftwood bartop that Deek had saddled up to more times than he could count back in college.  
 
    Located eighteen kilometers north of the Akalla City limits, Schooner’s had long been hailed by many locals as one of the last great hot spots on the water that the AC tourist crowd hadn’t found yet. Of course, all of that had been prior to the storm, which had left the cozy beachside tavern as one of the few places left standing out that far. However, many of the area’s fishermen still drank there, as did tons of folks from the area’s hospitality industry who sought to wind down after a hard night of slinging drinks and jinger fingers during shifts of their own.  
 
    In the end, if you were an Akallan local seeking to escape downtown in favor of an easy night of cold drinks, great music, and fresh-caught food, with a view, then Schooner’s was likely your place. 
 
    It’s good to be back. Deek breathed in the salty, night air which rolled in from the ocean as waves crashed in the distance. 
 
    “Rad call, sixteen,” Eldean said in his chattery, high-pitched voice. “This place is sweet, yo. Like all kinds of beachy swag and squat. I dig the frex out of it—like bigtime.” 
 
    Rev made a face as if failing to understand half of what he’d just heard. Alas, the rincah went with it anyway. “I’m inclined to agree with our speedy friend here… I think. This place is fantastic. Odd that I’ve never heard of it before.” 
 
     “Kinda the point.” Deek started to say something else but grimaced upon seeing the massive gash under Eldean’s right eye.  
 
    “What?” The pikith paused as revelation set in. “Oh, right. That outside rover got the best of me with about four minutes to go and hit me with a hard right cross coming off the line.” He dabbed at the wound then winced. “Sneaky little squat. I should’ve seen it coming. Still, such is the nature of warball. Yo?” 
 
    “Right. Yo,” Rev repeated. 
 
    “Didn’t the doc offer you nanites to heal that up after the match?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Yeah, she did,” Eldean said. “But I passed.”  
 
    “How come?” Rev asked.  
 
    “I heard it said somewhere that chicks dig scars.” Eldean shrugged. “Who knows if that’s true or not, but I figure it sounds all hardcore and squat. So, I just went with it.” 
 
    Rev leaned over to Deek as Eldean stepped aside and whispered, “What is a… chick?”  
 
    “I think it’s an old Earth term for female,” Deek said. “We’ll look it up later.”  
 
    The duo glanced up as a handful of their other clubmates filed in through Schooner’s front door. Among them were Rory King, Byorne, the loud-mouthed tralge who towered over the room, and Lewis Spitoli, the Argos’ new slinger who’d just signed a day earlier. 
 
    “Thanks for the invite to come out, fellas. I really appreciate it.” The spindly human slinger with the navy blue and neon green mohawk haircut glanced around. “Man, this place is great.”  
 
    “Indeed!” Byorne agreed. “Truly, this establishment is fit for kings.” The tralge shuttered when Eldean rejoined the group. 
 
    “Really?” Eldean smirked. “Are we gonna do this all night or what?”  
 
    “Not at all, brother.” Byorne swallowed. “I would be remiss, though, if I did not ask why you failed to seek retribution by calling for a square off with the cowardly being who opened your face in such a vicious manner.”  
 
    Eldean rolled his eyes. “For one, the shot hit my face. Yo? Not my back, which, brutal or not, is still perfectly legal. For another, that so-called coward was a two-hundred-fifty-pound barlet with a frexed up armored plate for a cranium.” The pikith flyer made a circular motion with his hand around his hundred-eighty-pound frame. “Then there’s me. You got any other bright questions there, inspector?” 
 
    The tralge answered with a whatever look then went back to studying the room. 
 
    “Okay, moving on,” Spitoli said. “Whose idea was it to come here anyway?”  
 
    “That would be him.” Rev pointed to Deek. 
 
    “And you are?” Spitoli asked.  
 
    “Deekund Xatori,” a female voice said slyly. “Or, as he used to be known around the block—DX.”  
 
    King rubbed his ginger-red whiskers. “DX, huh? I could see that on a t-shirt.”  
 
    “Don’t get used to it,” Deek remarked.   
 
    A slender reeoli female wearing denim shorts with a snug black tank top and slouched matching ballcap emerged from her post behind the bar and started toward them. 
 
    “By Kravthor’s might,” Byorne breathed in awe. “If ever the gods saw fit to craft a finer looking maiden, I, for one, have never seen her, brothers.” 
 
    Rev tapped a wide-eyed Eldean on the shoulder. “Put your tongue back in your head, son. It’s not very becoming.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” The pikith cleared his throat and scrambled to be cool. 
 
    The reeoli bartender tossed a towel onto the bar as she approached then halted beside Deek. “I’d heard through the grapevine you were back in town, but part of me didn’t believe it. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “It’s good to be seen.” Deek gestured to their guest. “Everyone, allow me to introduce the owner and proprietor of this fine establishment, Gemma Kanoci.”  
 
    “Evening, gents.” Gemma bowed her head, causing her long, black ponytail to jostle behind her bare shoulders. “It’s always a good day when the Argos come to Schooner’s. Once upon a time, you blokes were a mainstay around here.”  
 
    “You mean before the storm,” Rev surmised.  
 
    Gemma nodded.  
 
    “How’d your family fare in all that, anyway?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Better than yours, that’s for sure,” Gemma said. “How’s Ambros?”  
 
    Deek lowered his eyes. “He has good days and bad, but he’s hanging in there.”  
 
    “He’s a tough bugger, your brother,” Gemma said. “So is that adorable tyke of a kid he’s got. He’s quite the little charmer, your nephew.” 
 
    “Yes, he is.” Deek went around the group to finish his introductions.  
 
    “So,” Rev said. “How do you two know each other?” 
 
    “Deek here used to be one of my regulars when he played for Acey Jacey,” Gemma said.  
 
    “Acey what?” Spitoli asked.  
 
    “Acey Jacey,” Gemma explained. “That’s local-speak for our hometown university, Akalla City’s Jimpson College.” 
 
    “Good times,” Deek noted.  
 
    “Some of the best,” Gemma agreed. “Listen, boys. I’d love to stick around and chat about old times, but I’ve got tables to get back to. Just let us know what you need and either me, Cody, or one of the other staff will get it settled, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” the others said.  
 
    Gemma gave a parting nod then vanished back behind the bar as a mild commotion stirred near the front door.  
 
    “Crikey!” a gleeful female said from a corner booth. “Check it out, mates! it’s Marvin frexing Brooks!”  
 
    Sure enough, the Argos’ all-pro rover rounded the corner and started toward them.  
 
    “Hey, yo! How come none of these babes made a fuss like that for us when we came in?” Eldean grumbled. “We’re like, Argonauts, too, ya know.”  
 
    “Newsflash, Drops McGee. None of these girls knows who the frex we are.” King pointed to the wolfman. “Brooks there is practically a legend around here. Has been for years.” 
 
    Eldean shot the redhead a glower as the dauricon joined them at the bar. 
 
    “Word around the locker room says this is the place to come for drinks after a loss,” Brooks said. “Think you’ve got room for one more?”  
 
    “Always,” Deek said. “Although to be honest, I’d have thought you’d be down at the Pelican right now with Kuul and the other marquis starters.” 
 
    The wolfman frowned.  
 
    “Right.” Deek gestured the dauricon over. “We were just about to order round one. What will ya have?”  
 
    The group went around the horn with their orders, most opting simply for lagers or ales, with the exception of Rev, who drank water, and Spitoli who ordered some sort of fruit drink with a tiny umbrella.  
 
    “You look ridiculous drinking that.” Byorne hoisted his oversized mug. “You’re a warball player, for Kravthor’s sake! You deserve a warrior’s drink! Not a piddly little pink thing fit for an elf!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but who was it that singlehandedly flipped the field in the second period, giving you beings on offense your best sniff at a score all day?” Spitoli patted his chest. “That’d be me, baby. Now take your warrior’s piss and go squat on somebody else’s cocktail.”  
 
    Point to the slinger with the crazy hair. Deek sipped his ale while Byorne just huffed and did the same.  
 
    “Anybody seen the Meanies?” King asked. “I tossed them an invite to come join us.”  
 
    “They won’t show,” Brooks said.  
 
    “How come?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Hoff and his crew have this weird yalteen tradition,” Brooks said. “During training camp, they spend their days in one of three places: at home, on the practice field, or at the training table, packing on calories to bulk up. Beyond that, they’re like four-hundred-pound ghosts. Always have been.”  
 
    “That’s interesting,” King remarked. “I mean, it’s not as if any of them are in jeopardy of making the cut. Without them, Rhames can’t run her offense.”  
 
    Eldean grunted past his glass. “Rhames’ offense. What an antiquated relic of a scheme. Seriously. I haven’t played that much out of the I formation since my peewee days on Pikith.” 
 
    “Antiquated or not, she’s clearly been able to win with it,” Deek noted.  
 
    “Yeah, but that was back during her days with the Avalanche,” Rev said. “Don’t get me wrong. As a being whose spent his entire career playing hammer, I love a power offense because it speaks to my skillset. It’s all about physicality and manhandling the opposition. Nevertheless, even the most devout of rushing attacks must have some semblance of a passing attack to balance it out. Otherwise, the defense can simply stack the front behind their enforcers and overpower the run.” He glanced up. “Rhames had that sort of passing option with Kleve. I don’t know that she does here.”  
 
    Deek rubbed his chin. “I dunno, mate. Overpowering the Meanies seems like a tall bloody order if you ask me.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Byorne agreed. “A formidable force they are, those yalteens.”  
 
    “The Meanies are big, sure, but they’re not unbeatable,” Brooks said.  
 
    The group looked up. 
 
    “I reviewed some of their match film from New Chicago,” Brooks continued. “Their entire game relies on strength and power. Basically, as long as they can out-muscle an opponent, they’re fine. It’s when the Meanies face an enforcer line with real technique that they encounter problems.”  
 
    “I take it you saw that in the film?” King asked.  
 
    Brooks nodded and sipped his ale.   
 
    “So why does Rhames stick with the system then?” Deek asked. “Why not change?” 
 
    Brooks shrugged. “I don’t know. Stubbornness, maybe? I mean, look at things from Rhames’ perspective. She’s the coach with all the trophies and accolades, whereas the Argos are a bunch of scrubs and castoffs that almost no one else in the Cruiser League wanted.”  
 
    “Yeah, but that’s her roster,” Deek said.  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Brooks said. “At least, not in most instances it’s not.”  
 
    “Then whose is it?” Eldean asked. “If Rhames didn’t want us in the club to begin with, then why the frex are we all here now, sitting around this table, drinking ales and staring at chicks that we’ll never have?”  
 
    Byorne snorted past his empty mug. “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    Eldean shot him a glare. 
 
    “If I had to guess?” Brooks shifted. “I’d wager it’s because of one person—Gnoxley Beene.” 
 
    Deek made a face.  
 
    “Ever since Beene Senior announced shortly after buying the Argos that Gnox was gonna run the day-to-day operations, that little prithmar’s been on a mission to prove that he actually deserves the job,” Brooks said. “Per my understanding, he’s the one calling most of the roster shots, not Rhames. She’s just another soldier taking her marching orders like the rest of us.” 
 
    “But why would Rhames take this job if she knew that coming into it?” Deek asked. “I know for a fact there were other clubs willing to give her full control. So, why take the Argos job with all those strings attached?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, Xatori,” Brooks said. “Maybe she missed that in the fine print of the contract. Who knows? What I do know is that ever since she got here, Rhames has scrambled at every corner to turn barlet squat into krift salad on account of our GM’s personnel decisions.” 
 
    That brought up another question in Deek’s mind. Although respectfully, he wasn’t sure whether he should raise it. “Brooks, can I ask you something? It’s kind of personal.” 
 
    The dauricon glanced up.  
 
    “Why the frex are you still here?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Come again?”  
 
    “You, alone, have been the face of the Akalla City Argonauts franchise since day one, twelve years ago when the club selected you fourth overall during the Cruiser League draft. Everyone knows you’ve had chances to leave and play for a winner since then, most notably six years ago when the Diamondheads offered a king’s ransom to acquire you via trade.”  
 
    “What’s your point?” Brooks asked.  
 
    “My point is, Daurick is a perineal powerhouse in this league, right up there with Tretra.” Deek pointed across the table. “And you’re a dauricon. If ever there was a time to ditch your no-trade clause and leave the Argonauts behind, that was it.”  
 
    The golden wolf eased back in his seat and stared into his glass. “My biological parents died in a rail accident when I was just a cub. After that, I bounced around Daurick’s advocate system for years before I was eventually adopted by a pair of Akallan missionaries who’d come to our world to help at the orphanage where I was living.” He looked up. “That couple gave me the home that I’d all but abandoned hope of ever having. Anyway, we moved back to Akalla after my thirteenth birthday, and that’s when my dad started taking me to Argonauts’ matches. Granted, we could hardly afford the tickets. But, somehow, he always found a way to make it happen.” 
 
    “The Argos had a good squad back then,” Deek noted.  
 
    “Frex yeah, they did,” Brooks agreed. “Mortimer McLane, Garfong Kluvak, Dimes McGee. They were the first AC club to win a title since the days of the Big Green Machine.”  
 
    “Sadly, they were the last one, too,” Deek noted. 
 
    “Yeah.” Brooks shifted in his chair. “Most players don’t get it when I tell them this, but some things in life mean more than wins, losses, and big-credit contracts. You asked why I stayed? Well, it’s simple. Akalla gave me everything I have. I figure the least I can do is try to give them back a warball club they can be proud of again before I retire, especially after all that’s happened to AC in the last year. If that costs me a bust in the FIWA Hall of Fame, then so be it. I don’t blame you all if you don’t understand.” 
 
    On the contrary, Deek knew exactly what his clubmate meant.  
 
    “Last call!” Gemma shouted.  
 
    A collection of groans rumbled around the room.  
 
    “Well, friends, I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Rev said. “But it’s high time we call it a night. We’ve got our only off-day tomorrow, then it’s back to practice on Tuesday to begin work for round two of the preseason.” 
 
    “May the Father of Creation have mercy on our souls,” King remarked with a chuckle.  
 
    “See, that is your problem,” Byorne noted. “You should put your faith in Kravthor, King of the Gods! Only he can bring us victory.” The tralge sucked down the last of his ale and smiled. “You will see.”  
 
    “Maybe you should ask old Kravthong for a hint of speed between the hashmarks,” Spitoli grumbled.  
 
    King shot the mohawk an agreeable look. 
 
    “That’s Kravthor, heathen,” Byorne growled. “You would all be wise to show more respect. Tis very bad to besmirch the name of the almighty Kravthor. Tis very bad.”  
 
    Eldean flipped up a hand. “Whatever, Bambi. At this point, I’d pray to a porcelain frexing squat-pot if it meant winning six out of our twelve games this year.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Brooks remarked, rising to his feet.  
 
    The pikith grunted. “Gee whiz, Whiskers. I was being halfway facetious. But like, thanks anyway for the reality check.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a dig,” Brooks said. “Call me crazy, but I think this club has a shot to be different.”  
 
    “How so?” Deek asked.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Brooks shrugged. “Call it a feeling. I’ve seen a lot of rosters come and go over the years, but this one’s different somehow.”  
 
    “We’re definitely more colorful,” Spitoli said with a laugh. “That’s for sure.”  
 
    Deek chuckled and reached for the bill.  
 
    “I’ve got this one.” Brooks snagged the ticket before the other could beat him to it.  
 
    “I don’t mind,” Deek said.  
 
    “I know you don’t, but I make ten times your salary,” Brooks said. “You worry about helping the offense get better, even if it’s from the bench. When and if that leads to wins, then you can get the check.”  
 
    “Deal,” Deek said.  
 
    The group rose from their seats and started for the door.  
 
    “Hey, Xatori.” Eldean leaned in as the group rose to go. “Any chance you could like, put in a good word for me with that hot bartender friend of yours? I swear, I’ll act like a total gentleman and squat.” 
 
    Deek smiled and pulled the other in close so he could keep his voice down. “Does the word maneater mean anything to you?” 
 
    The pikith brightened. “No… but I sure as frex love the sound of it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: Booze, Bobbleheads, and Broken Plays 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Argos’ second preseason match went in much the same fashion as the first, Zack thought while reviewing the film in his office. The game began with Kuul under center, commanding the starters and running the offense. That went for a period before eventually giving way to the next wave of reserves, who were led by Darvus. To his credit, Kuul actually played most of those snaps rather than copping out like he had during preseason week one. However, rarely did he allow himself to be put in position to suffer injury. Anytime an opposing defense put pressure on Kuul, the quarterback would effectively forfeit the down by spiking the warball into the turf for an incompletion or simply scrambling out of bounds to end the play. He never looked downfield, never ran the ball in the open. He’d simply check down to a grounder back or haphazardly dump a throw to a flyer, often resulting in the latter getting pummeled for crossing midfield unprotected. 
 
    Then again, it’s not like he’s got much zip on the ball, even when he does step into his throw. Zack genuinely hoped Kuul’s play would improve by the time the regular season arrived. Once, long ago, the man had been the Cruiser League MVP for a reason. Now, though, as the club entered the final leg of the preseason, Zack couldn’t help but wonder if the other’s killer instinct hadn’t faded with age along with his physical abilities. I guess we’ll know soon enough.  
 
    The Tuesday before the club’s final preseason match against Degonia, Zack reported to Argos Stadium as he always did and checked in with his office before heading to the quarterback room. As usual, Xatori and Darvus were already waiting, but that was it. 
 
    “Anybody heard from Johnny this morning?” Zack asked.  
 
    Both quarterbacks shook their heads.  
 
    Go figure. Zack sighed and laid down his materials, then stepped to the nearby computer terminal and swiped the device active. “Okay, guys. Let’s get started with—” 
 
    A loud belch bellowed from down the hall.  
 
    “Hang on a tick.” A few moments later Johnny Kuul stumbled into the room looking ten shades of disheveled and still wearing the previous evening’s nightclub attire. “I’m here, I’m here.”  
 
    Darvus and Xatori traded looks as a cloud of old booze descended onto the meeting. 
 
    “Glad you could make it,” Zack said flatly. “Take a seat, and we’ll get started.” 
 
    The human quarterback collapsed into the chair beside Xatori and peered through his sunglasses while sipping a jumbo cup of something that smelled of cinnamon from the Amavida coffeeshop downtown.  
 
    “So, what was everyone’s overall take on the Vipers’ defense on Saturday?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Fast,” Darvus said. “Very fast, especially their rover corps. Those beings ran like the wind.” 
 
    “Aye, they did,” Xatori added. “That right-side edge enforcer wasn’t anything to shake a bloody stick at, either. He had real speed, plus he hit like a six-jet work hauler.” 
 
    Darvus agreed. Meanwhile, a visibly groggy Kuul sat motionless in his chair, looking not unlike one of those creepy bobblehead dolls that many of the stadium vendors sold at the Argos’ souvenir shop.  
 
    “Johnny, you got something you wanna add?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Huh?” Kuul mumbled.  
 
    “Would you like to add something to the discussion?” Zack continued. “Specifically, about the Vipers’ defensive effort this past Saturday.”  
 
    Kuul shook his head. “Nothing you wanna hear.”  
 
    “Try me,” Zack said.  
 
    The human quarterback heaved a sigh then put down his coffee. “I get that the Meanies are Rhames’ bread and butter for their blocking abilities in the running game, but it sure would be nice if those blue oafs could figure out how to seal the edge a bit better during passing situations. The center, Dooroth, in particular, was like one of those old-fashioned turnstiles out there. I swear, I spent most of the night either dumping the warball out of bounds or scrambling for my life in the backfield.”  
 
    Zack took the other’s point. Still, it hadn’t helped that Kuul had a propensity for holding the warball longer than he should at times in hopes of making a play. “The Vipers were using the preseason to test out some new evasive techniques for their enforcer line that Hoff and the others had never seen before. We analyzed the film afterward, and Hoff assures me the issue won’t happen again.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Kuul muttered. 
 
    Zack stepped to the terminal and swiped open a fresh set of commands. A moment later, the holographic image of a blue warball field flickered into a three-dimensional view above the emitter, depicting the final few minutes of the match in question.  
 
    “Oh, wonderful,” Kuul grumbled. “Nice to know we’re opening our morning on a high note.”  
 
    “What happened here, Johnny?” Zack pointed to the holo image with his laser pen.  
 
    “What do you mean, what happened?” Kuul huffed. “You were there. You saw it.”  
 
    “Tell me anyway,” Zack pressed.  
 
    “Fine.” Kuul shifted in his seat. “You called a toss-pitch sweep to King out of the backfield, but I saw an opportunity to gouge the defense over the middle with a quick-hitter throw to Eldean.” 
 
    “What gave you that impression?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Gee whiz, Montana, I don’t know.” Kuul flipped up a hand. “Maybe it was the four enforcers playing tight up front in a bunch formation with all three of their rovers cheated low to play the run?”  
 
    “Good read,” Zack said.  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Kuul said. “I’m kinda good at my job, remember?”  
 
    Zack didn’t respond.  
 
    “It was second down and nine to go with two minutes left on the match clock,” Kuul continued. “If the Vipers’ defense had stuffed our run, which I was fairly certain they were about to do given their four-three alignment versus our I formation, then that would’ve put us looking at third and long, which only gives us two more plays to convert for a fresh set of downs. That’s low percentage stuff, and I’m frankly not a fan of being stuck in those scenarios.”  
 
    “As you shouldn’t be,” Zack agreed. “So, you wisely changed the play at the scrimmage line by calling an audible. What to?”  
 
    “What do you mean, what to?” Kuul gestured to the emitter. “You’ve got it right there on the match film. Press the frexing play button if you don’t remember and watch it for yourself.” 
 
    “I’d rather hear you explain it to me,” Zack said. “Now, what was the call when you audibled?”  
 
    Kuul blinked behind his shades. “Alpha Four.”  
 
    “And how’d that work out for you?” Zack asked.  
 
    Kuul muttered something under his breath while his coach keyed the emitter’s play function.  
 
    “And that’s a Vipers’ goal, ladies, gentlemen, and beings,” a dejected Don Uecker said once the Vrenahand keeper had returned the interception for a score.  
 
    “That never would’ve happened if that idiot pikith knew how to run a proper route,” Kuul defended.  
 
    “Really.” Zack tilted his head. “Tell me, Johnny. When you called Alpha Four from the line, what play did you think you were deploying for the offense?”  
 
    “What the frex are you talking about?” Kuul asked. “It’s the same play that’s always gone with Alpha Four—eye, eighty-three. HF wham, SF sweep.” 
 
    “You care to place a bet on that?” Zack replied.  
 
    Kuul snorted and returned to his coffee. “Bet on whatever you want. I’m done playing twenty questions.”  
 
    Zack traded looks with the other quarterbacks, both of whom lowered their eyes, then rewound the footage to the play’s starting point before the snap.  
 
    “The good news is this,” Zack began. “Your instincts to change the play at the line of scrimmage were correct. The defense was indeed selling out to stop the run, so audibling out to a pass was the right decision.” 
 
    “Thanks for your support,” Kuul grumbled. 
 
    “Your problem arose with your terminology.” Zack leaned against the emitter. “Let’s review how our plays are structured, shall we? You called Alpha Four from the line. That’s an abbreviated command for a preset play that the offense knows in advance.”  
 
    “Correct,” Kuul said. “That play being eye, eighty-three. HF wham, SF sweep.” 
 
    “Okay, fair enough,” Zack continued. “Break down that call for me.” 
 
    Kuul rolled his eyes then pointed to the formation being displayed in the holo image. “First, we have our formation. In this instance, that’s eye for I formation. After that comes our flyer assignments. Here, that’s eighty-three. Then, lastly, we have our grounder assignments. That’s a fake run up the middle by the hammer back, or HF, and a fake sweep run by the slasher back, or SF. The two Fs, which signify fake, are what tells the offense you’re about to throw the warball, so the flyers need to be ready.”  
 
    “Correct,” Zack said. 
 
    “Which clearly didn’t happen since Eldean ran the wrong route,” Kuul added.  
 
    Zack tilted his head. “You sure about that?” 
 
    Kuul’s expression sideways. 
 
    “The flyer assignments in our calls always work from left to right across the field,” Zack explained. “You just said you called eighty-three, so that’s route eight in the playbook for Byorne on the left-side and route three for Eldean on the right-side. My question to you is, what’s route three?” 
 
    The Argos’ starting quarterback shifted in his seat. “Route three is a slant-in to midfield. I called it because, as noted earlier, the rovers were playing down low with the enforcers to stuff the run. That left the middle of the field open, and I thought we could exploit that to get the first down.” 
 
    “That was exactly the right decision,” Zack said. “It was just the wrong call.”  
 
    Kuul’s bushy eyebrows knit above his glasses.  
 
    “Route three in the playbook is a square-out, which is exactly what Eldean ran,” Zack said. “If you wanted a slant-in—route four in the playbook—then you should’ve audibled to an Alpha Five package, which would’ve relayed that assignment to the right-side flyer.”  
 
    Kuul grumbled a curse.  
 
    “Oh, it gets better,” Zack continued. “We’ve established that Alpha Five was the right call to gain the first down. Wanna hear the crazy part, though?” He pointed to the image. “That defense gave you a golden opportunity to score.”  
 
    “Bull squat,” Kuul exclaimed. 
 
    “No, not bull squat. It’s simple schematics and strategy.” Zack turned to the other quarterbacks. “Darvus, care to take a crack?”  
 
    The cynzu squinted at the holo from beneath his horns. He then squinted some more and squinted some more before eventually shaking his head. “Sincerest apologies, Coach. But I do not recognize the opportunity to which you refer.” 
 
    “I’ll have a go,” Xatori said quietly. 
 
    Zack was admittedly a bit surprised at the other’s response. So far, Xatori had not been one to speak up, choosing instead to simply sit back, listen, and watch things play out around him. Most of the time, Zack appreciated that in a player. However, there were some instances when players—especially a quarterback—needed to take command of a situation. “All right, kid. You’re up. Show me what you’ve got.”  
 
    The small reeoli accepted his coach’s laser pen then pressed play on the holo emitter. This sent several Argos players scrambling through their pre-snap motions, which were mostly an attempt at misdirection.  
 
    “We’ve seen this,” Kuul grumbled.  
 
    “Yes and no.” Xatori froze the image before the center Meanie could snap the warball.  
 
    “What am I looking at?” Zack tested.  
 
    “By calling Alpha Four with his audible, Johnny fooled the defense into thinking we were still committed to the run when in fact his intention was to throw to Eldean.” Xatori pointed to the spot with his pen. “If properly executed, the play associated with that call would’ve given us the first down. If, on the other hand, Johnny had audibled to a different play, then the chance existed for a goal.”  
 
    Kuul leaned forward and grinned. “And what audible would you have called, my green-skinned friend?”  
 
    “Simple,” Xatori said. “Echo Three.”  
 
    “And what play goes with an Echo Three?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Rifle, eighty-one, HF dive, S six.” 
 
    “So, you’d have moved King out to a flexor position then,” Zack surmised.  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Xatori circled the middle player at the heart of the defensive backfield. “Moving King into the flexor, or bonus flyer position, would’ve forced the Vipers’ punisher to drop down out of his zone to cover our slasher back. That would’ve created a one-on-one matchup between Eldean and the Vipers’ right-side boundary keeper, a matchup that clearly gives us the advantage on account of Nars’ speed.”  
 
    Darvus rose slowly from his seat. “By the gods, he’s right. Look!” He pointed to the Vipers’ center keeper, also called a punisher. “The punisher is already starting to cheat up to defend a run. It was right there in front of us.” 
 
    “Aye, it kinda was.” Xatori returned the laser pen to his coach and sat down. 
 
    Kuul grunted and flipped up a hand. “Whatever, man.”  
 
    “No, not whatever,” Zack interrupted. “This is basic system philosophy stuff, Johnny. You’re the starting quarterback for our club. You’re supposed to know these things.” He huffed. “Maybe, if you spent a little more time studying your playbook instead of prowling for girls and overpriced cocktails at the Neon Pelican, you wouldn’t have this problem.” 
 
    Kuul shot to his feet, voice rising. “I don’t have to sit here and listen to this. Do you know who the frex I am?” He slammed his chest. “I’m Johnny frexing Kuul, not a journeyman scrub like these losers who you think you can talk down to. And what gives you the right to give these lectures, anyway?” Kuul pointed to the others. “At least these two have played FIWA ball at some level. What the frex did you ever do besides sling a warball around a green field in a conference full of overhyped college wannabes?”  
 
    Zack lowered his head as the Argos’ star quarterback stormed toward the exit.  
 
    “Call me when you losers are ready to play some actual warball,” Kuul said. “Until then, I’ll be in my flat with whomever I chose to join me for the night.” 
 
    Zack exhaled as the other vanished from sight. No way can we win with that guy. Not gonna happen. 
 
    “Ahem.” Rhames cleared her throat from the door. “Everything all right?”  
 
    Zack really wanted to answer “no,” but as the club’s OC, the offense was his responsibility. That made Kuul his problem, not hers. “Everything’s fine. Johnny isn’t feeling well, so he’s headed home early to get some rest.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Rhames frowned. “Well, I suppose it’s good that he’ll have that much more time to feel better then.” 
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose.  
 
    “Word just came down from our GM that Kuul won’t be active for our final preseason game against the Dragons,” Rhames said. “We’ll have to get by without him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend that,” Zack said. “Systematically, we’ve still got a lot of bugs to work out of the offense. Having our starting QB at the helm would go a long way toward mitigating some of those issues, even if it’s only for a few drives.”  
 
    “For what it’s worth, I totally agree with you,” Rhames said. “Nevertheless, the decision has been made, so all we can do now is roll with it as best we can.”  
 
    Zack gnawed his lip. “We’ll be ready,” Zack said.  
 
    Rhames gave a passing glance to Xatori and Darvus on her way out the door. “I’ll be in my office if you need me before practice.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Zack waited for his boss to leave before addressing the others. “All right, boys. It looks like you’re both gonna get your fair share of playing time this Saturday, so let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: Death by Nineteen Cuts 
 
      
 
      
 
    When morning dawned on the Argos’ final preseason match versus the Degonia Dragons, Zack found himself daring to be optimistic about their chances. The offense had put in a good week of practice—the quarterbacks, in particular. Both Darvus and Xatori had looked sharp during first-unit drills, and all sans interference from Kuul who’d been all but a ghost since learning that he’d been ordered by management to rest up for the regular season opener.  
 
    Now, if the backup grounders and flyers can make some plays, we might actually have some momentum heading into the season. Zack hoped that happened, especially for some of the reserve players who really needed to shine during the club’s last practice outing. Final cutdowns were scheduled for the following Monday, at which time the Argos, along with every other club in FIWA, would have to decide which forty players gave them the best shot at a winning record during the upcoming season. All others would be released from their contracts to either hook on with another club or, as was the case for many current Argonauts, find new careers.  
 
    Black Monday is never an easy day for anyone. Zack keyed his headset mic for one last comms check before the opening blaze. “Darvus, you got a copy?”  
 
    “Five by five, Coach M,” the cynzu said from his perch down the sideline.  
 
    “Good deal,” Zack said. “Stay sharp and stay loose. Monahan out.”  
 
    The plan for the night was to start Darvus for period one then turn things over to Xatori for period two so the latter could get some much-needed reps with the first-unit offense. The quarterback who performed better would then get the start for the third period.  
 
    Nothing like a friendly quarterback competition in summer to get everyone in the club to up their game. In truth, Zack just wished the winner would be awarded the starter position rather than simply being a backup. It’s a long season.  
 
    The Argos won the coin toss and elected to defer to the second period.  
 
    “All right, Darvus, let’s see what you’ve got,” Zack said once the Argos had possession. “Vee, thirty-four. HF dig, SF drag. On three.”  
 
    The cynzu acknowledged then trotted past the coaches en route to the huddle where he relayed the call to the offense.  
 
    “Down,” Darvus barked. “Set… Oit, oit, oit!”  
 
     The crunch of flesh and bone sounded through the stadium as offensive and defensive players slammed into each other.  
 
    “Come on, Darvus. Check your keepers,” Zack muttered.  
 
    The right-side boundary keeper rolled down fast as Darbus sprinted to his right. The quarterback saw it, then pitched the warball at the last possible moment to King, the slasher, who cut up field for a ten-meter gallop and a first down.  
 
    “Yeah!” Xatori whooped from the sideline. “Nice job, twenty-eight!”  
 
    King acknowledged the comment with a glance to the sideline then hurried back to the huddle with the others.  
 
    “Well done on the read,” Zack said via comms to Darvus. “Now that we’ve got them loosened up on the outside, let’s punch these guys in the face. Eye, fifty-one. H wham, SF sweep. On one.”  
 
    Darvus got to the line. “Down… set… hut!”  
 
    There was another crunch as the guardians and enforcers collided, this time resulting in a hole the size of a Jothan tanker shuttle on the left side.  
 
    Rev saw it and wasted no time pounding the opening.  
 
    “Go Rev!” Brooks shouted from beside Xatori.  
 
    The rincah hammer barreled through the guardian line with a full head of steam then took off running, juking one rover and a boundary keeper before eventually being dragged down by the punisher inside the opponent’s thirty-meter line.  
 
    “And now you see why we built this offense around the Meanies,” Rhames said. “When they’re on, our grounders have all the time and all the space in the world to work with.”  
 
    Zack had to agree. The Meanies’ might as a unit was impressive, eventually resulting in an easy pitch-and-catch goal from Darvus to Byorne to cap off the opening drive. Now, the question became, where would the Argos elect to line up for the points-after-goal play.  
 
    “I say we go with what’s working for us,” Rhames said. “Line us up at the two and let the Meanies take us home to an easy point.”  
 
    The former quarterback in Zack wanted more. His preference would’ve been to line up at the five-meter-line and call a quick screen pass to King for three points or really go for broke with a jump ball pass to Byorne from the ten, which would’ve netted the club another five points. Alas, the Argos were nothing if not desperate for good fortunes, so he relayed Rhames’ order to the offense with another drive straight up the gut with Rev. The play worked, and the Argos were up by seven.  
 
    “Brooks!” Rhames shouted to the Dauricon captain. “Your crew is up.” 
 
    The rest of the first period turned into something of a seesaw battle as the Degonia offense stormed down the field on their opening drive and scored a goal of their own to knot the scoreboard at seven all. Afterward, Darvus and company completed three straight pass plays to reach the goal zone. However, it was there that the Argos cynzu quarterback got a little too cute with his pass, resulting in an interception.  
 
    “Frex!” the cynzu snarled. 
 
    “That’s okay, Darvus. Don’t sweat it!” Xatori clapped. “Brooksy and the D will make these blokes pay for that. It won’t hurt us. You’ll see!” 
 
    Darvus cursed under his breath and trotted back to the sideline as the defense took over. The latter did their job, forcing a three and out by Degonia. It was then that the Meanies pounded their back straight through the Dragons’ enforcer line for another score, this time a toss pitch to King.  
 
    “Aye!” Xatori shouted. “Way to slash it up, Rory!”  
 
    The Martian runner trotted back to the huddle and took the call from Darvus on the points-after-play—a quick toss to Rev coming out of the backfield.  
 
    “Gooooooaal!” Uecker shouted. “Your score is now fourteen to seven, Argonauts!”  
 
    The rest of the period was pretty much a stalemate as neither team scored again, although the Argonauts did manage to move the ball up and down the field. They just weren’t able to punch in another score.  
 
    “That is the end of the first period!” Uecker announced over the stadium speakers. “Period two will resume in fifteen minutes.”  
 
    Zack clapped as the club jogged off the field, offering congratulations where he could and slapping high-fives with some of the players. “Nice job, Argos! That’s twenty minutes down and forty to play. Let’s keep it rolling!”  
 
    Once in the locker room, the handful of players who needed nanite treatments headed to the medical tent where team doctors administered the treatments under the watchful eyes of FIWA officials. Nanites were a big deal to the league. As the technology had advanced over the centuries, new ways to manipulate their abilities had cropped up all over the galaxy. This made it extremely easy for players to gain an unfair advantage on the field, hence why nanites were only allowed to be administered during intermission and only after the nanites had been tested and approved by FIWA engineers.  
 
    “Doc, are we good to go?” Rhames called to the Argos’ team physician.  
 
    The nilta bobbed her right antenna, signaling “yes.”  
 
    “All right, Argos,” Rhames shouted, “let’s give these green-clad Dragons a good, old-fashioned rump-thrashing in the second period. Argos on three. One, two, three!”  
 
    “Argos!” 
 
    Once through the tunnel, Zack jogged with Xatori and the others back to their spot on the sideline where the reeoli began loosening up.  
 
    “Darvus!” Rhames motioned the cynzu over. “Warm up. You’re starting the second period.”  
 
    “What?” Zack blurted. Meanwhile, the reeoli’s eyes widened beside him.  
 
    “I thought Xatori got the start in the second period,” Zack said. “That way, we’d have a fair chance to shake down both quarterbacks to see who is suited to back up Johnny.”  
 
    Rhames shook her head. “I’m sorry, Coach Monahan, but I need to see more out of Darvus first. He showed some promise in the first period, and I need to know if there’s more of that in his tank, or if it was just fool’s gold. We’ll get to Xatori in the third period if we can.”  
 
    “But—” Zack protested.  
 
    “Blaze unit!” Rhames turned away from him. “Take your marks! Let’s get this party started right.”  
 
    Zack stood there, dumbfounded, as the Argos’ head coach walked away from him. “Kid, I am so sorry.”  
 
    Xatori sighed and raised his head. “No worries, Coach M. Really. This is FIWA warball, not the amateur leagues. There’s a lot of credit at stake, and Coach Rhames needs to know who her best players are.”  
 
    “I appreciate that, Deek, but for all we know, you’re one of them,” Zack said.  
 
    “Maybe,” Xatori said. “But Rhames is the one with the trophy room for an office, and this is her club. Our job as players is to respect her decisions and support the team any way we can.” He aimed a thumb past his shoulder. “I saw some things out of the Dragons’ defense in period one that I think we can exploit before night’s end. I’ll be on the bench, reviewing footage of that, if you need me.”  
 
    Zack’s scowl softened as the reeoli quarterback took a seat on the bench, while Eldean and the blaze team trotted out onto the field to receive the warball.  
 
    Xatori was right, Zack thought. The Argonauts were Rhames’ club. It still would’ve been nice, though, if the head coach had informed her offensive coordinator of her decision to overrule his personnel choices during a match. Maybe then he wouldn’t have felt like such a jerk. 
 
    Zack shoved on his headset and keyed his mic active for another comms check. You’re a better man than me, kid.  
 
    As it happened, Rhames got her wish with Darvus. Once the cynzu signal caller managed to shake out the cobwebs from period one, he and the offense found their rhythm in the passing game, turning in a respectable nineteen completions for two hundred sixty-three yards and two goals with no more interceptions. That led to Darvus starting most of the third period as well with similar results. By the time Xatori did enter the match with roughly five minutes to go, Rhames had already pulled most of the starters, which gave the reeoli minimal protection up front and even less help downfield. The result was a two-completion performance with eight incompletions—half of which were drops by the backup flyers—one interception, and four sacks.  
 
    We can only keep two quarterbacks on a forty-player roster. Zack hung his head as the match clock ticked to zero, signifying the end of the match, the preseason, and most likely Deekund Xatori’s warball career along with those of eighteen other players. I’m so sorry, kid.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: Wheeling and Dealing 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deek didn’t say a word to anyone on the field as the final buzzer sounded throughout the stadium, signifying the match’s end. He just stood there, staring up at the stands and scoreboard, taking it all in for what would most likely be the final time.  
 
    “Good match, Deek,” Brooks said on his way past. “Gonna be good to have you with us this season.”  
 
    Deek appreciated the dauricon’s chin-up sentiment, even if it was complete squat. The truth was, Black Monday was less than forty-eight hours away, and given how Darvus had performed—not to mention Rhames’ clear preference for the cynzu—Deek felt fairly confident his name would be among the casualties as the Argonauts trimmed down to forty players.  
 
    Still, Deek thought as he peered up at the Argonauts’ Stadium, if his career had to end, at least it got to do so here, on this field, wearing this uniform adorned with this number. Once an Argonaut, always an Argonaut.  
 
    With his moment of reflection over, Deek let out a final breath then trotted beside Mars toward the locker room tunnel, pausing briefly when something caught his attention from the corner of his eye. It was a hand, and a small one at that. It belonged to the leethog toddler who was screaming at the top of his little lungs, hoping to get the attention of just one Argos player. The tiny alien’s eyes practically radiated joy when he realized he’d succeeded.  
 
    “Here ya go, little mate.” Deek pulled off his left wristband and tossed it up to the child’s father who plucked it from the air and handed it to his offspring. The kid was euphoric.  
 
    “Go Argos!” the father said with a smile.  
 
    “Go Argos,” Deek answered, somehow managing a smile of his own. 
 
    Most of the other players had already reached the locker room by the time Deek and Eldean joined them there. Several were huddled around lockers, laughing and joking about gods only knew what. They were the ones who were safe from the final cut, Deek thought. Those who weren’t sat quietly on the benches beside their lockers, doubtless wondering what pink slips, if any, lay in their future over the next twenty-four hours. 
 
    I feel ya, mates. I really do. Deek stood there, motionless and deep in thought.  
 
    “Good game out there.”  
 
    Deek jolted alert, having not initially realized the words were meant for him. “Sorry, what?”  
 
    “Good match out there tonight,” Spitoli said.  
 
    “I don’t know why for the life of me folks keep saying that.” Deek scratched his head. “Two completions with a pick and four sacks is hardly a sterling performance.”  
 
    The blue-haired slinger raised a shoulder. “I counted six completions if you’d been playing with the ones. Instead, you got sent to Drop City with the reserves. That ought not be a reflection on your play, man.”  
 
    Deek chuckled. “No, it shouldn’t. But, when in the frex has the game of warball ever been about fairness?”  
 
    Spitoli gave a small laugh then returned to his locker. Meanwhile, Deek exchanged a few words with some of the other players then grabbed a quick shower to clean off before collecting his things to head out. Deek didn’t get a wink of sleep that night, though he tried. He just tossed and turned, mind flowing with the unseen details of his future. Deek’s whole career had been built on playing warball, and now, that was about to end. Where would he go? What would he do? Would he end up working at his father’s factory like Ambros or would he strike out in search of something he could call his own? For that matter, would he even remain on Akalla? Part of him loathed the thought, home though it was.  
 
    Better to go someplace else where no one knows you and start over. Deek rolled over and peered up at the ceiling as the early flecks of daybreak trickled through his bedroom window. Frex me, man.  
 
    The fragrant scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted from the kitchen downstairs. That meant his brother was up since he was the only one in the house who drank the stuff.  
 
    Realizing he’d have to face the day at some point, Deek pulled himself upright and rubbed his face before climbing to his feet and getting dressed to head outside.  
 
    “Hey,” his brother said, already clasping his mug. “How’d you sleep?”  
 
    “Eh.” Deek grunted.  
 
    “That good, huh?” Ambros chuckled.  
 
    Deek shot his brother a look then shuffled to the coffee pot, pulled out another mug from the cabinet over the beverage station, and poured himself a cup.  
 
    “Since when did you start drinking coffee?” his brother asked.  
 
    “First day for everything,” Deek said, sampling the beverage’s aroma in his nostrils. “I expect today will be a first for a lot of things. So, why not start right with a cup of your favorite sludge drink?”  
 
    “Easy,” his brother said before taking another sip. “I think you’ll find it’s pretty amazing stuff once you’ve acquired a taste for it.”  
 
    Deek let out a yawn then shuffled over to the breakfast nook table where he slumped down into the far seat with his coffee in one hand and a slate in the other.  
 
    “Looking for something in particular?” Ambros asked.  
 
    “The wanted ads,” Deek said. “I’ve gotta find a job, mate. Otherwise, I’m no good to anyone.”  
 
    “Did the Argos already cut you?” Ambros asked.  
 
    “No, but they will.” Deek explained the situation with Rhames and Darvus. “It’s pretty rare that a club keeps more than two quarterbacks on a forty-player roster. So, barring a miracle, I’m out.”  
 
    Ambros opened his mouth to speak again, but apparently decided against it. He returned instead to his coffee as Dorton toddled out into the open.  
 
    “Someone’s up early,” Deek observed.  
 
    Deek’s brother heaved a sigh, having clearly hoped for a bit more alone time before launching into daddy duty for the day. Sadly, Ambros hadn’t gotten much of that over the last year. Then again, Deek thought, such was the plight of a single parent, even one who’d elected to live at home with his parents until he and his son could get back on their feet.  
 
    “Come on, Dorton,” Ambros said. “Let’s get you set up for your morning routine while I start breakfast.” The reeoli collected his son’s things and moved him to the holovision where the kid could veg out while his father readied for work. The emitter flickered active with the previous evening’s final channel selection—sports.  
 
    Aye, you can bloody well go ahead and change that. Deek frowned.  
 
    “Breaking news this morning from the Argonauts’ training camp,” the reporter said.  
 
    Deek glanced up.  
 
    “Sources inside the program say the Argonauts have reached agreement on a trade that would send backup quarterback Ynubis E-hi Darvus to the Tamu Tarkathors in exchange for three selections in next year’s player draft.”  
 
    “Bo-ring.” The boy reached for the dial.  
 
    “Wait!” Deek shouted in unison with his brother. 
 
    Just then, the comms terminal rang, prompting Ambros to answer. “Xatori residence.” He listened for a moment then turned for the living room. “Deek, it’s for you.”  
 
    Deek ran to the phone. “Xatori.”  
 
    “Just out of curiosity, what are the odds you’re watching the news this morning?” Coach Monahan said on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Better than good.” Deek didn’t waste any time in asking his next question. “Does this mean I’m gonna survive Black Monday after all?”  
 
    “I’d say that’s a yes,” Monahan answered. 
 
    “But what about Coach Rhames?” Deek asked. “It’s no secret that she doesn’t like me. Won’t she try to bring in a free agent to fill the backup spot behind Johnny?”  
 
    “Technically, she could, but I doubt she will,” Monahan said. “We’re two weeks out from the start of the regular season, and I frankly don’t have time to teach someone else the playbook. Are there other players out there who are physically more gifted than you? Maybe, but they don’t know our system and personnel like you do. I’ll take knowledge over a mag-cannon arm any day of the week and twice on Sunday. Understood?”  
 
    Deek couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  
 
    “Xatori?” Monahan repeated. “Are you there?”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Deek stuttered. “Yeah, Coach. Sorry. I’m here.”  
 
    “Good,” Monahan said. “We’ve still got some final decisions to make, but we’ll be releasing the final forty-man lineup later this afternoon. I wanted you to hear it from me first, though, that your name will be on it.”  
 
    Deek let out a long, hard sigh of the sweetest relief. “Thank you, Coach Monahan. No matter how this turns out, I appreciate you sticking by me.”  
 
    “You can thank me later this season if we have to play you,” Monahan said. “Your focus and commitment to the team are what got you here, Deek. Don’t lose that, and you’ll be just fine. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Deek said.  
 
    “Good,” Monahan said. “Now, go enjoy the rest of your Sunday afternoon. Starting tomorrow, we’re gonna have a lot of work to do. Oh, and Deek?”  
 
    “Sir?”  
 
    The subtle sound of a creased smile crept through the line. “Welcome to the Argonauts.”  
 
    “Thank you, Coach Monahan,” Deek said. “Thank you so much. I won’t let you down.”  
 
    “Copy that,” Monahan said. “I’ll see you in the film room tomorrow morning at oh-eight-hundred.”  
 
    “I’ll be there.” Deek hung up the terminal and turned around to find his entire family standing there, waiting for him to respond.  
 
    “Well?” Ambros asked.  
 
    Deek laughed in disbelief. “I’m… a bloody Akalla City Argonaut.”  
 
    A chorus of cheers erupted around the kitchen as everyone hugged Deek then each other.  
 
    “Listen up!” Deek’s father said. “No one make dinner plans tonight. We’re going out—to Rutherford’s.”  
 
    Deek did a doubletake. “Rutherford’s, huh? That’s some high-quality taste you’ve got there, Pops.”  
 
    “I can do that when I’m not the one who’s picking up the check.” The old man grinned. “I’ll leave that to my professional warball playing son.”  
 
    Deek couldn’t help but smile, although admittedly, he refrained for the time being from imagining what the night’s bill would look like. No matter. If Deek had learned anything of late, it was that tomorrow was promised to no athlete. As such, if his dad wanted a thick-cut hinda steak with all the trimmings from Rutherford’s Chop House, then Rutherford’s it was. “I’ll make the reservation now.”  
 
    “Corner booth, if you please,” the old man said slyly.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zack slumped back in his desk seat after ending the call with Xatori and rubbed his temples. Losing Darvus wasn’t ideal. Granted, the cynzu hadn’t proven himself as much beyond an average talent. However, at the game’s most important position —quarterback—average was a solid alternative to have in reserve if things went south with the club’s starter. So far, for reasons outside his control, Xatori hadn’t yet proven whether he could be an average player or not. What the reeoli had shown, though, was his penchant for being a silent leader who’d quietly become very well liked among his peers in the Argos’ locker room. Now, thanks to Gnoxley Beene’s latest round of roster tampering via the Darvus trade with Tamu—a move that had infuriated Rhames—it appeared the journeyman QB from Akalla was finally poised to get his chance to shine. 
 
    Here’s hoping he can make the most of that opportunity. Zack exhaled through his nostrils, then swiped open his slate to begin reviewing other files, although his thoughts lingered for an extra beat on the reeoli signal caller. Make us proud, kid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: Opening Day Drama 
 
      
 
      
 
    The spectacle of Opening Day at a FIWA warball game was unlike anything most could imagine unless they’d experienced it first-hand. The roar of the crowd, the majesty of the flyover by the Akalla Navy starfighters, the smells of popcorn and grilled fish wafting through the air like pepper-seasoned perfumes on the wind. 
 
    It’s incredible. Zack peered up in awe at the packed-house crowd of Argonaut Stadium while a crystal-clear sky shone blue as the Gulf of Mexico back on Earth overhead. Granted, part of him still longed to know the rush of running out of North Tunnel with the others wearing a player’s uniform of his own. To some degree, that would likely never change, either. Nevertheless, if the last several weeks had begun teaching Zack anything it was that coaches could find fulfillment on match day, too. There was honor in teaching the next player generation how to perform at an elite level, then putting them in position to succeed over their opponents through advanced research, planning, and strategy. 
 
    In some respect, Zack thought, coaching was a competition of its own. After all, his Chetolba counterpart across the field had undoubtedly entered the day’s match with the same objective. This meant victory would go to the being with the superior mind for the game. That element in and of itself presented an all-new spin on things that Zack had never considered.  
 
    One on one instead of ten on ten… Fascinating. 
 
    Another round of cheers boomed from the stadium as eighty thousand beings roared with welcoming applause. Meanwhile, members of the Akalla Naval flag corps presented the planet’s colors while another pop star—this one a reeoli male with slender features dressed in a flowing white shirt with oversized cuffs and collar—belted out the national anthem in a stunning, vibrato-rich tenor. Once the opening ceremonies had concluded, the club captains stepped to center field where the refs made the opening coin toss.  
 
    “It's heads,” the ref said, eliciting more cheers. “Akalla City has won the toss. Argonauts, do you wish to sling or receive?”  
 
    This time, Kuul didn’t press his luck. “We’ll sling.”  
 
    “The Argonauts have elected to sling, which means they’ll receive the warball to start periods two and three,” the ref said. “The Chetolba Gladiators have elected to defend the north goal zone. Clubs, take your marks and prepare for the opening blaze.”  
 
    The four captains shook appendages then returned to their respective sidelines. Afterward, the sling team took their spots out on the fifty-five while Spitoli jogged to the thirty-five behind their line.  
 
    “Play ball!” the ref announced. 
 
    Spitoli put up his arm, signifying his readiness to sling. Then, with an audible “uh!” he shotput the warball in a broad, high arch downfield where the Gladiators’ blazer backpedaled to corral it in the corner.  
 
    “Watch for those cut blocks at the knees!” Rhames shouted as the sling team barreled downfield.  
 
    Backup rover Ty Miller was the first Argo to reach the Chetolba blazer, but he took a bad angle and got juked out of his cleats.  
 
    “Ah, come on, Miller!” Rhames growled.  
 
    The Gladiators’ blaze team converged ahead like a wall, allowing the blazer to cut upfield on the return.  
 
    “He’s to the thirty,” Don Uecker announced over the PA. “He’s to the forty, the forty-five, the fifty.”  
 
    Crunch! 
 
    “And he’s tackled just shy of center field,” Uecker concluded. “It’s first and ten Chetolba with great position for the opening drive.”  
 
    Rhames exhaled then turned to her defense’s captain. “All right, Brooks. It looks like you’ve got your work cut out for you to start things off. Let’s make it happen.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The dauricon rover bounded onto the field and began barking orders to his comrades as the offense lined up in a standard V formation with the quarterback under center guardian and both grounders flanked out wide behind him in the backfield.  
 
    “Down!” the Chetolba QB yelled. “Set… Oit, oit!” 
 
    The lines slammed together as the QB dropped back with a pump fake, only to slam the ball into the gut of the hammer who barreled forward for a three-meter gain.  
 
    “Second and seven,” Rhames said. “We can work with that.”  
 
    The Gladiator offense lined up again in the same formation and ran a similar play with the same result.  
 
    Third and four, Zack thought.  
 
    One play after another, the Gladiators lined up and pounded the ball forward, gaining two meters here, four meters there. To the credit of Brooks and the defense, none of these plays gashed the defense. However, it only took ten meters to earn a fresh set of downs, and the Gladiators seemed to be gaining that every two or three plays.  
 
    “First down, Chetolba,” Uecker said after yet another dive play.  
 
    “Biggins!” Brooks snarled to his bith clubmate. “Either step up and plug some holes with that big, fat rump of yours or get off the field and let someone out here who will!” 
 
    The bith enforcer looked indignant. “Bonk!”  
 
    Come on, Brooksy. Make it happen. Zack watched from the sideline as the Chetolba offense lined up yet again from the V formation. This time, however, the flyer on the right side of the line put his right foot out.  
 
    Frex, they’re about to throw deep! 
 
    “Topside, topside, topside!” Brooks howled.  
 
    The Argos punisher who’d cheated up to cover the run returned to his post in the defensive backfield. 
 
    “Down!” the Gladiator QB barked. “Set… Oit!” 
 
    Flesh, bones, and scales slammed together once more as the Chetolba quarterback darted backward, briefly faking the handoff to the slasher, before surveying the field.  
 
    “Spire! Spire! Spire!” one of the Argos hollered. 
 
    The right flyer had slipped the outside rover and was streaking down the sideline on a spire route straight toward the goal zone.  
 
    “Eighty-nine is open deep!” Uecker blurted. “Here’s the throw… It’s…”  
 
    Icky bounded out of nowhere like an arachnid phantom and snatched the ball from mid-air with his maw.  
 
    “Intercepted!” Uecker howled.  
 
    The xajok keeper darted up field, quickly dodging one tackler before eventually being hauled down at the Gladiator thirty-six-meter line by two Chetolba flyers and a back.  
 
    “Nice job, Ick!” Rev clapped his hands. “Way to sit on that route and be patient!”  
 
    The xajok bobbed its eight-eyed head then skittered back to the sideline with the others. 
 
    “All right, Johnny,” Zack said via comms once Kuul and the offense had taken the field. “These guys just came out onto our field and tried to hammer us with your own gameplan. What do you say we show them how it’s really done?”  
 
    “Whatever you say, Coach,” Kuul answered with a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    “Eye, thirty-nine. SF sweep, H wham,” Zack said. “Let’s hit ‘em in the grill with Rev and see how they respond.”  
 
    “Copy that.” Kuul relayed the play to the others in the huddle then clapped his hands and walked them to the line. “Down… set!”  
 
    The Chetolba punisher cheated back and right toward his keeper comrade, ostensibly to help cover Nars Eldean who’d lined up wide on that side of the field.  
 
    “Tosser! Tosser! Tosser!” Kuul ordered. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Zack all but burst onto the field as the opposing rover cheated left.  
 
    “Echo Three! Echo Three! Oit!” Kuul dropped back to pass with gobs of time to look downfield as Hoff and the Meanies held the enforcer line at bay with an onslaught of punches and body slams. No one was open. 
 
    Dang you, Johnny.  
 
    In classic Johnny Kuul fashion, the veteran quarterback sprinted out on a bootleg run to his right as every Argos fan in attendance jumped to their feet.  
 
    “Kuul on the run,” Uecker announced. “He looks down field. Cocks the arm! Cocks the arm. Throws!”  
 
    The warball sailed forty meters in a high arch toward the goal zone where Byorne had come inexplicably open. The mammoth flexor soared skyward, hands extended.  
 
    “Caught!” Uecker errupted. “Goooooaaaaaaal Argonauts!”  
 
    The home crowd erupted with cheers as Byorne spiked the ball then threw his hands skyward to shout, “Victoryyyyyyy!” 
 
    “See?” Kuul chirped over comms. “I told ya everything would be cool.”  
 
    Zack traded frowns with Rhames who went back to her match notes. Granted, it was hard to argue the results. However, in reviewing the replay on the stadium’s jumbo holo, it became clear the only reason Byorne had gotten open was because the keeper tasked with guarding him had tripped on the play. 
 
    Better to be lucky than good, I guess. Zack cleared his throat and adjusted his comms mic. “Fine, whatever. Let’s take our marks on the two and go get us an extra point.”  
 
    “Why not line up on the five and go for three?” Kuul rebutted.  
 
    “It’s our first drive of the first period of our first regular season match, Johnny. Now isn’t the time to go chasing points. Keep it simple and follow the play. Otherwise, I’ll bench your rump and go with someone else.”  
 
    “Like who?” Kuul chuckled. “Last I checked, Noah Nezmith is still retired and living in his five-story villa on Maui Prime.” 
 
    Zack’s lip curled as the play clock ticked to twenty seconds. “Just run the frexing play, Johnny.”  
 
    “You’re the boss, Montana.”  
 
    Thankfully, Kuul ran the play that Zack had called in, resulting in the point the Argos sought. This gave them a seven-zero lead with fourteen minutes left in the first period, although it proved to be short-lived. The Chetolba returner took the warball and gashed the Argos again on the next blaze play, setting up the Gladiators’ offense with first and ten from the Argos’ fifteen-meter line.  
 
    “Man, we cannot keep giving these guys these kinds of short fields,” Rhames muttered.  
 
    Amen to that. Zack agreed.  
 
    A pudgy alien coated in neon green glitter paint leaned forward and shouted from the lower bowl, “Let us go, Defense! Do not let these intruders prevail!” 
 
    Brooks and the defense took their marks.  
 
    “Down,” the Chetolba quarterback cried out. “Set… Oit!” 
 
    The Chetolba slasher shifted left before cutting right, hoping to juke out the Argos on a draw play, but Brooks and Biggins weren’t having it. The duo slammed the runner down at the line of scrimmage for no gain.  
 
    “Vwah!” the glitter alien whooped. “That is what we talking about!” 
 
    “Down!” the opposing QB barked. “Set… Oit, oit, oit!” 
 
    This time, when the slasher took the hand off and cut right, he did so with a vengeance. There was just one problem. He didn’t actually have the ball.  
 
    “Boot, boot, boot!” Rhames yelled.  
 
    The Gladiator scrambled left on a bootleg run, ducking one would be tackler then sidestepping another before launching the warball on a laser-like strike to the flexor, who’d come open on a corner route on the right side of the goal zone.  
 
    “It’s all right, boys, we’ll get it back,” Kuul announced. “Put the ball in my hands, and I’ll take us to the Promised Land. You’ll see.”  
 
    Zack hoped the Argos’ quarterback was right.  
 
    The Argonauts opened their next drive on the thirty-meter line, at which time Zack called two straight running plays—a sweep right to King followed by a toss pitch right to Rev—resulting in a first down. Afterward came another run—a delayed draw—followed by three straight passes of short to intermediate range.  
 
    “Come on, Montana,” Kuul said via comms. “Drop the reins already and let me blow the top off this thing.”  
 
    Zack shook his head. “Sorry, Johnny, but not yet. The defense has been on the field a lot already, and they need a breather. Let’s take the dinks and dunks while we can and eat some clock.”  
 
    “Fine,” Kuul grumbled.  
 
    The Argos’ offense approached the line of scrimmage once Kuul had relayed Zack’s call for a comeback route to Byorne on the left side.  
 
    “Down!” Kuul hollered. “Set…” The quarterback surveyed the field from left to right. “Tosser! Tosser! Tosser! Bravo Five! Bravo Five!” 
 
    Frex, what now? Zack studied the defense’s formation. The outside rover on the right had cheated inside to cover the Argos’ flexor, while the other’s punisher had cheated down to cover Rev who was lined up at flyer in slot position two.  
 
    Eldean had single coverage on the right boundary keeper. Zack’s eyes widened when the punisher’s eyes glanced in that direction. “Johnny, don’t—” 
 
    “Oit!” Kuul took the snap, faked the handoff to King, then sprinted out right as Eldean took off running downfield.  
 
    Don’t do it.  
 
    Kuul let it fly.  
 
    “Intercepted!” Uecker shrieked.  
 
    The lormell punisher swooped right after divebombing the play from above. He then pirouetted skyward and glided along the forcefield toward the goal zone as multiple Argos launched to pursue. 
 
    “He’s at the fifty-five,” Uecker shouted. “Forty. Thirty-five. Thirty. He’s gonna take it the distance, beings… Goal, Chetolba.” 
 
    The visiting crowd errupted as their winged hero swooped into the goal zone despite Byrone’s best attempt to ground the alien’s progress. 
 
    “What the frex is your problem, man?” Kuul snapped at Eldean once the duo reached the sideline. “Hey, Flash, I’m talking to you.”  
 
    Eldean turned and faced his accuser. “What?”  
 
    “What do you mean, what?” Kuul demanded. “Why didn’t you fight for the frexing warball?”  
 
    “Why didn’t I…” Eldean couldn’t believe himself. “Why the frex didn’t you see that the lormell was baiting you the entire time to throw the ball my way? You telegraphed everything, yo! If you’d stopped and taken a minute to go through your progressions, you’d have seen that King was wide open on the opposite side of the field with nothing but blue turf in front of him!” 
 
    Kuuls’ eyes bulged. “Wait, are you saying that pick was my fault?”  
 
    “Yeah, I really am,” Eldean said. 
 
    “Well, frex you and frex your stupid opinion,” Kuul snapped. “I’m not gonna sit here and take this, especially not from some jive-talking, illiterate, half-breed mutt.” 
 
    A gust of wind blew the ends of Eldean’s hair past his shoulders. Zack had never noticed before, but the pikith had human ears. Ah, squat. 
 
    “Whoa!” Rev stepped in before the proverbial powder keg blew its top. “Let’s all take a breath here and relax. There are sixty seconds left in the first period, then we can all cool off at intermission. We’ve got eleven more games to play after this, boys. Let’s not get off on the wrong foot.”  
 
    Zack cut through the crowd with Rhames who quickly took charge of the situation. “Rev’s right. It’s gonna be a long season for all of us if we start things off like this. Let’s get a grip and focus. Brooks!” She turned toward the dauricon. “As of now, we’re still up by two points. I’d like to keep it that way heading into intermission if I can.”  
 
    “Understood,” Brooks said.  
 
    “Everybody else, back to the bench,” Rhames ordered. “Now!” 
 
    Slowly, the Argos group disbanded as Kuul stormed off by himself, while Eldean headed for the opposite end with Xatori.  
 
    At least we sold some tickets, Zack thought, recalling the GM’s logic behind Kuul’s signing. “Meanies. Let’s talk cut blocking.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: Lights, Camera, Action 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Argos’ miniscule lead quickly evaporated in stanza two. Despite receiving the period’s opening blaze, Kuul and the offense were unable to capitalize for points, resulting in an Argos turnover on downs on their own end of the field. This led to a Chetolba goal, which in turn led to another three plays and out by the Argos who never scored again for the duration of the match. To their credit, Brooks and the defense kept things close into the third period. However, with no support from the offense, the scoring levy eventually broke allowing the Gladiators to put things away for good.  
 
    “And that’ll do it, Akalla fans,” a dejected Uecker announced after the final buzzer. “Your hometown Argonauts fall to Chetolba in the season opener with a final score of twenty-three to seven. Stay tuned next for our post-match report hosted by David Hayes and Kyle Wright, presented as always by those magical spirit ferries at the Admiral Colson Rum Distillery. Speaking of.” The sound of ice clinking into a glass followed by gurgling liquid poured across the public address system. “I think we could all use a little of that magic right now. Cheers.” 
 
    Deek watched from his spot on the bench as the sea of fans wearing navy blue and neon green filed out of Argos Stadium, many with heads down and grumbling about the night’s result. Deek couldn’t blame them. In many ways, he hated this loss for them as much as he did for his own clubmates. Losing the opener had a bad way of setting the tone for an entire season. That was especially true if the club in question followed that loss with another in weeks two and three, which if the player spat in the first period was any indication, was a distinct possibility.  
 
    We’re not even into week two, and lines are already being drawn. Deek knew this was no way to start a campaign. He just didn’t know what a journeyman backup QB who’d barely made the opening day roster could do about it. After all, that sort of thing was the responsibility of the club’s leaders—namely, its captains. 
 
    Deek caught a nod from Brooks as the dauricon wandered off the field on route to the locker room. At least our defense has one of those.  
 
    Resigned to the notion that he’d have no answers tonight, Deek slid off his wrist bands on his way toward the locker room and tossed them up to a pair of small fans as he’d done before then headed inside to be present for Coach Rhames’ post-match talk. The woman was nothing if not direct, pointing out the myriad ways in which the club needed to improve. At the same time, she made sure to cite the exemplary play of the defense and certain aspects of the offense’s performance as blocks the club could build its foundation on moving forward.  
 
    “One match does not have to define our club’s identity,” Rhames concluded. “It’s up to everyone in this room—coaches included—to ensure that doesn’t happen. We’ve got a whole season in front of us to right this ship, Argos. We can do this… together.” She glanced around the room, mindful to make eye contact with every single club member. “Now, shower up and go enjoy your day off tomorrow. Practice resumes Tuesday at oh-eight-hundred.”  
 
    Deek took a moment after getting cleaned up to run down a few match observations with Rev while the duo got dressed. Afterward, Deek made his way out toward the parking lot and passed through the main rotunda just in time to see Coach Monahan leaving the press room. With head down and shoulders sagging, the Argos’ offensive coordinator looked even more dejected than the fans had an hour earlier.  
 
    “Well, that looks like it went bloody fantastic,” Deek quipped.  
 
    “What?” Monahan snapped alert then relaxed after seeing the quarterback. “Oh, hey Xatori. That bad, huh?” 
 
    Deek nodded. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if I didn’t know any better, I’d guess you just left a funeral, not a post-match press conference with reporters.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Monahan scratched his whiskers. “I’ll tell you this, kid. I did more than my fair share of these back in college, but never as a coach.” He huffed. “And here I thought the players got the tough questions.”  
 
    “The old human phrase ‘swimming with sharks’ does come to mind,” Deek said. “At least, that’s my experience watching from the audience.”  
 
    Monahan wrinkled his nose. “You were a starter in college, though, right? You did interviews.”  
 
    “I did,” Deek agreed. “Suffice it to say, though, our warball program at Acey Jacey didn’t exactly command the sort of first-line press coverage you boys got on Earth where the college game is still king. As such, most of my interviews took place one-on-one with the local beat reporters, not the inter-system network types like the ones you were jousting with just now.”  
 
    Monahan slumped back against the tunnel’s cinder block wall and rubbed his face. 
 
    Now, there’s a bloke who could use a drink. Deek could empathize. At the same time, though, he couldn’t help but hear his old OC from college, preaching in his head about how players and coaches don’t fraternize with each other off the field. “It shows favoritism, even when it’s not,” the reeoli had said.  
 
    That may be true, Deek thought. It didn’t change the fact that his current OC—a man who’d done everything in his power thus far to help the whole offense succeed—was definitely feeling the heat after his less-than-stellar debut as a professional warball coach. “I beg your pardon, Coach M, but do you have plans for the rest of the night?” 
 
    Monahan glanced up. “Not really. I just figured I’d head back to my boat and pour up a stiff rum over ice then settle in to review some match footage. Why?” 
 
    “Me and some of the others have a place out on North Beach that we go to after a match,” Deek said. “You know, to blow off steam and all that. You’re welcome to join us if you like.”  
 
    “You sure?” Monahan asked. “I wouldn’t want to impose.”  
 
    Deek shook his head. “Tonight was hard on all of us, for a lot of different reasons. We all deserve a break, even you. Besides.” He cocked his head. “Drinking alone after a week one loss is every bit the bad omen as the loss itself. You wouldn’t want to put that sort of mojo on the rest of us, would you?”  
 
    That elicited a laugh from Monahan. “No, I suppose I would not.” The Argos’ coach chewed his lip, undoubtedly pondering the same words of wisdom as those put forth by Deek’s coach from Acey Jacey years earlier. 
 
    “Oh, Coach Monahan. Good, you’re still here!” A short-haired pikith female wearing press credentials burst out of the conference room and hurried toward them wielding a microphone.  
 
    “Frex it, I’ll drive.” Monahan spun on his heels. “Let’s roll.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ride out to North Beach from Argonauts Stadium took its usual forty-five minutes or so as Monahan weaved his rusty jaggur clanking and sputtering through traffic on the boulevard. At one point, the vehicle bellowed a cough that might have woken the dead were they a few blocks closer to Greenwood Cemetery. This prompted Deek to wonder if perhaps hitching a ride with Rev or one of the others would have been a smarter move. Alas, much like signing a warball contract, he was committed at that point. That meant all he could do was sit back, hold on tight, and pray to every deity in the books that his coach’s transport didn’t spontaneously combust en route to their next round of drinks at the bar. 
 
    “Schooner’s, right?” Monahan pointed to the sign ahead.  
 
    “That’d be it,” Deek said, taking a breath.  
 
    The gravel of Schooner’s parking lot crunched under the jaggur’s wheels as the rusty vehicle taxied to a halt near the covered entrance. 
 
    “Nice spot,” Monahan said, climbing out. “I honestly can’t believe I’ve never heard of this place before now.”  
 
    “That’s not too surprising,” Deek answered. “Schooner’s is a bit off the beaten path for most beings in downtown AC, much less those living as far out as Port Saint Lano. I’d wager that makes you more of a Willy’s Tavern kinda bloke, right?” 
 
    Monahan winced. “Good call.”  
 
    “Story there, I take it?” Deek asked.  
 
    “None I’ll ever confess to.” Monahan tilted his head at the front door. “Come on. Let’s grab a table before the others get here.”  
 
    The pair started toward the building where sounds of a live band, complete with dueling guitars and barrel drums, greeted them from inside alongside noises from a bustling crowd.  
 
    “Yo, Deek!” Eldean shouted from a corner table by the bar. “Over here! 
 
    Deek crossed the floor past the band stage and a cluster of tall tops toward his clubmates.  
 
    “What took you so long to—” Eldean’s eyes widened slightly upon seeing Monahan. “Um. Hi, Coach M.”  
 
    “Hey Eldean.” Monahan glanced around at the others. “Rev, King, Spitoli. How are you guys?” 
 
    “Ah. Good Coach M,” the others managed.  
 
    Monahan studied their awkward looks as Byorne appeared from the nearby water closet. “Coach Monahan,” the tralge said, surprised. “What brings you out this evening?”  
 
    “The same as you all, I’d expect,” Monahan said. “Just looking to blow off steam someplace away from the ‘lights, camera, action’ excitement of a press room.” He pointed to their table. “I hope I’m not intruding.”  
 
    “Oh, no sir. Not at all,” Eldean chattered out. “We’re like… super glad you’re here and squat. Really. Honored even.” 
 
    Byorne rolled his eyes behind the coach’s shoulder then mouthed the word “rump kisser” to his pikith club mate. Eldean answered with a glare. 
 
    “Let’s all put our cards on the table here, shall we?” Monahan said. “I’m not your boss tonight. Frex, after the way our offense performed against Chetolba, I don’t even know that I’m still on the Argos’ coaching staff. What I do know is this: right here and right now, I am most definitely a guy in dire need of some major downtime and something ice-cold to drink after one seriously squatty day on the job. Is that clear enough for you guys?” 
 
    The others traded nervous glances.  
 
    “Hey bartender,” Monahan called past his shoulder. “From this point forward, every drink ordered from this table goes on my tab. Understood?”  
 
    “Copy that,” Gemma announced.  
 
    King raised a glass and grinned. “Welcome to Schooner’s, Coach M. On behalf of everyone here, we are beyond ecstatic to have you at our table.” 
 
    Gemma made her way over to the group’s side of the bar and took their orders. After that, she headed for the taps to begin filling mugs, though not before trading quick looks with Monahan whose gaze held for a beat longer than, perhaps, he’d intended.  
 
    “Ahem.” The coach cleared his throat then faced the band.  
 
    “So, Coach M,” Rev said past the rim of his water. “How’d things go in the post-match presser?”  
 
    “Does the phrase piranha pit mean anything?” Monahan replied.  
 
    A round of chuckles circulated the table.  
 
    “I’d think a bunch of measly reporter questions would be nothing for the Magic Man of LSU,” King noted past his ale.  
 
    Monahan glanced up. “You know me, huh?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” King said. “I’m a second-generation Martian, but my grandfather was from Earth and went to college at Louisiana State. He raised my dad to be a die-hard Tigers fan. So, by extension, I was, too. I was a freshman in grade school when your squad had that oh-eight season.”  
 
    Monahan reclined in his seat and sipped his ale. “Good times.” 
 
    “How good are we talking?” Rev asked.  
 
    “Are you kidding?” King snorted. “LSU went wire to wire as the top warball club in the country that year en route to a conference title and, eventually, the natty.”  
 
    “What’s a natty?” Byorne asked.  
 
    “A national title.” King pointed to the Argos’ OC. “And it all happened with Coach M here as the trigger man. Yep. The oh-eight Tigers were a spectacle to behold.” He looked up. “What was it they called you again?” 
 
    Monahan chuckled. “The greatest show on turf.” 
 
    “Right,” King said. “Man, I’m here to tell you. You beings were some serious highflyers back then. I’m talking ultimate air raid first-class, and then some.” The Martian arched an eyebrow. “I don’t suppose you’ve still got any of your old film laying around that boat of yours.”  
 
    Monahan kept his focus on the stage. “Why do you ask?”  
 
    “No reason,” King said. “I just figured Rhames might find some of that stuff useful is all. You know, in the wild event that she ever decides to spruce things up a little with our offense.”  
 
    “Ha!” Eldean guffawed. “Fat chance we see any of that this year. Not with that has-been, Kuul under center guardian.” The pikith leaned in. “I fib you not, boys. That cueball old rump fluff can’t run no more! Not on those rickety old knees, he can’t. Frexing Biggins could outrun him at this point in his career!”  
 
    “Don’t tell him that,” Spitoli grunted. “As far as Johnny’s concerned, he’s still the gods’ gift to warball. Always has been, always will be.” 
 
    Deek had his own thoughts about that. Still, given that he was technically Kuul’s competition for the quarterback position, he opted to keep those to himself in the interest of not appearing to stir the pot for his own gain. 
 
    “I’ll say this for Johnny Kuul,” King noted. “That guy was nothing short of a gunslinging stud back in his New Chicago heyday. I mean it. Tactically speaking, the guy redefined what quarterbacks were capable of in the right system with his athleticism and his ability to improv on the fly.”  
 
    “Yeah, but the problem for us is, at age thirty-nine, Johnny can’t play that brand of ball anymore,” Spitoli said. “His body simply won’t let him.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Byorne frowned. “Johnny Kuul may have been a formidable warrior once. Now, I fear he is little more than a liability.” 
 
    Eldean grumbled something else under his breath then sipped his ale. “Johnny frexing Kuul.” He snorted. “Frex that arrogant rumphole and the hindabeast he rode in on.”  
 
    “Easy.” Monahan scolded the flyer with a look. “Listen, I know better than anyone at this table what a pill Johnny is to deal with. He’s brash, conceited, and an all-around pain in the rump to coach. He’s also this club’s starting quarterback until Rhames or management says otherwise. For the good of the team, we must respect that, whether we agree with the call or not.” 
 
    “But why?” Rev asked. “I don’t mean to pile on, Coach M, but Spitoli is right. Johnny can’t play anymore. How could anyone in the Argonauts’ organization possibly see him as our best option to lead the offense?” 
 
    Monahan shook his head. “I have no answers for you, Rev. I really don’t. All I know is this is the roster we as coaches have been tasked to work with to the best of our ability. That includes Johnny, for better or worse.” The Argos’ OC aimed a pensive stare at his glass. “You guys wanna hear something crazy?”  
 
    The others waited as their coach continued. 
 
    “I think Johnny Kuul has something left in the tank to offer this club.” 
 
    “Bull squat,” Eldean snapped. 
 
    “No, not bull squat. It’s true.” Monahan faced the others. “Johnny Kuul may not be the QB specimen he was in his prime, but he does have one thing going for him now that he didn’t have then—experience.” The coach pointed to his temple. “If he can find a way to channel that somehow while leaning on the skills of his surrounding cast and leveraging what athleticism he does have left, I think there’s still hope he can help us.” 
 
    Spitoli ran a palm through his mohawk. “My aunty had a saying about that. She said a being can hope in one hand and squat in the other. Then he’ll know what to bet on when one of them fills up first.” 
 
    “I dig your aunty’s style.” Eldean grinned. “She sounds like a pretty rad lady. Like, all wise and squat.”  
 
    “Maybe so,” Monahan said. “Either way, I figure we’ll know by about week four if she’s right.” 
 
    The band played on in the background as the conversation turned simply to warball and how everyone in the group had come to fall in love with the game. Even Monahan, who’d been notoriously tight-lipped prior to then about his playing career, began to opine regarding his time at LSU and the state of the FIWA game moving forward. Soon, however, the time came once more to address the night’s most pressing priority.  
 
    “I am empty!” Byorne let out a belch then slammed his mug on the table.  
 
    “What the frex, Bambi!” Eldean shooed away the stench with a handwave. “Do us all a favor and turn that horn-shaved head of yours the other direction when you’ve gotta do that!” 
 
    “It’s all right. I am, too,” Monahan said. “Who else is out?”  
 
    “Vwah!” Five hands of multiple shades of blue rocketed skyward.  
 
    “Of course.” The Argos’ OC slid from his seat and turned for the bar. “Hold down the fort. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Deek watched from the corner of his eye as his coach attempted to make small talk with Gemma who flashed her usual charming smile while filling the other’s order. Never gonna happen, Coach. It’s nothing personal. 
 
    “Well, look who it is!” a baritone voice boomed across the bar as if shot from a canon. “Look, boys. It’s the Akalla City Argonauts!”  
 
    Deek turned to see three large humans and a pair of caldivar cackling around their table. The group wore sweat-stained fishing gear and smelled of zipper guts as they approached.  
 
    “Hey, Ned,” one of the humans laughed. “What do you suppose the odds are that these clowns find a way to win a game this season?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it, Mick,” the other responded. “From what I hear, this club will be lucky to win three matches this season, much less make a run at the playoffs.” He huffed. “What a bunch of losers.”  
 
    Spitoli sipped his beer and mumbled, “I bet we score more than you do tonight.”  
 
    Mick whipped his head in the slinger’s direction.  
 
    “Easy, friends,” Rev said. “Let’s all just take a breath here and think about things. No one wants an issue.”  
 
    “Speak for yourself, yo,” Eldean murmured past his glass. “I ain’t scared of a little tussle.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Byorne pushed back his chair then rose to his full height and pulled his horns from the sheaths on his back. “I say, if these ingrate ruffians wish to battle, then by Kravthor’s might, a battle they shall have.”  
 
    King billowed a sigh. “And that, friends, is the problem with warball players drinking at the local watering hole. Inevitably, there’s always some townie who wants to be a hero.”  
 
    “What did you call me?” Ned growled.  
 
    “You heard me,” King answered.  
 
    The crowd between the two groups scattered as all parties rose to their feet.  
 
    “Now, now, gents,” Gemma said. “The last thing I want in here tonight is—” 
 
    “Look out!” someone shouted.  
 
    Deek reeled backward as a glass ale bottle crashed to splinters against the tabletop in front of him. After that, Mick rushed in for a takedown, but the reeoli slipped the other’s drunken charge and slammed a set of knuckles into the other’s right kidney.  
 
    “Ah, frex!” the burly human yelped before hitting the deck like a sack of Akallan moon rocks.  
 
    “Coach M, a little help here?” Eldean shouted.  
 
    Monahan was already in mid-step when the pikith made his plea. The Argos’ OC bounded across the table and tackled one of the caldivar, wrangling him to the ground. This freed up Eldean to sucker punch the other. From there, the fight was on as one after another the blows came.  
 
    To Deek’s credit, he managed to skip most of them. Some, however—namely one seriously intense headbutt—had connected. That one had left Deek a little dazed, but he shook off the blow before the aggressor could regroup for another.  
 
    A deafening kapow ended the exchange in a flash.  
 
    “What the frex is going on here, Gemma?” a balding peacekeeper with a visible paunch demanded from behind a laser pistol on the backdoor steps, smoke trailing from the barrel.  
 
     “Oh, you know how it goes, Inspector,” Gemma said. “Just a few overly hydrated chaps lookin’ to have a go before closing time is all.” 
 
    The inspector frowned and waddled over as three more law enforcers filed in beside him. “All right, every single one of you squat-face hoons is coming with me—now.”  
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Ned blurted.  
 
    “Looks like we have our first volunteer.” The inspector slapped a set of restraints around the angler’s wrists.  
 
    “Enjoy your time in lockup, Stinky,” Eldean chided. “I’ll be sure to send you some flowers to give your cellmate.” 
 
    Now it was the pikith’s turn to get the restraints. 
 
    “What the frex, yo?” Eldean protested. 
 
    One by one, the crew of officials went down the line, locking everyone in restraints before marching them out of the bar and straight into the perp hauler parked out front.  
 
    “Looks like you didn’t need to go to Willy’s to make a story after all,” Deek muttered to his coach.  
 
    “No, it does not,” Monahan agreed. “So much for a quiet night out with the boys.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: Whiplash Wisdom by the Dashboard Lights 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been quite some time since Zack had found himself sitting in a holding cell—twelve years, at least. The last time had come when he was a player in college. He and two of his clubmates had gone out for a night on the town in Baton Rouge and ended up mixing with three players from Georgia Tech whom the Tigers were scheduled to play at home the next afternoon. The dispute had started innocently enough. Just some insults and swears between competitors. But then as things tended to do with college kids and lots of free alcohol, everything had gone south, and everyone involved had landed in the local jail. Thankfully, for Zack and his players, the fight had taken place in their home city, not in New Atlanta where the squads had faced each other during the previous season. That had made it easy for university officials to swoop in and save the day with the local authorities.  
 
    Zack had no such luxury with the Akalla City cops—at least, not with Inspector Round Mound who’d clearly been ready to make his mark on the world by demonstrating to the crowd at Schooner’s and anyone else who was watching that not even Akalla City Argonauts got preferential treatment in his town. No way, no how. The result had been nine hours in lockup with an oversized yalteen named Tylda who may or may not have been interested in knowing Zack on an extremely intimate level had the human’s stay extended into hour ten. 
 
    Easy, big girl. I swear I’m not your type.  
 
    The metallic clank of a whiny gate swinging open interrupted Zack’s thought.  
 
    “Roll on two,” the guard shouted. 
 
    Zack heaved the world’s biggest sigh of relief as the cage door before him slid open, and a human guard met him outside.  
 
    “You’re free to go.” The guard motioned him out. “This way.”  
 
    Zack briefly considered asking who’d posted his bail, but he figured he’d have the answer soon enough, so he didn’t push his luck. He’d just rounded the corridor into the lobby outside the confinement area when he was met by Gemma, the reeoli bartender from Schooner’s.  
 
    “So.” She folded her arms. “Did we make any friends? Maybe even get a date?”  
 
    Zack glanced around. “Where are the others?”  
 
    “They all called rides to get home,” Gemma said. “You’re the last one out.”  
 
    “I take it I have you to thank for that?” Zack asked.  
 
    Gemma nodded.  
 
    “Thanks,” Zack said. “I’ll find a way to pay you back. I swear.”  
 
    Gemma stepped aside as the guard who’d brought Zack from lockout returned with his belongings.  
 
    “Much obliged, Ethan,” Gemma said. “I owe ya one.” 
 
    The guard dismissed her gratitude with a wave. “Anytime, Gem. Say hi to your old man for me. Tell him we missed him at the chili cookoff this year.”  
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass that along.” Gemma motioned to Zack. “Come on. I’ll take you back to your jaggur.”  
 
    Zack started for the front exit with his things, but Gemma caught his arm. 
 
    “Not that way,” she said. “I pulled some strings to get us out through the back, so you don’t have to face the press.”  
 
    Zack hung his head. “Well, that didn’t take long.”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Gemma grunted. “Five Argonaut players and a coach, all involved in a bar fight? This town hasn’t seen that much scandalous action on the field, much less off it in years.”  
 
    Zack sighed and turned on his heels. “Lead the way.”  
 
    The pair delayed their departure long enough for Zack to sign off on the last of his paperwork. After that, they filed out into the brilliant morning sunshine outside.  
 
    “So,” Gemma said. “You’re the new leader of the Argos offense.” 
 
    “That’s the rumor.” Zack grunted. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure how much good I’m doing anyone. The offense is pretty much all Coach Rhames. I just call the plays she wants me to and hope for the best.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Gemma said. “Especially with that has-been, Kuul, under center.”  
 
    Zack shot her a look. “You know warball?”  
 
    “How could I bloody well not?” Gemma huffed. “I grew up the youngest of five siblings and the only girl. Our father was the biggest warball fan you ever knew. He loved the game—loved the Argos in particular. I was practically raised in that stadium.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you never went into the game yourself then,” Zack noted.  
 
    “I did as a kid,” Gemma said. “I played youngling ball until I was twelve, but then I was just too small, even for the feather divisions. I thought about coaching or admin after that, but then…” 
 
    Zack watched from the passenger seat as his host trailed off in thought. “But then… what?” 
 
    Gemma swung the yoke hard right at the next intersection, causing both of their heads to whip sideways.  
 
    Frex, girl!  Take it easy! 
 
    “My boyfriend in grade school played quarterback for Acey Jacey after we graduated and got engaged,” Gemma said. “That’s how I know Deek. He and Udolph were clubmates. 
 
    “Wait, I’m sorry.” Zack tried in vain to stifle a chuckle. “You were engaged to marry a guy named… Udolph?”  
 
    Gemma flashed a wry smile. “If you’d like, I’d be happy to take you back to the station so you and that mountain of a yalteen can finish having your special moment together.”  
 
    Zack raised his palms. “I’m sure Udolph was a perfect gentleman.”  
 
    Gemma’s playful expression vanished, causing Zack to wonder if he’d said something wrong. It was then he noticed her left hand on the transport’s steering yoke. It was devoid of a ring.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Zack said.  
 
    “For what?” Gemma countered. 
 
    “For overstepping my bounds.” Zack pointed to her bare ring finger. “And for whatever happened with your engagement.”  
 
    “I don’t know why.” Gemma shrugged. “You’re not the one who bedded a pikith cheerleader during week one of freshman training camp.”  
 
    Zack grimaced. 
 
    “Aye,” Gemma said. “It’s bloody well whatever. That was a long time ago, and I’ve moved on.”  
 
    “Back to the bar?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Gemma said. “Schooner’s has been in my family for three generations now. As a kid, I absolutely detested the idea of running the place. I was gonna cut bait and go forge my own destiny.”  
 
    “What happened?” Zack asked.  
 
    Gemma raised a shoulder then sliced right at the next corner. “No matter how far I ran, destiny never felt like home, ya know?” She faced her passenger. “Akalla always did. Then the storm hit, and that pretty much made the choice for me to return an easy one.” 
 
    “How did your family fare during all that?” Zack asked.  
 
    “We took our losses like everyone else,” Gemma said. “My parents’ home was damaged beyond repair. Fortunately for them, they had a vacation home up in the mountains north of Henzville that they could fall back to while things got sorted out here on the AC home front.”  
 
     “What about Schooner’s?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Schooner’s was actually very fortunate, all things considered,” Gemma said. “The roof took some pretty significant damage that had to be addressed. Plus, the storm surge wiped out most of our back deck and exterior, so those had to be rebuilt. Thankfully, though, there was no shortage of local regulars who were more than anxious to have their favorite watering hole back. So, with the help of the community, we were able to get the old girl patched up and reopened for business not quite six months after the storm.”  
 
    Zack held on tight as his whole body rocked right at the next turn. “It’s nice to have community.”  
 
    “It sure is,” Gemma agreed. “All and all, my family was extremely lucky—definitely luckier than some.” She frowned. “I mean, look at Deek’s brother for Creator’s sake. What a bloody tragedy that was.”  
 
    Zack arched an eyebrow. “Xatori has a brother?”  
 
    “You didn’t know?”  
 
    Zack shook his head.  
 
    “His name is Ambros,” Gemma said. “Prior to the storm, he ran a transport repair shop in downtown AC, while his wife, Amara, served as a life flight pilot for AC Ascension Hospital. When the storm hit, Ambros fled north with their son, Dorton, and their parents, but Amara stayed behind to help evacuate the final batch of patients from Ascension’s trauma ward.” Gemma glanced up. “She never made it home.”  
 
    Zack closed his eyes. “Frex me.”  
 
    “Aye,” Gemma said softly. “To make matters worse, Ambros’ garage was destroyed during the storm, so the man lost his livelihood in addition to his spouse. Now, he works with Deek’s father at the salvage plant over in the city’s industrial district, while Deek’s mom cares for Dorton during the day.”  
 
    Zack aimed a pensive stare through the transport’s windshield as the vehicle revved forward onto the boulevard. 
 
    “How about you?” Gemma asked. “How’d you fair during the storm?”  
 
    “Oh, I lucked out, big time,” Zack said.  
 
    “How so?” Gemma asked.  
 
    “Simple. I was nowhere around when it hit,” Zack said. “I got a call from a client about a week beforehand, asking me to take him zipper fishing in Mariana Sound up past Bainbridge.”  
 
    Gemma whistled. “That’s some client. Bainbridge is two hundred miles from here. I’d wager that was one heck of a big credit payday.”  
 
    “Best of my career,” Zack noted. “It also put me and my boat well out of harm’s way when the storm made landfall here. Once the dust cleared, I came back to Port Saint Lano and found that most of the other boat captains who’d occupied the slips around mine had lost everything. Weldon, McManus, Shivana.” He broke off. “They all moved on.” 
 
    Gemma cocked her head. “Who’s Shivana?” 
 
    “Nobody.” Zack snapped back to his senses.  
 
    “She doesn’t sound like a nobody,” Gemma pressed.  
 
    Zack exhaled through his nostrils as the transport sliced right past an abandoned storefront at the next intersection. “Shivana rents the slip in Lano Harbor beside mine. Or at least, she used to. She and her brother moved cross-country to Desania when her boat, the Spellbinder, got trashed in the storm. Shivana and I were friends.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Gemma chewed her lip. “Where are you from, anyway?”  
 
    “What do you mean, where am I from?” Zack asked. “I just told you. I keep a boat at Port Saint Lano.”  
 
    “No, where are you from originally?” Gemma asked. “I know you attended university on Earth where you played warball, but where’s your native homeworld?”  
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose. “How do you know I played college warball on Earth?”  
 
    “It’s rude to answer a question with another question,” Gemma said.  
 
    “Bull squat,” Zack said. “You asked around about me.”  
 
    Gemma made a clicking sound with her tongue. “My, oh my. Someone here thinks rather highly of himself.”  
 
    “That’s not a denial,” Zack said.  
 
    Gemma faced him and grinned. “Sorry to burst your bubble, Ace, but you’ve sort of been in the news lately. You are, after all, the brand spanking new offensive coordinator of Akalla’s lone FIWA warball club. Remember?”  
 
    Zack’s cheeks flushed lava red with embarrassment as he spun away in his seat. “Oh… right.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Gemma said. “Where are you from?”  
 
    Zack always hated answering that question. At the same time, he never hid from it, either. “Tretra.”  
 
    “Really?” Gemma did a mild double take. “I didn’t see that one coming.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Zack said. “I grew up in the eastside projects outside of Crystal City with my mom and stepdad.”  
 
    “Crikey.” Gemma winced. “I’m no expert on Tretrayon society. But, as I understand it, Crystal City East is some pretty rough territory.”  
 
    “Ah, it’s not as bad as some make it out to be,” Zack admitted. “My mom was a diner waitress at the Crystal starport, and my stepdad was a janitor at the Nyto shipyards, so we really didn’t have much growing up. Warball was supposed to be my way to get us all out of that, but…” 
 
    Gemma’s earlier sarcasm dimmed a bit. “But then your injury happened.”  
 
    Zack nodded. 
 
    “You said you lived with your mom and your stepdad,” Gemma noted. “Where was your biological father through all this?” 
 
    “He was around,” Zack grumbled. “I didn’t know that at the time, but he was always watching. Turns out, the creep is something of a lurker that way.”  
 
    “Ouch,” Gemma said. “So, not on good terms then.” 
 
    Zack shook his head. “Kinda hard to be when you find out your very existence was a one-night-only mistake that never should’ve happened.” 
 
    Gemma shuddered hard then let the matter drop like a sizzling-hot livewire. “So, what brought an all-star college warball player from Earth to a backwater star system like Kyrie?” Gemma asked.  
 
    “Same as everyone else, I suppose,” Zack said. “A fresh start someplace where no one would know who I was. That, and let’s face it, the weather here kicks rump.” 
 
    “That it does,” Gemma agreed.  
 
    Zack smiled. “For as long as I can remember, there’s been an allure to the water that I’ve never been able to explain. Being a poor kid on Tretra, the only way we ever saw our oceans was to sneak into a park and stare at them from afar because we couldn’t afford to get up close to them.” He shook his head. “When I left LSU, I had but two goals. One, to get as far away from warball as I could. Two, to live someplace where I could stare at the ocean for as long as I wanted every single day for the rest of my life if I wanted. So, I caught a transport offworld to Akalla, burned every credit I had to buy a piece of squat old boat, and learned how to fish. I’ve been here ever since. Or, at least until Coach Rhames conned me into taking this job.”  
 
    “Why’d you take it?” Gemma asked. “Sounds to me like returning to the game was the last thing you wanted.” 
 
    Zack stared at the dashboard lights. “I honestly couldn’t say, except that… I don’t know. Maybe I missed it? Missed the rush. Missed the crowd.” He shrugged. “Mostly, though, I think I just missed the locker room. There’s a bond among warball players that no one who didn’t play will never understand. I missed that. That feeling of belonging to something bigger than me.” He chuckled. “That, and I kinda suck at fishing.”  
 
    The duo shared a laugh as Gemma zoomed her transport into the Schooner’s parking lot, sending a plume of gravel skittering across the surface.  
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” Zack said. “And, you know. The bail.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Gemma said. “A word of advice?”  
 
    Zack waited. 
 
    “Give Deek another look when you get a chance,” Gemma said. “I know the knock on him is his size, but he’s a special player.”  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Zack asked.  
 
    Gemma’s eyebrows raised slightly. “You do know who Deekund Xatori is, yes?”  
 
    “Sure,” Zack said. “He’s a journeyman quarterback out of Akalla City’s Jimpson College who’s played for five teams in seven years and was on the verge of being cut by us until our general manager traded our best backup.”  
 
    Gemma killed the ignition and faced her passenger. “Deekund Xatori remains to this day the only quarterback in Acey Jacey history to throw for six thousand meters and sixty-eight touchdowns in one season with only five interceptions. He won the conference MVP that year while leading the Commodores to their first and only undefeated season and a D-5 national championship.”  
 
    “Really?” Under normal circumstances, Zack would’ve known all that because he would’ve had an entire off season to study his personnel. As things stood, he’d joined the staff a week before summer camp, which hadn’t left him much time to study his players beyond surface stats and film. In Xatori’s case, Zack had barely even done that.  
 
    “Deek is a baller, plain and simple,” Gemma said. “He just hasn’t been put in a position by his coaches yet to show it. Be the one to give him that shot. Trust me. He’ll bloody well make you proud.”  
 
    Zack climbed out then slammed the hatch shut behind him, all the while debating whether to ask the question that had weighed on his mind since night one of meeting the reeoli inside her bar. “I appreciate the tip and the ride. Just out of curiosity, what are the odds we can do this again sometime?”  
 
    “Pretty good, I’d wager,” Gemma said. “I’m here every night of the week except for Sundays.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Zack said.  
 
    “I know it’s not.” Gemma sighed. “I don’t date warball players. Not anymore.”  
 
    “I’m not a player,” Zack rushed to add. “I’m a coach.”  
 
    “You’re a coach who used to play,” Gemma grinned. “The rules still apply.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    Gemma fired up the engine to her transport and grinned. “Have a good season, Coach Monahan. Akalla City will be watching.”  
 
    Zack stepped back as the transport eased forward and out of the parking lot, taking hands-down the most interesting person he’d met in quite some time with it. So, she doesn’t date players. He huffed and kicked aside a pebble with his shoe. Frexing figures.  
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    Chapter 15: Unlucky 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thankfully, Zack’s release from district lockup came on the morning of his day off, which allowed him to return home to the Bayou Bengal for some rest. That was the intention, anyway. By the time Zack got back to Lano Harbor to settle in, he found that his sense of restlessness far outweighed his need for a few hours sleep. So, with little else to do, he rose from his bunk and headed topside with a slate and a strong cup of fresh-brewed coffee to get some work done.  
 
    “Give Deek another look when you get a chance,” Gemma had said. “I know the knock on him is his size, but he’s a special player.” 
 
    Zack wasn’t entirely sure that was true based on the limited playing time the reeoli had received during the preseason. Xatori’s diminutive stature was an extreme liability at the FIWA level. That much was undeniable. What was also undeniable, though, was that apparently somewhere, somehow, someone had found a way to win with him—and win big.  
 
    Zack sipped his coffee as the morning Akallan sun warmed his face and swiped open his slate. 
 
    LSU oh-eight, offense reel five: rifle packages. Zack gnawed his lip and studied the title of the last file he’d been looking at two nights earlier before he’d gone to bed. We were a spectacle to behold back then, weren’t we boys? His bit of nostalgia concluded, Zack swiped away the file then toggled via the planetary network to the video archives section of the Acey Jacey athletics home site.  
 
    “Commodores rout Gators sixty-five to ten for Kyrie system warball championship,” the old headline read. “Deekund ‘DX’ Xatori named most valuable player.” 
 
    Zack scrolled down the page, skimming the various details from the title game then noticed a link to a highlight holo at the page’s bottom, chronicling the Commodores’ full-season title run. Wasting no time, he keyed the play function then sat back with his coffee.  
 
    Well now. Zack sat upright, eyes fixed on the screen. That’s different. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rhames was already at the stadium, waiting for a private chat in her office, when Zack arrived at the facility the following day for practice.  
 
     “Good morning,” the coach said from across her desk. “Nice to see you got some rest after your escapades at Schooner’s Sunday night.”  
 
    Zack frowned and closed the door. “I take it you heard about that.” 
 
    “I’m the head coach of a professional warball club, Zack. I make it my business to hear about everything.” Rhames pushed back her chair and rose to her feet. “I would like to know how in the frex you managed to skirt the media on your way out.”  
 
    Zack chuckled. “I had a little help… from a local.” 
 
    “What local?” Rhames asked. 
 
    “A bartender from out on North Beach,” Zack said. “Apparently, her family knows some folks down at district, so they let us leave through the back instead of the lobby where all the cameras were posted up.” 
 
    Rhames put a hand on her hip. “Whoever she is, thank her for me. The club looked bad enough for the fight. We didn’t need to add insult to injury by giving a gaggle of reporters first-in-line shots of our offensive coordinator and backup quarterback doing a perp walk through the district lockup.” 
 
    The Argos’ head coach scooped up her usual stack of prep materials and started for the hall outside.  
 
    “Speaking of Xatori.” Zack hurried inside to keep up. “I think I’ve got some ideas on how we can use him in some special package situations to help the club.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Rhames chuckled without breaking stride. “Tell me, Coach Monahan, what kind of packages are we talking about?”  
 
    “Rifle and carbine stuff, mostly,” Zack said. “The knock against Deek has always been his size, right? Well, I went back and reviewed some of his old college film from Acey Jacey. Turns out, if you back the kid up far enough behind the line of scrimmage to start a play, he can really shred it up.” 
 
    Rhames rounded the corner past her receptionist’s desk then backed out through the side door. “Rifles and carbines, huh?”  
 
    “Yep,” Zack said.  
 
    “That’s an intriguing concept,” Rhames said. “It’ll never work.”  
 
    Zack cocked his head. “Why not?”  
 
    “We’re a run-first, power warball club, Zack. That’s who we are,” Rhames rplied. “I’d think that oughta be pretty clear by now, especially to the being I’ve tasked with running my offense.”  
 
    “Yes ma’am. But—” 
 
    “But nothing,” Rhames said. “Running plays out of rifle formation severely limits our ability to leverage our ground game. I won’t sacrifice what works for us in the name of retooling the offense for one player who frankly ought not be here anyway.” 
 
    Zack resisted the urge to remind his coach that the Argos were winless through four games if one included the preseason. “Can I at least have some extra time off the clock to work with Xatori on my own? That way, we’re not taking away from any of the club’s practice time.”  
 
    “It’s your offense; suit yourself,” Rhames said. 
 
    Zack couldn’t have disagreed with that more if he’d wanted. He kept that to himself, too.  
 
    “Come on.” Rhames turned to continue her walk. “You can help me deliver some news to the club.”  
 
    “What kind of news?” Zack asked.  
 
    “You’ll find out with the rest of the team. Now, let’s get to it.”  
 
    Rhames rounded the corner past the Argos’ locker room then emerged from North Tunnel onto the field where Volthrop and Korach had the entire club assembled at center field.  
 
    “Morning, Argos,” Rhames said, assuming her post in front of the group. “First things first, I want to commend you all on a solid performance last Sunday. I know we didn’t get the result we wanted, but it’s a long season yet, and we’ll figure it out. That’s why we’re here, remember?” She gestured around to the practice field. “To get better.” 
 
    Heads bobbed around the crowd. 
 
    “Defense,” Rhames continued, “I want to congratulate you especially for the job you’re doing. As of this morning’s week one metrics, you’re ranked sixth in the league in total unit defense. That’s an outstanding start, but I think we can get better.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Marvin Brooks said. “It will be done.”  
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt, Captain Brooks. No doubt at all.” Rhames’s faint smile faltered as she glanced past Zack to the others. “Offense, I think we’ve made some strides since training camp, but we’ve got a way to go if we hope to compete for wins this season. We’re sloppy, very sloppy. That’s gotta change.”  
 
    Kuul frowned beneath his sunglasses and murmured, “Surround me with some more losers, why don’t ya?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain Kuul. What was that?” Rhames snapped.  
 
    “Nothing, Coach Rhames,” Kuul answered. “I was just… trying out a new take on a pep talk to my clubmates is all.”  
 
    Rhames shifted her stance. “Let’s talk about your clubmates, shall we?” 
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose as the club’s general manager, Gnoxley Beene, trotted out onto the field.  
 
    “It’s become clear to me over the last month that the chemistry among our offensive unit simply isn’t happening,” Rhames said. “Whether that’s on the players or the coaches—or maybe both—I don’t know. What I do know is that it can’t continue.”  
 
    “What do you suggest?” Zack asked.  
 
    “We need a bridge. Someone who knows Johnny and his tendencies but who also possesses the physical attributes required to contribute within the confines of a power offense.” Rhames gestured to the prithmar. “I had Mr. Beene put out a few communiques around the League to see what’s available. I think we’ve got a solution.”  
 
    “This oughta be good,” Eldean murmured to Rev. 
 
    All eyes returned to North Tunnel as a lone figure emerged into the light. At seven-feet-six-inches tall and three hundred pounds easy, the orange-skinned alien sported a broad, muscular frame with long arms and eyes as black as coal.  
 
    “Mox!” Kuul erupted with a grin. “Where in the frex did they find you hiding?” 
 
    The gritloth grunted. “I don’t hide from anyone, Johnny. I’d think by now you’d know that as well as anyone.”  
 
    Kuul bellowed a laugh then trotted down the sideline to swap hugs with the newcomer.  
 
    “Who the frex is the slaver scum, yo?” Eldean muttered to Rev.  
 
    “That’s Androv Moxley,” Rev said quietly. “He and Kuul were clubmates on the New Chicago squad that won the Bowden Cup back in ninety-nine. Together, they led the Cruiser League in passing meterage and goals scored that season en route to a pair of all-star appearances.”  
 
    The pikith tendy seemed less than impressed. “Well la-dee-dah for them.” 
 
    Zack couldn’t argue. While it was true that, like Kuul, Moxely had been a stud back in his heyday, the fact remained that those successes had been a long time ago. Furthermore, Mox hadn’t played FIWA ball in nearly three seasons. Rather, he’d spent the last two bouncing around the intra-system leagues, most recently in the Salvage system. 
 
    “I know a lot of you have questions about this signing,” Rhames said. “The truth is, we had to sign someone at flyer after losing Dillner and Baynes to injuries during the opener. Moxley is our best available option. Plus, I think he can really help us find the continuity on offense that we’ve been missing.”  
 
    “Frex yeah, he can.” Kuul laughed. “Ah, man, this is fantastic. You and me, together again? It’ll be just like old times!”  
 
    “Absolutely,” Mox said. “One might even say it’s gonna be… Kuuuuul.”  
 
    Eldean rolled his eyes.  
 
    Zack hoped the signal caller was right. While it was true that Kuul and Mox had ranked among the game’s most dynamic players during their heyday, it was hard to imagine the latter as being anything more than a glorified role player in his old age.  
 
    “All right, enough chatter,” Rhames announced. “Defense, fall in line with Coach Volthrop for tackle drills. Offense, Coach Monahan and I want to run down how Mox fits into the offense.”  
 
    Not sure what I have to say in all this, but whatever.  
 
    “Dismissed, everyone,” Rhames said. “Let’s get to work.”  
 
    The club disbanded to break into their respective groups.  
 
    “Xatori,” Rhames said. “Can I have a word?”  
 
    The reeoli broke from the group and walked over, flanked by Zack.  
 
    “Before practice gets started,” Rhames said. “I need you to head down to the equipment cellar and get with Harrith about a new jersey with a new number.”  
 
    Deek did a double take. “But… I’ve worn sixteen since youngling leagues. It’s… kinda my number.”  
 
    “That may be,” Moxley said, having apparently heard the exchange. “Last I checked, though, you’ve never been an all-pro warball player. Have you?” The gritloth traded grins with his quarterback.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Deek,” Rhames said. “This was ownership’s call, not mine. They see some real marketing opportunities by reuniting Johnny and Mox, and part of that revolves around them wearing the numbers that made them famous.”  
 
    Moxley chuckled. “You heard her, shorty. Now get moving.”  
 
    Deek traded glances with Rev and the others before heaving a sigh. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll do that right now.”  
 
    Zack signaled to Coach Korach to get the offense warmed up then trotted into the tunnel after the reeoli. “Hey, Deek. You realize this isn’t personal, right? You giving up your number, I mean?”  
 
    Deek huffed. “I appreciate the effort, Coach M, but from my vantage point, it’s pretty frexing hard to see it any other way.”  
 
    Zack wanted to say something else, but he knew, having been a player himself, that he’d have felt the same way were their roles reversed.  
 
    “Aye, it’s whatever,” Deek said. “I guess, at this point, I should just be happy to still be on the roster. I mean, clearly, Coach Rhames has no intention of using me, but at least I’m getting paid.”  
 
    “Don’t give up just yet,” Zack said. “I’ve got some ideas.”  
 
    “Really?” Deek raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah, really.” Zack swung open the door to the equipment office where Harrith Grimnar was folding towels in the back.  
 
    “Good morning, Coach Monahan,” the leethog said with  his usual smile. “How can I help you?”  
 
    “Xatori here needs a new jersey,” Zack said.  
 
    “Does he now?” Harrith asked. “I fear it’s a little late in the season for number changes, is it not?”  
 
    “This is Coach Rhames’ call, not mine,” Zack said. “Now what have you got available?”  
 
    The old leethog stepped to a nearby terminal and swiped open the screen. “Let’s see here. We’ve got the number sixty-four vacant. We’ve also got fifty-nine, seventy-three, thirteen, forty—”  
 
    “Thirteen.” Zack glanced at the reeoli. “How do you feel about that one?”  
 
    Deek rocked his head from side to side. “Eh, as superstitions go, it’s not the luckiest number in the bloody book. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Because thirteen was my number,” Zack said. “Superstitious or not, I’d say it worked out pretty well for me.” 
 
    The smallest of smiles cracked the edges of Deek’s mouth. “The Magic Man, was it?”  
 
    Zack nodded.  
 
    “Hey, Harrith,” Xatori said. “Put me down for thirteen, will ya?”  
 
    “Good choice.” The leethog dug into a nearby stack of unmarked uniforms and came back with a shirt in Deek’s size. “Here.” He tossed it over. “Take this practice shirt for today’s duration then get back to me before you sign out. I’ll have your new jersey stitched and ready by then.”  
 
    “Thanks, mate,” Deek turned to Zack. “Thanks, Coach M. I’ll see you topside shortly.”  
 
    “You bet.” Zack watched quietly as the reeoli quarterback trotted out of sight wearing his numberless jersey.  
 
    “I like that one,” Harrith said once they were alone.  
 
    “Yeah, I do, too,” Zack agreed.  
 
    “He needs to work on his mechanics, though, if he hopes to survive,” Harrith said. “His throwing motion, in particular, requires much work.” 
 
    Zack arched an eyebrow toward his equipment manager. “You don’t say.”  
 
    “I do say.” Harrith motioned the other to the storage room’s corner where the leethog produced a holo emitter.  
 
    “What are you doing with a film reviewer?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Everyone has their hobbies, Coach Monahan. I’m no different.” Harrith keyed the emitter active then swiped to a projection of Xatori taking a snap during the preseason. “Look here.” Harrith froze the image at the play’s start. “Look how far down and out Xatori is holding the warball as he drops back to pass.” 
 
    Zack inspected the holo. “It’s low all right, but not any more so than half the quarterbacks in the Crusier League.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Harrith said. “Unlike his counterparts, however, Xatori has neither the height nor the size to offset those flaws. As things stand, he needs zero-point-four seconds from set to load and release to launch the warball downfield. That was fine in college, but it will not do at the FIWA level.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zack said. “What do you recommend?”  
 
    “A complete overhaul of Xatori’s throwing mechanics.” Harrith swiped away the image of Deek Xatori then pulled up another image, this one much older. 
 
    Nice. Zack recognized it instantly. “That’s Noah Nezmith.”  
 
    “Indeed, it is,” Harrith said. “You’ve seen how Xatori throws the warball. Now observe how Noah did the same in his day.”  
 
    Zack waited while the footage of the Argos’ all-time leader in passing meterage and scoring played through to its end.  
 
    “Look at how closely Noah holds the ball to his chest,” Harrith said. “It’s high and tight, not low and out. You’ll also note his arm does not come back then up in an L shape during his load motion as Xatori’s does. Rather, Noah brings the ball back and up simultaneously. He then drives his elbow forward with the throw, a motion that, when paired with the proper footwork, yields maximum velocity and spin rate, ergo the ball reaches its target faster, with greater precision.” Harrith deactivated the holo and faced his colleague. “We called this technique the ‘up and out’ release.” 
 
     Up and out, huh? Zack chewed his lip. Interesting. “Where’d Nezmith come up with this approach, anyway?”  
 
    “He didn’t.” The leethog patted his own chest. “I did.” 
 
    “Really?” Zack whipped his head around.  
 
    A series of voices clamored from out of sight.  
 
    “Hey, Monahan,” Volthrop shouted. “Are you gonna get back out here and run these clowns through drills or what?” 
 
    Harrith shooed the other out. “Go. Get topside before you’re missed any longer. I’ll have Xatori’s new jersey ready by day’s end.” 
 
    “Thanks, Harrith.” Zack turned for the exit. “Thanks for everything.”  
 
    The leethog doffed his cap and smiled. “Anything for the good of the Argonauts, Coach Monahan. I’ll see you after practice.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: A Grizzly Scene 
 
      
 
      
 
    Admittedly, Deek’s initial thought on the Moxley signing had mirrored that of many of his clubmates: another over-the-hill veteran craving one last shot at warball glory while stealing a six-figure salary from some younger prospect who might actually produce on the field. Much to everyone’s surprise, the gritloth did exactly the latter when his number was called the following weekend. In his first match wearing Argos navy and green, Mox hauled in four catches for fifty-three meters and a goal while also offering extra blocking on the right side of the guardian line, thus paving the way for King to have his best rushing performance of the season with a hundred forty-two meters and two goals. Ultimately, however, the spark wasn’t enough. Kuul threw three interceptions in the third period—two of them on audibles he called on the fly—and the Argos fell at Bentwick, twenty-five to nineteen. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, beings!” Rev clapped his hands in the locker room, hoping to lift the club’s spirits after the loss. “We’ll get that W next week on Rikaro. You’ll see! The Argos are gonna roll!” 
 
    The rincah had meant well with his words, Deek thought. He really had. Trouble was, they were just that—words. The Argos fell to the Raiders, thirty-four to ten. After that came road losses to Kleve and Degonia. By the time the Argonauts returned home to face their next opponent—Kuul’s old club, the New Chicago Grizzlies, fittingly enough—they were zero and five, a statistic that tied them with Tamu for the Cruiser League’s worst record.  
 
    “Hey, Deek,” King called from his locker as the team prepared for warmups. “You got any of that eye stuff of yours laying around?”  
 
    Deek reached into his locker and fished out a canister of the old-fashioned eye black that he’d taken to wearing back in college. “Have at it, mate.” He tossed it to King. “With my compliments.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” King unscrewed the top and dabbed some of the ancient smudge under his eyes. “I’ve got no clue if this stuff will help, but at oh and five, I’ll try anything if it will get me into the open.” 
 
    Deek couldn’t argue. On the heels of a five-game losing streak, everyone in the club was beginning to wonder if they’d been cursed somehow. Granted, no one among them reasonably expected to be Bowden Cup contenders coming into the season. Zero and five, though, was a tough pill to swallow for anyone, even the club’s most pragmatic members. 
 
    “Listen up, everybody. I’ve got some news.” Rhames entered the room and signaled for the club to form up around her. “I just found out that McKenna won’t be starting at quarterback today for New Chicago. It’s gonna be Willis.”  
 
    “Willis?” Volthrop’s expression was a mixture of surprise and gladness. “You mean the tendy? What happened to McKenna?”  
 
    “Busted for illegal nanites,” Rhames said. “He’s being escorted out of the stadium and is now ineligible to play pending a review by the FIWA medical board.”  
 
    A series of whoops went around the defense.  
 
    Rightfully so, Deek thought. Statistically speaking, Gnarls McKenna ranked among the league’s most prolific passers. This was a big deal for New Chicago, who historically had built their identity on their swarming, bloodthirsty defense. Now, the club would have to revert to that if they had any hope of winning the match.  
 
    A battle of defenses. Deek glanced at Brooks who nodded. Take us home, brother.  
 
    Deek laced his cleats then started for the exit.  
 
    “Hey, Xatori. Hold on.” Monahan hurried over as the others headed for the field.  
 
    “What’s up, Coach M?” Deek asked.  
 
    The human coach reached into his pocket and came back with an earpiece like the ones worn by Kuul and Brooks during a match. “Take this. I want you to wear it while you’re out on the field.”  
 
    Deek studied the device in the other’s palm. “I appreciate it, but aren’t these reserved for captains only?” 
 
    “That’s typically common practice, but it’s not a rule,” Monahan said. “Obviously, you’ve heard me call plays from the sideline, but that’s only half of the conversation. Hearing Johnny’s responses from the huddle should provide you with some extra insight into how I operate as OC, plus it’ll give you a little different perspective on how the offense responds to those assignments in real time.” 
 
    Deek accepted the device then plugged it into his ear.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Monahan said.  
 
    Argonaut Stadium was a thunderball of sound as the Argos took the field for opening introductions. One thing about Argos fans, Deek thought, no matter if we’re oh and five or five and oh, they still pack the bloody house in style. He tossed a wave to a kid in the stands then trotted to his place on the bench next to King, Rev, and Eldean. 
 
    The crowd let out another roar when the Argos won the coin toss. From there, Spitoli took his spot at the thirty-five for the opening blaze, and the match was off and running. 
 
    “All right, D!” Deek clapped his hands. “Let’s eat this tendy alive, so Johnny and the boys can show these cubs how offense is supposed to be played!” 
 
    Both teams took their marks at the line of scrimmage.  
 
    “Down!” Willis shouted. “Set… Oit, Oit!”  
 
    The rookie quarterback faked the draw play to his slasher who cut right into the flat. From there, Willis looked left, pump-faked once, then zipped the warball on a forty-meter strike to hit his flyer in stride with three steps on the Argos’ keeper.  
 
    “And that’s a goal for the visiting New Grizzlies,” Uecker announced. “Credit to Marvin Brooks for the attempted assist. Sadly, though, the Argos’ rover just doesn’t seem to have the wheels that he used to. Maybe next time.”  
 
    “Squat!” Brooks stalked off the field.  
 
    Byorne hung his head. “Holy frex, lads. I thought they said this Willis tyke is a rookie.”  
 
    “That was the rumor,” Deek said.  
 
    The Grizzlies opted to keep things simple and take the easy point from the two on the points-after-play. After that, their slinger lofted a perfect arch to the corner, effectively pinning the Argos’ blazer, Icky, into scampering one direction if he hoped to gain any ground at all. The xajok got eight meters, setting the Argos’ offense up for a less than auspicious start from their own twenty.  
 
    “Okay, Johnny,” Monahan said through his mic. “I know these guys got a quick score on us, but we’re still early in the first period, so let’s stick with our gameplan. Let’s go I, eight-forty, H curl, S sweep.”  
 
    “Confirmed,” Kuul said.  
 
    Deek watched from the bench as the Argos’ quarterback stepped to the line and surveyed the defense.  
 
    “Down,” Kull shouted. “Set… Oit!”  
 
    Bones and scales clashed as King took the pitch on a sweep pattern then cut right up the sideline for a three-meter gain.  
 
    “It ain’t sexy, but we’ll take it,” Monahan said. “V, twenty-six. SF draw, H wham.”  
 
    This time, it was Rev’s turn to get in on the action. The hammer took the handoff from Kuul then plowed straight ahead between the rightside guardians for another four-meter gain.”  
 
    “Nice work,” Monahan said. “That puts us at third and three, which is totally manageable. Let’s hit Byorne on the slant-in this time around.”  
 
    “We’ve established the run, which means the keepers are gonna cheat up to stop us,” Kuul said. “Now’s the time to try our hand with a deep pass.”  
 
    “Negative,” Monahan said. “It’s too early for that. Let’s go V, eighty-three. SF sweep, H two.”  
 
    Kuul heaved a sigh en route to the scrimmage line. “Down, set… Oit, Oit!”  
 
    Fists flew as both units collided in the trenches. Meanwhile, Byorne cut up and left for a dig route, while Mars cut hard inside on the slant. Kuul found the latter and let fly. The ball bobbled in the pikith’s hands then toppled to the turf.  
 
    “Frexing Eldean!” Kuul snarled.  
 
    “It’s all right. We started in the hole for that one anyway,” Monahan said. “Come on back in and let Spitoli return the favor. Brooks and the defense will get us another shot.”  
 
    Kuul glared at his offensive coaches as the wiry slinger with the blue mohawk took his post on the field. This time, however, when the opponent’s blazer took the field, he saw to it that the Argos’ defense wouldn’t.  
 
    “He’s to the thirty,” Uecker announced. “The forty. The fifty-five. He’s to center field!”  
 
    “Get him!” one Argos fan screamed.  
 
    Spitoli sprinted across the field as the Argos last line of defense and dove for the blazer’s legs. It wasn’t enough.  
 
    “And the Grizzlies’ blazer is in for the score,” Uecker said. “That makes it New Chicago, thirteen, and your Akalla City Argonauts, nothing.”  
 
    The Argos’ home crowd fell deafly silent, as did the sideline.  
 
    “That’s all right.” Rhames clapped her hands. “We’ve still got plenty of time to work with, people. Let’s rally, catch our breaths, and get to work.” 
 
    As the game wore on, two truths became glaringly obvious. The first revolved around the Grizzlies’ quarterback, Pete T. Willis. Rookie or not, the farm boy from Morris Isle was good. Really good. In addition to his ability, there was literally no film on the kid save for his college tape, so he was next to impossible to plan for, not that the Argos would’ve gotten the chance.  
 
    The second involved the Argos’ offense, namely its inability to establish a consistent ground game. As time wore on, and Willis and company piled on the points, this made the Argos one-dimensional in that they’d run out of time for their preferred attack, which was to pound the warball.  
 
    “Johnny, come here,” Monahan said as the Argos’ blaze team took the field, down twenty-six to zero to start the third period.  
 
    Deek listened in.  
 
    “I know this looks bad,” Monahan said. “Nevertheless, I still think we’ve got a chance here.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Kuul grunted. “How’s that?”  
 
    “The Grizzlies’ punisher has been cheating down all day to stuff the run,” Monahan said. “That’s opening a soft spot in the defense right behind the rover corps. If we can exploit that—especially on the right side where the boundary keeper seems a little gimpy—then I think we can get the offense moving.”  
 
    “So run the ball all day then dink and dunk to victory, huh?” Kuul said.  
 
    “Something like that, yeah,” Monahan said.  
 
    The Argos’ signal caller snorted. “Whatever you say, Montana.”  
 
    Monahan’s look devolve into a smirk as the club’s starting quarterback trotted out onto the field.  
 
    “Remember what I said,” Monahan noted into his mic. “You’ve got this.”  
 
    Kuul looked back at the sideline then relayed a call to the others in the Argos’ huddle. “Break!”  
 
    The offense clapped their hands then trotted to the line of scrimmage in the V formation Monahan had called.  
 
    “Down!” Kuul said. “Set…” 
 
    What the frex is he doing? Deek glanced at Monahan who looked just as confused.  
 
    “Tosser! Tosser! Tosser!” Kuul shouted.  
 
    “Frexing showboat,” Monahan snarled.  
 
    “Charlie Five, Charlie Five!” Kuul barked. “Oit!”  
 
    The two lines slammed into each other as the grounders emptied the backfield, and both flyers ran spire routes toward the goal zone.  
 
    “Dang,” Monahan muttered.  
 
    “Kuul drops back to pass,” Uecker shouted. “He looks downfield, looks downfield! Kuul cocks the arm—” 
 
    A bone-jarring crack quieted the stadium.  
 
    “Kuul is down!” Uecker shrieked.  
 
    Deek bolted to his feet and ran to Brook’s side as the entire club gathered on the sideline.  
 
    “He ain’t moving, Coach,” Brooks said to Rhames. Meanwhile, the pile on top of the Argos’ quarterback removed itself, concluded by the four-hundred-pound enforcer who’d crashed skull-first into Johnny Kuul’s temple.  
 
    “Medic!” Rhames shouted.  
 
    The club doctors sprinted onto the field, flanked by the FIWA medical staff, and began tending to the Argos’ quarterback who still wasn’t moving.  
 
    Come on, Johnny, Deek thought. Get up, mate. You’re okay. You’re okay, just get up. 
 
    It didn’t happen.  
 
    Deek watched in horror as the med team signaled for a hover cart to carry the Argos’ signal caller off the field. 
 
    “This is a medical time out,” the referees announced as the cart carrying Kuul vanished into the tunnel. “Match play will resume in two minutes.”  
 
    Deek stood stunned and speechless as the club formed up around Rhames.  
 
    “Xatori,” someone said.  
 
    Deek didn’t hear the call. 
 
    “Deek!” Monahan repeated. “Snap out of it, kid! You’re up!”  
 
    Deek did a doubletake as revelation set in. Holy frex, I’m in the bloody match. He jogged to Monahan’s side and leaned in while Rhames gave orders.  
 
    “I just heard from medical,” Rhames said. “Johnny’s awake, but he’s not responding to many stimuli. They’ve called for an emergency aerial evac to take him cross town to AC Ascension where they’ve got experts standing by to get Johnny the help he needs.”  
 
    “What kind of experts?” Monahan asked.  
 
    “Neurological,” Rhames said.  
 
    Deek saw his offensive coordinator cringe from the corner of his eye.  
 
    “Xatori,” Rhames shifted. “This is your club now. You and the rest of the offense get with Coach Monahan to develop a plan then get back out onto the field.”  
 
    “Vwah,” the group said in unison.  
 
    “Now, go.”  
 
    Deek trotted aside with Monahan and the others, while Rhames took command of the Argos’ defense.  
 
    “Anybody got any bright ideas on how we can beat these guys at the line?” Hoff grumbled. “They’ve been hammering us all frexing day with their blitzes.”  
 
    “We need to force them to back off,” Deek said. “If we can show them we’re capable of pressing the ball downfield, they’ll have no choice but to lay off the line. That’ll open things up underneath.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Monahan said. “Let’s go with—” 
 
    “Coach Monahan,” Rhames called back. “A word please?”  
 
    Deek checked the play clock as the team’s offensive coordinator jogged over to the coach. A minute thirty. He frowned. We need to hurry.  
 
    Thankfully, Monahan’s discussion with Rhames didn’t take long. Whatever it involved, though, the former clearly wasn’t happy about it.  
 
    Monahan trotted back to the huddle. “Coach Rhames is fine with us changing things up a bit, but she doesn’t want us to completely break from our identity.” 
 
    “You mean the one that’s scored us all of, like, zero points in two periods and squat?” Eldean grumbled. 
 
    If anyone was expecting the OC to come to his boss’s defense, they didn’t get it. 
 
    “It is what it is,” Monahan said. “Let’s stick with the run. V, sixty-four. S sweep, HF wham to pen. I’ll call it from there via comms. Break.”  
 
    Scores of anxious murmurs circulated the grandstands as the Argos’ new signal caller took the field with the offense.  
 
    “Now entering the match at quarterback,” Ucker said in a nervous monotone. “Number thirteen, Deekund Xatori.”  
 
    No pressure. Deek took position behind center-guardian as the Grizzlies’ defense took marks of their own.  
 
    “Why, hello there, shorty.” The inside rover, a caldivar, grinned. “Your coach sure must be desperate if all she’s got to replace Kuul is a green-skinned dwarf like you.”  
 
    “Hey—” Rev motioned to his QB from the backfield “—don’t let these jerks into your head. This is your game and your time. Lean on your clubmates. Lord willing, we’ll get through this together.”  
 
    Deek nodded. “Thanks, mate.” 
 
    The rincah bobbed his horns then took his place in the backfield three meters behind the quarterback and to the right.  
 
    “Down!” Deek called. “Set… Oit, Oit!”  
 
    A rush of nerves swelled in Deek’s throat as his fingers met leather, but he kept calm enough to stuff the warball into King’s gut without fumbling the exchange. 
 
    “King cuts right on the sweep,” Uecker shouted.  
 
    Thwack! 
 
    The crowd groaned.  
 
    “And he’s tackled in the backfield for a loss of two meters,” Uecker said. 
 
    “Everybody up and on me!” Deek waved his hands, gesturing the others back to the huddle.  
 
    “Okay, we’re gonna try a pass this time,” Monahan said. “I, thirty-one. S dig, HF draw.” 
 
    Deek relayed the order then marched to the line of scrimmage. “Down. Set… Oit!”  
 
    A shot of pain ripped through Deek’s right foot as the center’s backward momentum planted him squarely on the quarterback’s toes, causing him to stumble. To his credit, Deek regained his balance in time to look downfield. But by then it was too late. The Grizzlies’ inside rover crashed through the line and planted Deek into the turf five meters behind the line.  
 
    “I told you a warball field is no place for dwarfs.” The enemy caldivar laughed.  
 
    Deek was really not liking warball just then. He climbed gingerly to his feet and returned to the huddle. “What’s next, Coach?”  
 
    Monahan exhaled over the comm. “It’s third and sixteen. Ordinarily, I’d say we should play for the sling and let our defense get us the ball back with better field position, but we don’t have enough time.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Deek said. “What’s the call?”  
 
    Monahan muttered a curse. “Frex it. We’re going up-tempo from here on out. No huddles.” 
 
    “Come again?” Deek perked up.  
 
    “You heard me,” Monahan said. “We’re going exclusively with audible packages from here on in. That’ll allow you to call the plays from the line after I radio them in. We’ll open up with Echo Three.”  
 
    Deek fought to recall the play associated with the Echo Three package. That’s a rifle formation, with Byrone on a deep slant, Eldean on a square out, King in flexor one running a dig route, and Rev on a fake wham play. He gulped, almost certain that was right. Almost.  
 
    “Kid, you with me?” Monahan asked.  
 
    Deek gulped again. “Aye, Coach M. Let’s do this.” 
 
    The offense marched the line and took their new positions with Deek standing three meters behind the center in the rifle formation. “Down… Set… Oit, oit!” 
 
    The thwack of contact ripped the air as the center-guardian sailed the warball back to Deek who caught it with both hands. This time, however, he found clear sightlines all the way downfield courtesy of the extra space allotted by their new formation. 
 
    Mox.  
 
    Covered.  
 
    Eldean.  
 
    Covered.  
 
    Rev. 
 
     Covered.  
 
    A blur of fur flashed in Deek’s vision twenty meters downfield. 
 
    “Byorne has a step on the boundary keeper,” Uecker blurted. “Xatori sees him! Here’s the throw!” 
 
    A crash of pain ssurged through Deek’s back as his tralge flyer went full extension.  
 
     “It’s… caught!” Uecker exclaimbed. “That’s a first down Argos!” 
 
    “Aye!” Deek whooped from the turf.  
 
    “Let’s keep it going,” Monahan said. “Bravo Two, Bravo Two.”  
 
    Deek jumped to his feet once the rover who’d tackled him cleared off and barked their new orders. “Bravo Two! Bravo Two!”  
 
    The others took their positions. Eldean split far left on a fly route assignment, while Byorne ran a square out on the right, King ran a delayed drag route from his slasher position, and Rev manned the backfield as an extra blocker for Deek who again lined up in rifle formation. 
 
     “Down,” Deek ordered. “Set… Oit, Oit!”  
 
    The lines slammed together as the ball sailed into Deek’s hands. This time, Byorne and Eldean were covered downfield. However, the added attention to the flyers had freed up King to streak over the middle on a drag route. Deek hit him in stride, and the ex-con jaunted upfield for an eleven-meter gain.  
 
    “That’s another Argos’ first down!” Uecker announced.  
 
    Deek marched ahead to the line as his coach relayed the next call—an Alpha Two meant for Rev on the dive play up the middle. It wasn’t until Deek reached the scrimmage line that his eyes went wide. The right-side boundary keeper is cheating low to cover King in flexor one. That leaves single coverage on Mox out wide. Deek snapped a look to the sideline.  
 
    “I see it!” Monahan said, excitement in his voice. “Make the call, kid.”  
 
    “Tosser! Tosser! Tosser!” Deek shouted. “Echo Five! Echo Five! Echo Five!”  
 
    Mox sprinted out wide as the others acknowledged that they understood their new assignments.  
 
    “Oit, Oit!” Deek snapped back and looked down field. Sure enough, the keeper’s move forward had allowed Eldean to get a step on him. That forced the Grizzlies’ punisher to shift down on the adjustment, which left Mox streaking wide open through center field toward the goal zone. 
 
    “Xatori looks!” Uecker announced. “Cocks the arm! Cocks the arm! Xatori fires!”  
 
    The stadium went still as the smack of leather to gloves echoed through the complex.  
 
    “Goal Argonauts!” Uecker whooped. “I don’t believe what I just saw!” 
 
    The next sixteen and a half minutes were an absolute war as the Argos’ defense—now emboldened by the newfound life from the offense—ripped through the Grizzlies’ line to torment their rookie quarterback. After three straight three-and-out possessions in which New Chicago never even attained a first down—and in which the Argos scored on all three of theirs—the ball came back to Deek and the offense with exactly two minutes left in the game.  
 
    “Frex me, this is fun, yo!” Eldean panted behind in the huddle.  
 
    “Aye, but don’t go getting trigger happy just yet,” Deek said. “We’re still down five points. The upshot is, we’re not worried about the points-after-play. A touchdown wins this thing. Now, are we gonna do that, or aren’t we?”  
 
    “Vwah!” 
 
    “Bloody right,” Deek said. “Tempo package Alpha Two with sight adjustments by me. Break.”  
 
    By this point, the Grizzlies’ defense had been put so far on their heels by the Argos’ offense, no one on that side of the ball seemed terribly sure of themselves. When they dropped back to cover the Argos’ flyers, Deek would beat them underneath with a draw to the grounders or a short pass into the flat. When the defense cheated forward, Deek gashed them for long meterage on a series of spire and go routes.  
 
    “Delta Four! Delta Four!” Deek shouted after surveying the defense. “Oit!”  
 
    King gave a quick stutter step after receiving the handoff then cut up field for eight meters on a draw play.  
 
    Ninety seconds. Eighty-five seconds.  
 
    “Charlie Four! Charlie Four!  Oit!”  
 
    Rev plowed forward on the drive for another five meters.  
 
    Seventy seconds. Sixty-five seconds.  
 
    With under a minute to go, Deek peppered the Grizzlies’ defense for four straight completions—two to Byorne with one apiece to Eldean and Mox. That set up the Argos for first and goal at the Grizzlies’ eighteen.  
 
    “Gama Two! Gama Two!  Oit, Oit!”  
 
    Mox cut hard left to the sideline and hauled in Deek’s pass but got tackled in bounds.  
 
    “Clock! Clock! Clock!” Deek screamed, running back to the line. 
 
    Fifteen seconds. Ten seconds.  
 
    “Bravo Two! Bravo Two! Oit!”  
 
    Deek caught the snap and looked for Mox in the goal zone’s corner. He was covered. Deek looked right to King. Covered. Then right again to Eldean.  
 
    “Deek!” someone shouted.  
 
    No sooner had Deek looked that way than he saw Rev slicing through the heart of the defense. He was wide open.  
 
    Deek let fly.  
 
    “And it’s up!” Uecker shouted.  
 
    Silence filled the stadium. It was followed abruptly by a massive crunch as the Grizzlies’ punisher came in out of nowhere and plowed Rev over from behind. The ball fluttered to the turf as the clock struck zero.  
 
    “Ah, come on!” King threw out his hands. “Hey, Zebra. Are you blind? That was textbook pass interference!”  
 
    Deek tried to stay objective about things, but the slasher was right. A defensive player could only make contact with an offensive player beyond the initial jam zone after the ball had reached the latter’s hands, at which time both players were free to fight for possession. That had clearly not happened, which should have resulted in a foul and another chance for the Argos to score. Inevitably, the play stood as called.  
 
    “And your final score, ladies, gentlemen, and beings,” Uecker said, “New Chicago, twenty-six, and your Akalla City Argonauts, twenty-one. Stay tuned for the post-match report after a word from our sponsors, Admiral Colson rum—a group that, by all rights, stands to make a rump-ton of credit after tonight’s competition. Now this.”  
 
    Mox walked over and patted Deek on the shoulder. “That was one frexing gutsy game you just played, thirteen. I mean it.”  
 
    “Aye, well. We still lost,” Deek grumbled.  
 
    “That may be true, but let’s see where this goes from here.” The gritloth faced his quarterback. “I’m sorry I took your number, Xatori. If I learned anything tonight, it’s that you deserve more respect than that.” 
 
    Deek considered asking for his old jersey back, but he really didn’t care. The club had lost, period. That meant the only numbers that mattered were the zero and six that represented the Argos’ new record. “I appreciate the words, Mox. Really. For now, though, let’s just focus on getting better.”  
 
    The gritloth acknowledged him then vanished into North Tunnel with the others.  
 
    “Hey, Eldean?” Deek called out. “I don’t know about you, but I need a coldie. Post-match analysis at Schooner’s?”  
 
    The pikith flyer heaved a sullen sigh then answered with the only word he could. “Yo.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17: Mirrors 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unlike previous matches when Zack had lingered on the field to shake hands and chat with some of the opposing players and coaches, this time he headed straight through North Tunnel with Rhames who’d already summoned an aerial transport bound for AC Ascension Hospital downtown.  
 
    Zack hated hospitals. He always had. Never had that been truer than in the months following his injury back in college. Those first few weeks had been especially hard. In the blink of an eye, Zack’s reality had gone from that of a warball champion on a meteoric rise to FIWA stardom to that of a brain-damaged prisoner locked in the foggy haze of an off-kilter bizzarro world, which resided exclusively in his own mind. Talk about terrifying. Zack still cringed at the thought. Memories from his past, thoughts from his present, dreams of his future. It had all blurred together after the hit into a sort of weird, mental soup that made discerning any of it next to impossible. Couple that with the myriad physical challenges he’d faced during his rehab, and it was a wonder to most that Zack had found his way back to being himself at all. The one thing that had kept him sane through the process was the assurance from his doctors—one in particular—that recovery was possible for patients who were strong enough to fight for it. 
 
    “And fight, you will,” the doctor had said. “Are you up for that?” 
 
    Zack smiled at the memory—or at least, what he could recall of it. Clearly, you’d never stepped foot in Crystals East before asking me that question.  
 
    The transport tilted gently to starboard as the lights of AC Asuncion Hospital shone bright in the night below. After that, the craft reoriented onto its new heading and began its approach toward the emergency flight pad. 
 
    “Coach Rhames, Coach Monahan.” A young reeoli female dressed in blue scrubs and matching shoes met them on the platform.  
 
    “How is he?” Rhames called past the roar of the transport as it lifted off behind her.  
 
    “Stable but definitely shaken,” the green-skinned nurse said. “I can take you to him if you wish.”  
 
    Zack fell in line behind Rhames and the nurse as the latter led them off the flight pad and into the hospital’s trauma wing.  
 
    At a cursory glance, AC Ascension wasn’t as big as some of the other wards Zack had visited over the years. What it lacked in size, however, it more than made up for with its array of top-rated programs. Specialists from numerous systems, ranging from Tretra to Kofahl, and even Salvage, came to Akalla City to work at Ascension in hopes of capitalizing on its status as a research-first facility. Thankfully for Kuul, one of the areas where the hospital excelled was in its neuro trauma department. That made it a popular choice for athletes all over the galaxy who sought top-notch care based on the latest research.  
 
    “This way.” The nurse led the Argos’ coaches off the lift and down the second wing of the neuro ward. When they arrived at the window outside Johnny’s room, they found him waiting alone in his hospital bed with the lights set to near darkness.  
 
    “Please keep your voices down when speaking to the patient,” the nurse said. “We’ve administered a round of anti-nausea meds to help alleviate some of his stomach issues, but that’s about all we can do for him at this time. His nervous system is still extremely sensitive, especially to light and sound. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    The humans shook their heads.  
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    A cool breeze fluttered in through a vent nearby as Zack entered, the faint hint of cleaning agent and sterilizers filling his nostrils. He closed his eyes, his thoughts suddenly awash with a similar scene from a similar hospital room more than a decade earlier. Frex.  
 
    “Hey, Johnny,” Rhames said in a normal tone. 
 
    The quarterback winced and clutched his skull.  
 
    “Oh, right.” Rhames lowered her voice. “Sorry about that.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Kuul said. “Just get in here already and close the door.”  
 
    The nurse glanced at the visitors en route back to the exit. “I’ll be right outside if anyone needs me.”  
 
    “Thank you, miss,” Zack said quietly.  
 
    The reeoli acknowledged then slipped from sight, easing the door shut behind her. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Rhames asked in a near-whisper.  
 
    “Gee whiz, Coach. How do you think I feel?” Kuul grumbled. “Bring on the band already so we can get this party started.”  
 
    Rhames bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Johnny. I’m sorry this happened.”  
 
    The quarterback didn’t answer. He just sat there in his bed, staring at nothing.  
 
    “Coach Rhames,” Zack asked. “Can Johnny and I have a minute alone to talk?”  
 
    Kuul’s head jerked toward his OC.  
 
    “I promise, I won’t take long,” Zack said. 
 
    The Argos’ head coach answered with a reluctant head bob then took her leave for the waiting area down the hall. 
 
    “How’s your sight?” Zack asked. “Brightness. Depth perception. That sort of stuff.”  
 
    Kuul arched an eyebrow. “The sight’s a little off, but otherwise I’m fine.” 
 
    “How off?” Zack asked. 
 
    “It’s just off, okay?” Kuul insisted. “It’s always off when I take a good hit. Everything goes blurry for a little while then it clears up. I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “So, you can see then,” Zack said.  
 
    “Yes, Monahan. I can frexing see. Now get out of here already and leave me be.” 
 
    Zack retrieved a soft pack of bandages from a nearby shelf and lofted them at the quarterback. The paper packaging made a smack when they struck the other’s cheek. 
 
    “What the frex, man!” Kuul winced hard and clutched his head. 
 
    “You wanna give another go at that last question?” Zack asked. 
 
    Kuul grumbled something under his breath then lowered his voice to reply. “The whole world is a fog, okay? I can see shapes and shadows, but that’s about it. There ya go, inspector. You’ve got the truth. Are you happy now?”  
 
    To the contrary, Zack wouldn’t have wished the other’s condition on his worst enemy. “How’s your equilibrium?” 
 
    “I’m definitely woozy, but right now that seems to be about it,” Kuul said. “For the record, I tried testing my balance by getting out of bed, but the nurses were in here and on me like rincahs on a hindaburger as soon as my feet hit the floor.”  
 
    “That was probably for the best,” Zack said. “Has anyone talked with you yet about your recovery?”  
 
    “Not yet,” Kuul said flatly. “Everybody just keeps saying that it’s gonna take time and that I need to keep my chin up. Whatever this is, it’s apparently serious enough that the hospital brass saw fit to bring in some uber specialist from off world to take over my case. The nurse says he’ll arrive through the stargate shortly.”  
 
    Zack studied the other human from across the room. Darting eyes, twitchy hands, continually shifting posture to get comfortable. Zack lowered his head. He’s scared to death. 
 
    “So, um, if you don’t mind me asking or whatever…” Kuul cleared his throat. “How long did it take you to come back from your injury, anyway?” 
 
    “A while,” Zack said.  
 
    “How long is a while?” Kuul asked.  
 
    “Longer than I would’ve liked,” Zack said, not wanting to discourage the man.  
 
    “Knock it off with the cagey act, Monahan. I’m getting enough of that squat from the so-called experts around here. I get not wanting to speak out of turn, but I need more than that out of you. You’re my coach for frex sake.”  
 
    Zack exhaled through his nostrils. “The physical stuff took me about a year. The psychological stuff… longer.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’ll be blind for the next year?” Kuul asked, fresh alarm in his voice.  
 
    “No,” Zack said. “Theoretically, your sight should return in fairly short order once the swelling in your brain subsides and stops pressing against your optic nerve. There will, however, be other physical challenges along the way that are gonna make the next several months pretty tough.”  
 
    “How tough are we talking?” Kuul asked.  
 
    Zack crossed the room toward the med terminal containing Kuul’s chart and swiped up the other’s case information. “If your situation is anything like mine—and based on these imaging scans, I’d say you’re close—you can forget about moving around on your own for a while.”  
 
    “How long is a while?” Kuul asked.  
 
    “The next few weeks at least.”  
 
    Kuul scratched his chin. “Okay, that’s not so bad. I’ll just get one of those robotic walker things to help steady my balance while I regain my strength. Worst case scenario, I’ll be back on the practice field by week nine—week ten at the latest.”  
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” Zack said. “This isn’t about your strength. It’s about the complete and utter shock sustained by your nervous and neurological systems during the match tonight.”  
 
    Kuul rolled his eyes. “What does that even mean, man?”  
 
    “It means you don’t know how to walk anymore, Johnny.” 
 
    Kuul’s expression went abruptly pale. “What?”  
 
    “It's true,” Zack said. “For all intents and purposes, most basic motor skills—walking down a hall, holding your fork to feed yourself, tying your cleats from your chair—they’re all beyond your abilities right now. It’s not because you’ve just suddenly forgotten how. Rather, it’s because your brain has lost access to the requisite pathways that translate those sorts of neural commands into physical actions.” 
 
    Kuul opened his mouth to speak then closed it then opened it again. “Is it… permanent?” 
 
    “It can be, but those cases are pretty extreme,” Zack said. “You won’t be able to think or see straight for a while once your sight clears because your eyes don’t know how to work in unison anymore. That’s gonna make light sensitivity a real issue. Dimly lit rooms are gonna frex with your sense of spatial awareness, which is gonna make you nauseous. Extreme daylight is gonna make you feel like a yalteen lumberjack is pounding your skull with a sledgehammer. The road to recovery is possible, but you’ve gotta know right now, man, it’s gonna be the hardest ride of your life.” 
 
    Kuul aimed a pensive stare at his feet. “But… how can this be? I mean, they’ve got nanites for this sort of thing, right? To expedite the healing process? Let’s do that.”  
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Zack said.  
 
    “Why the frex not?” Kuul demanded.  
 
    Zack faced the bed. “Nanites can heal a lot of injuries, but they’re not miracle treatments by any stretch of the imagination. Scientists from countless systems and species have studied the brain for millennia. Do we know more about it now than we did ten thousand years ago? Sure. We know how it operates, how to manipulate it. Frex, we can even augment it to certain degrees with technological implants. The fact remains, though, that in many respects the sentient mind, with all its synaptic intricacies and chemical nuances, stands today as arguably the last great frontier of the known universe. As such, most doctors are gonna say the same thing that I’m saying now when it comes to these types of injuries—you have to give it time.”  
 
    Kuul huffed under his breath. “So, this could take years then, if I even heal at all.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Zack admitted. “There’s something else you need to be aware of.”  
 
    Kuul glanced up.  
 
    “Your social life as you know it is over, at least for now. You’re gonna need to unplug from all of it until you start getting your head straight.”  
 
    Kuul shrugged. “So, no more trips to the Neon Pelican then.” 
 
    “No more trips to anything. Not to see family nor visit with friends, not even to hang out with your teammates from the club.” 
 
    A gaggle of nurses chatted among themselves as they passed by Kuul’s room in the hallway outside.  
 
    “Crowds are your enemy right now, Johnny,” Zack continued. “They’re too much stimuli. You need quiet and rest. That’s it. In time, your doctors will gradually work you back into some controlled social settings as your brain heals and reorients, but again, you’re gonna have to be patient. In the meanwhile, no calls, no text communiques, no vid streams. Nothing.” 
 
    Kuul’s expression seemed to drift.  
 
    “Johnny?” Zack said softly.  “You okay?” 
 
    “Frex, man. Stop screaming already.” Kuul pressed his temples with the heels of his hands. “No parties with the boys and no fun over cocktails with cute pikith stage dancers until I’m better. I got it.”  
 
    “This isn’t just about you,” Zack explained. “Folks are gonna wonder why you’re being distant. They’re gonna ask questions and hunt you down for answers. What they won’t understand is your distance isn’t a choice. It’s because you physically can’t handle the interaction right now.” Zack tapped his own head. “This right here isn’t like other injuries, John. It’s not a burn or a broken limb where people can see the effects. Only you can. That’s gonna make you seem aloof and withdrawn, but you can’t let that bother you. All you should be concerned about for the foreseeable future is getting better. Trust me. Your whole life moving forward depends on it.” 
 
    Kuul turned away as the faint patter of rain began tapping the window across the room. “Is this why you never returned to the field after your injury? Because you didn’t want to go through this again?” 
 
    “Not on your life,” Zack said. “The game of warball was everything to me from the time I was old enough to throw a spiral. I lived it, ate it, breathed it with everything I was. If another round of rehab was the worst that could’ve happened, then I’d have gladly rolled the dice for another shot at chasing that glory.” 
 
    “I take it rehab wasn’t the worst-case scenario?” Kuul asked.  
 
    Zack shook his head. “My doctors said the next hit would likely turn me into a vegetable, if I survived at all.”  
 
    “Holy squat,” Kuul murmured.  
 
    Neither man said another word as the rainfall escalated outside.  
 
    “I guess that’s it then,” Kuul said. “Johnny Kuul is officially retired.”  
 
    Zack gave a small nod.  
 
    “Well, frex.” Kuul’s expression turned pensive as his head fell back to his pillow. “This was supposed to be my career’s swan song, ya know? The one I never got with my last club because those cowardly suits cut me in favor of a younger player. The Argos were my chance to make that right, to go out on top like I should have back in New Chicago. Even if we never won a title or made the playoffs, I still saw this as my chance to shove it in my critics’ faces that I still had some baller left in me.” He frowned. “Now, I won’t even get that.”  
 
    Zack patted his quarterback’s shoulder, but the other pulled away. “I’m sorry, man. I really am. Take it from me, though. Life doesn’t end just because you can’t play warball anymore. There are other things in this universe worth loving.”  
 
    “Like what?” Kuul grunted. “Sucking up to a bunch of rich guy suits on a dock, hoping they’ll honor you with an extra big tip for cleaning up their fish guts after a day at sea?” 
 
    This time, it was Zack’s turn to raise an eyebrow.  
 
    “Unlike you, I grew up on a boat,” Kuul remarked. “My father owned one when my brother and I were kids. He’d take us out every Saturday at the rump-crack of dawn to go fishing, then he’d stick us with all the cleaning and mop-up duties when we got back to shore.” He winced. “I swear on my mother’s grave, Monahan, I’ll despise the smell of fish until the day I die.”  
 
    “So, buy a farm instead,” Zack said. “Or a jaggur dealership or a hospital or whatever. Frex, Johnny. You’ve made more credit in your career than somebody like me could’ve ever even dreamed of making—and I was projected to be the top pick in my draft.”  
 
     “I had a lot of credit,” Kuul noted. “Emphasis on the past tense.”  
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “Ex-wives and dirty management, my friend. They’ll stab you in the back every, single time.”  
 
    A lot of folks might’ve scoffed at Kuul’s story as being a pack of excuses. Then again, Zack thought, they’d never been a pro athlete. In this world, everyone wanted a piece of the you. Girls. Managers. So-called friends. Executives. Everyone. Factor in the ignorance of youth that accompanied athletic and non-athletic beings alike, and the road to warball stardom was littered with stories of exploitation like the one Kuul had just told. 
 
    “So, you’re broke.” Zack said.  
 
    “Not entirely,” Kuul said. “The Argos’ contract put me back in the green. I’m not flush with credit by any means. But at least now, I won’t starve to death in some back-alley slum in New Atlanta.” 
 
    “Sol system, huh?” Zack pocketed his hands. “That’s where you’re headed?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kuul said. “I also hear Lake Lenox on Boccaro is nice this time of year. Honestly, I’d go pretty much anywhere at this point, so long as there’s no warball.” He glanced up. “That or cold weather. Cold weather frexing sucks.” 
 
    Zack chuckled aloud as a set of knuckles wrapped lightly against the door outside.  
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Kuul?” a male voice asked. “Can I come in?”  
 
    “It’s a free system,” Kuul answered. 
 
    The door slipped open, and a tall human male with dark skin and well-built features entered wearing a white lab coat. “Nurse Bizentyne tells me you’re—” His brown eyes widened. “Zack?”  
 
    “Hey, Doc. I thought that was you.” Zack smiled and extended a hand. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Likewise,” the doctor said with a shake. “I didn’t know you were here on Akalla.”  
 
    “Obviously, you don’t follow the local warball beat.” Zack laughed. “I’m the new offensive coordinator for the Argonauts.”  
 
    The doctor’s smile brightened. “So, you went back to the game after all. Good for you.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Zack gestured toward the bed. “Johnny, allow me to introduce Dr. Myron Rolle. He currently serves as the lead surgeon and director of neuroscience at Shanz Hospital on Mars. He’s also a former all-star wallball player, which makes him the best frexing ally jocks like us could ever hope to have in situations like these.” 
 
    Kuul regarded the newcomer with a look of bewilderment. “You played? Really?” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Rolle said.  
 
    “What position?” Kuul asked.  
 
    “Punisher,” Rolle said.  
 
    Kuul guffawed then winced and clutched his temples. “And now you’re a neurosurgeon?” 
 
    “Funny how life works out sometimes, huh?” Rolle patted his current patient’s leg then faced his former one. “Your quarterback and I need to have a private conversation about his case. Let’s grab lunch while I’m on world, though. It’d be good to catch up.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it.” Zack pointed at Kuul. “Take care of this one, will ya? If he needs anything moving forward—anything at all—you let us know.”  
 
    Rolle nodded as Zack turned to go.   
 
    “Monahan,” Kuul called. “Thanks… thanks for coming down here. It means a lot.” 
 
    Zack acknowledged him with a look then started for the door.  
 
    “Hey, Zack?” Kuul raised a hand then labored as best as he could to ball up his fingers. “Go Argos.”  
 
    Zack approached the bed and formed the other’s hand into a fist. He then bumped it with a fist of his own and smiled. “Go Argos.” 
 
    Rhames rose from her seat in the waiting area as her offensive coordinator emerged from the hallway beside the nurse’s station. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Johnny just needed to chat with somebody who understands his circumstances firsthand.” Zack paused as Korach and Volthrop entered the room.  
 
    “How is he?” Volthrop asked.  
 
    “It’s not looking good.” Rhames filled the others in on what she knew.  
 
    “Holy frex,” Korach murmured when the coach finished. 
 
    “I’m glad you guys could make it down,” Zack said to the others. “Now that you’re here, the three of us should probably have a conversation.” 
 
    “About?” Rhames asked.  
 
    “About our offense,” Zack said. “We all know Xatori can’t run our original system. He just doesn’t have the skill set. What we learned tonight, however, is that when we put him in an up-tempo offense, the kid can make some things happen. We should embrace that moving forward.” 
 
    Rhames traded concerned looks with her peers. “I appreciate your thinking outside the box here, Zack, but running tempo when you’re behind on the scoreboard in the third period is one thing. Running an entire system off that philosophy is something else entirely.” 
 
    “Why?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Because it just is,” Rhames said. “Running out of the rifle severely limits our ability to run the warball, and that’s who we are as a club.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Zack folded his arms. “How’d that work out for you on Deek’s first four drives?”  
 
    Rhames lowered her head.  
 
    “The ground game is screwed if you can’t throw the warball because defenses can key on it all day long,” Zack said. “Deek can read the squat out of a defense. I’ve seen it. All he needs is the extra room to do that, then he can execute.”  
 
    Rhames considered the other’s idea.  
 
    “To do what you suggest,” Korach said, “I’d have to completely overhaul the way in which I approach our strength and conditioning program for the team.”  
 
    “Yes, you would,” Zack said. “Fortunately, I know someone who can help you with that.”  
 
    Korach rolled his eyes as Rhames heaved a sigh.  
 
    “I don’t like this, Monahan,” the latter said. “It’s way out of my comfort zone as a coach, and I don’t like it.”  
 
    “I know you don’t,” Zack said. “But it’s the only option we’ve got if this club expects to sniff a win even once this season.”  
 
    Rhames pursed her lips then glanced at Volthrop. “Thoughts?”  
 
    The withaloo exhaled. “Monahan has a point. If we can’t stretch the ball downfield with the passing game, then the running game is done for.”  
 
    “Korach?” Rhames shifted.  
 
    “I think this idea is ludicrous.” The rincah grunted. “We have neither the time nor the personnel to run the sort of scheme Monahan suggests. Furthermore, the Argos are already the laughingstock of FIWA as it is. Why make that worse by running an offense that’s almost certainly destined to fail?”  
 
    “It won’t fail,” Zack insisted. “Trust me.”  
 
    Rhames chewed her lip. “Fine. I want a full report on this new system of yours on my desk first thing tomorrow morning. If I like what I read, we’ll tell the club.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Zack said. 
 
    “You can’t be serious!” Korach protested.  
 
    Rhames admonished her assistant with a look then returned her focus to Monahan. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Zack. Otherwise, we’ll all be lucky to land jobs in the peewee leagues once this is over.” 
 
    Zack felt a tinge of excitement as his fellow coaches moved into a nearby lift, although not before Volthrop could mouth the words “good luck” on his way out. Thanks, brother. We’re gonna need it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18: Identity Crisis 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deek arrived at Argonaut Stadium the following Monday morning, not knowing what to expect. Obviously, he suspected that he’d be the Argos’ starter moving forward. Still, he couldn’t know that for sure until an official announcement was made. What Deek did know was that Mondays were typically the club’s day off, yet Rhames had called everyone in for a closed-door meeting.  
 
    This can’t be good. Deek exited the transport he’d bought with some of the proceeds from his first paycheck and was immediately met in the Stadium parking lot by Nars Eldean. “Fancy seeing you here, mate.”  
 
    “I know, right?” Eldean quipped. “Hey, you’ve gotten pretty tight lately with Coach M. Has he told you why they called us in today?”  
 
    Deek shook his head. “He contacted me late Saturday after leaving the hospital and told me the same thing he told you and everyone else—that we were all to meet up here at oh-eight-hundred hours. Beyond that, he didn’t add much else.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Eldean said. “What did he say about Kuul?”  
 
    “Just that Johnny’s awake and recovering,” Deek said. “No real specifics there, either.”  
 
    The pikith flyer stared at the ground. “I’ll be the first one to admit that playing ball with that rumphole ain’t the slightest bit of easy. Still, I wouldn’t wish that kind of hit on anybody. I mean, did you see the way his head rocked back when that caldivar made contact?” He shivered. “I swear, Deek. For a minute there, I thought he’d broken Johnny clear in half. No way Johnny comes back from that. Not this year, anyhow.”  
 
    Deek pointed to the other’s side. “You took a few nasty bumps yourself courtesy of that rincah playing right-side keeper for the Grizzlies. How are the ribs?”  
 
    “They’re fine.” Eldean sighed. “You remember that whole ‘chicks dig scars’ thing?”  
 
    Deek nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, well frex that.” Eldean grunted. “I say gimme those nanites all day long for the rest of the season.” 
 
    Deek shot the pikith a look as a handful of other Argos emerged from their transports for the meeting. “Aye then. No sense in wasting time out here in the car park. Let’s go rip off the bandage and see what all the hubbub is about.”  
 
    The pair started for the entrance, trailed closely by Rev, King, and a handful of others, then they headed for the locker room.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Rev motioned with his horns toward a copper-furred withaloo who was stuffing his things into a locker beside Icky.  
 
    “No idea. I’ve never seen him before—” Deek halted abruptly upon spotting the newcomer’s jersey, hanging inside the locker. It carried the number eleven, a marker typically reserved for quarterbacks.  
 
    “Since when did we add a new QB, yo?” Eldean had apparently seen the jersey, too.  
 
    “Rhames flew him in through the stargate last night,” Brooks said, walking over. “His name’s Gaberoth. Or at least, that’s the name on his jersey.” 
 
    King cocked his head. “Where did he come from?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” Brooks said. “One of the intra-system leagues, maybe? I’ve never heard his name in FIWA circles, so I don’t think he’s a pro.” 
 
    “Frexing wonderful.” Eldean palmed his face. “Are we so hard up for players now that we’re bringing in intra-system scrubs just to fill our roster positions?”  
 
    “He sure is tall,” Rev noted.  
 
    “Yeah, he is,” King agreed. 
 
    Deek felt a lump in his throat. “Why is he here?”  
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Brooks said. “Depth maybe?”  
 
    Deek hoped that was true. It still didn’t stop his mind from racing toward other possibilities. 
 
    “Morning, boys.” Monahan approached the group. “We ready to get to work today?”  
 
    “Sure… I think?” Deek motioned toward the withaloo. “Who’s the newbie?” 
 
    “Just another player Coach Rhames brought in to help us,” Monahan said.  
 
    “Help us how?” Deek’s curiosity was getting the best of him, and he was fairly certain it was showing.  
 
    “Take a seat, Xatori,” Monahan said. “All will be revealed shortly. I promise.” 
 
    Deek pondered whether to push the issue but opted against it. After all, Monahan had never been anything but straight with him before, so Deek couldn’t fathom why the OC would start keeping secrets now.  
 
    Silence filled the locker room as Rhames entered the space and joined her fellow coaches at center floor.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” the head coach said. “I know Monday is typically our day off. However, given all that’s happened, I thought a clearing of the air might be good for us.”  
 
    “How’s Johnny?” Mox cut in. “I tried to go see him, but the nurses said he’s not taking visitors.”  
 
    “No, I don’t expect he is.” Rhames relayed the particulars of Kuul’s condition along with the unknown length of his rehabilitation.  
 
    “My friend…” The gritloth trailed off, head down and eyes closed. 
 
    “Johnny’s done for the season,” Rhames said. “This means we’ve got to move on without him. That said, allow me to introduce the newest member of the Akalla City Argonauts—Blayvok Gaberoth.”  
 
    All eyes turned toward the newcomer. 
 
    “Guh guh Gabs,” the withaloo said nervously. “Most people just cuh cuh call me Gabs.”  
 
    Eldean palmed his face. “You’ve gotta be squatting me.” 
 
    “Gabs here comes to us from the Arinorn varsity club in the Kyrie system developmental league,” Rhames said. “Last season, he threw for six thousand meters and forty-three goals while rushing for another twelve.”  
 
    “So, is he our new starter then to replace Johnny?” Mox asked.  
 
    Rhames shook her head. “No, Xatori will take over starting duties at quarterback. Gabs is here to back him up.” 
 
    Deek heaved a sigh of the sweetest relief. 
 
    “Coach Rhames, may I?” One of the backup rovers put up a tentacle. “With all respect to thirteen and miracle he almost retrieved from rear orifice Saturday evening, he cannot run traditional offense. Two-minute system not sustainable for full match.”  
 
    “You sure about that?” Monahan folded his arms. 
 
    The squid-like alien thought about it. “Last I check… I say, yes.” 
 
     “Ordinarily, I’d agree with you,” Monahan said. “Conventional warball wisdom says you can’t run a two-minute offense for an entire match. Then again, these aren’t conventional times, and we’re not a conventional club, are we?”  
 
    Deek scratched his chin. “What are you suggesting, Coach M?”  
 
    “A basic two-minute offense is built for exactly that,” Monahan said. “Two minutes. This means a limited number of plays with a fixed set of packages and formations. What I’m proposing is that we take that formula and expand it.”  
 
    “Expand it how?” Eldean asked.  
 
    “More batch packaging with additional plays, cadences, and a massively streamlined terminology,” Monahan said. “I won’t sugarcoat this, folks. To do what I’m proposing is gonna require us to learn an entirely new way of playing offensive warball with half the season already behind us. Is it ideal? No. But I do believe it’s what we need to do if we have any hope of finding success.” 
 
    Mox clasped his hands. “I hear what you’re saying, Coach M.”  
 
    “But?” Monahan asked.  
 
    “But I’m in agreement with Noodles,” Mox said. “I don’t see how a system like this is sustainable for a match, much less a season.”  
 
    “How come?” Monahan asked.  
 
    “Because it’s just not.” Mox hunched forward. “If I’m understanding you correctly, you intend to run our offense up tempo with no huddles and Xatori calling everything from the scrimmage line as you two sus things out via comms, right?”  
 
    Monahan nodded.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” Mox continued. “I see the benefits of that approach because of the pressure it applies to opposing defenses. The downside, though, is it also puts pressure on our guardians to keep pace with the calls, as well as our own defense who will get minimal rest time between series on account of our offense’s ability to score fast.”  
 
    “The defense can handle that workload.” Brooks rose to his feet. “Whatever it takes to win, my crew is up for the challenge.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Monahan said plainly. “Not as things stand, that is.”  
 
    The dauricon regarded his coach with a quizical expression.  
 
    “Mox is right,” Monahan continued. “The fast-break style that I’m proposing is extremely hard to sustain because of the stress it puts on the personnel who run it. That said, it’s not impossible if you know how to prepare for it.”  
 
    “What do you suggest?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Simple,” Monahan said. “We change how we train.” 
 
    Rhames stepped forward. “The Argos’ offense as I designed it was predicated on playing power warball. This means imposing our will at the line of scrimmage, an approach that starts in the training room through intense weightlifting and a diet meant to maximize muscle growth. Changing our offensive identity as Coach Monahan recommends will, therefore, require us to modify how we prepare to execute his new system, on and off the field.” 
 
    “Our focus moving forward will be on stamina, quickness, and flexibility,” Monahan said. “From a training standpoint, that means lighter weights with higher reps and a slimmer diet. In short, we’re all about lean and mean now, folks. Not big and brutal.” 
 
    “Float like a leaf, sting like a xajok,” Eldean noted.  
 
    “Something like that, yeah,” Monahan said.  
 
    A small chorus of grumbles circulated around the room.  
 
    “Where does Coach Korach stand on all this?” Hoff glanced around. “Also, why is he not here for this meeting?” 
 
    Rhames traded looks with Volthrop before answering. “Coach Korach resigned his post this morning, effective immediately. From now on, the guardians will be coached by someone else.” 
 
    “And who is this being?” Hoff asked.  
 
    All eyes turned toward the door as a series of light footfalls sounded from outside.  
 
    “Argonauts,” Monahan said. “Allow me to introduce the newest member of the AC coaching staff, our new strength and conditioning trainer—Harrith Grimnar.” 
 
    A smattering of confused grumbles circulated the room as the leethog equipment manager entered the locker room.  
 
    “Wait, he’s the new strength coach?” Hoff asked.  
 
    The other Meanies snickered.  
 
    “Your response to my arrival at this meeting suggests this surprises you,” Harrith said.  
 
    Hoff tried in vain to hide a snicker. “Well… yes. It really does.” 
 
    “Why?” Harrith asked.  
 
    The Meanies leader did his best to stifle a grin. “No offense, but you’re you… and I’m me.”  
 
    “And who are you exactly?” Harrith countered.  
 
    The yalteen blinked. “I am Antenov Hoffroon, two-time all-pro guardian and the most decorated warball player in my tribe’s four-hundred-year history.” 
 
    “A two-time all-pro, you say.” Now it was the leethog’s turn to snicker.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” Hoff frowned.  
 
    “The way you trumpet your achievements as if they mean something is… well, amusing.” Harrith adjusted his flat cap. “You are a twelve-year Cruiser League veteran. You are also yalteen. Your entire career should’ve been spent dominating your opponents. But instead, you made all-pro… twice.”  
 
    Hoff’s expression flashed incredulous. “Are you saying that making the pro bowl of a FIWA warball league twice in a career isn’t good enough?”  
 
    “For you, given your potential?” Harrith shrugged. “No, it is most certainly not. Furthermore, you have no one to blame but yourself for it.”  
 
    The massive yalteen climbed to his feet. 
 
    “Easy,” Rhames cautioned.  
 
    “The fact is, Mr. Hoff, you got soft after your all-pro years, and you’ve been resting on your laurels ever since. Look at you.” Harrith pointed to the excess weight around the other’s gut. “You should be a mountain of a being, made of marble and iron, not some eight-foot-tall puddle of jiggling pudding.” The leghog grinned. “You are mine now, yalteen… and I hate pudding.” 
 
    Deek watched quietly as the yalteen took a step.  
 
    “All right, Coach Grimnar, you’ve made your point,” Rhames said. “Now isn’t the time to focus on the past. We’ve got eight games left to prove ourselves, and that starts today. Fortunately for us, this upcoming weekend is our bye week. That gives us fourteen whole days to hit the weights and—” 
 
    “You mean the stadium steps,” Harrith corrected. “The time for strength augmentation will return eventually. First, I must break these beings down to their bare essence to see what I’m working with. Then, I’ll show you what real warball players look like.” 
 
    Byorne shielded his mouth and glanced toward the Meanies. “Good luck, lads.”  
 
    “All of them,” Harrith clarified.  
 
    The tralge gulped as Deek braced for the worst.  
 
    This is gonna bloody well suck.  
 
    “Fine,” Rhames said. “As far as I’m concerned, every single player in this room is the sole property of Coach Grimnar from now until lunchtime. That’s when we’ll break for showers, then you’re all to meet up with your respective position coaches to start reviewing what’ll be expected of you in this new era of Argos warball. Everyone clear?”  
 
    “Vwah,” the group mumbled.  
 
    “I’m sorry?” Rhames repeated.  
 
    “Vwah!” the club bellowed.  
 
    “Good,” Rhames said. “It’s time to sweat, beings. Let’s get to it.” 
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    Chapter 19: Feel the Burn 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next five hours ranked as hands-down the most grueling Deek had ever experienced in his playing career. Harrith Grimnar’s training methods were brutal. The lethog began by ordering the club out for a sixty-minute run around the property. After that, the team returned to the field where they were ordered to sprint up and down the stadium steps until each player had completed a full circuit across the east side of the complex. That wouldn’t have been so bad if those who finished the drill first had gotten to stop and wait for the others. Not so. Grimnar’s orders were specific. “Everyone stops running or no one does!  
 
    “And no nanites!” the new coach declared. 
 
    The Meanies, in particular, took all this extremely hard. Still, they managed to power through and finish the task every single day they were called upon.  
 
    Over the next two weeks, the club learned firsthand just how many such training techniques Grimnar had in his arsenal to torture them with. Naturally, everything began with runs and stadiums. There were also gassers—drills where each player ran from sideline to sideline, crisscrossing the turf until they reached center field before working their way back in reverse order.  
 
    The worst, however, were the coast-to-coast runs. This drill involved a player beginning on his own goal line then running to the five, then back to the goal line, then to the ten, then back to the goal line, and continued until the player had covered the entire length of the playing field. Everyone was jelly-legged by the time these sessions ended, and many players even lost their lunch. Still, no one complained, and no one copped out. They simply ran the drills to their best of their ability then gathered in the locker room afterward to bond over their injuries in the soak tubs.  
 
    Thankfully, physical drills only comprised the first half of each day at practice. The second half consisted of one-on-one instruction time with each unit’s position coach. In Deek’s case, that meant spending six, seven, sometimes even ten more hours in the film room with Coach Monahan, reviewing the OC’s new offense. It was intense stuff, and fast—real fast. Still, Deek could see the merits of such a system if the personnel could pull it off—and that began with conditioning.  
 
    In preparation for the Argos’ next game against Deek’s former club, the Bentwick Barons, Deek arrived at the stadium on day four of film studies grateful to have the day off from training so his body could rest before competing. This meant he’d be spending the entirety of his day with Monahan. 
 
    “Morning, Deek,” the OC said upon seeing the reeoli enter the building. “How’d you sleep last night?”  
 
    “Like a bloody rock,” Deek said, rubbing his shoulder. “Then again, that’s pretty much been the case every night since Dirty Harry took over our conditioning program.” 
 
    “Dirty Harry?” Monahan raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I, um…” Deek winced. 
 
    “It’s all right.” Monahan chuckled. “You’re not the first bunch of players to tab Harrith Grimnar with a tongue-in-cheek nickname. Harry’s just hardcore that way. Know what else he is, though?”  
 
    Deek faced his coach.  
 
    “A bonafide coach of the year candidate if he pulls this off,” Monahan said.  
 
    Deek couldn’t argue there. Still, he was nothing if not thrilled to get a reprieve from outdoor drills for the day.   
 
    “Come on,” Monahan said. “I grabbed breakfast for us on the way in.”  
 
    Deek followed his coach down the hall into the quarterback room where his nostrils filled with the scents of hot coffee and fresh-baked bagels which were still warm in their serving box. Seeing Gabs already munching on a pastry in the corner, Deek smeared some cream cheese onto a noffy seed bagel then poured a coffee and joined his clubmate in the corner.  
 
    “Before we open the Bentwick film to start forming our plan for the Barons this weekend,” Monahan said, “I want to play a little game of call and response to see if you guys have been studying your new playbooks. Think of it as a sort of pop quiz. You good with that?”  
 
    Deek traded looks with Gabs then both quarterbacks nodded in acknowledgement.  
 
    “Good. We’ll start simple.” Monahan stepped to the holo emitter and keyed the device active. A few moments later, the digital mockup of a play swirled skyward into existence. “Gabs, you’re up first. Friar Alpha, Laser Two. Go.” 
 
    The withaloo rubbed his palms. “Friar Alpha, Laser Two. That’s… um. Vee formation, eighty-three, H—” 
 
    “Nope.” Monahan shook his head. “For starters, rarely will we ever use Vee formation in this new offense. Everything runs from the rifle or the carbine formations. That’s it. You also don’t need to sweat the route numerals and grounder assignments anymore since those are built directly into the base terminology.” The OC glanced to his other player. “Xatori. Care to take a swing?” 
 
    Deek sat forward. “Friar Alpha, Laser Two. The play opens in rifle formation with Byorne and Eldean out wide, King in the backfield to my right, and Mox on the guardian line as an extra blocker.” 
 
    “You’re right so far,” Monahan said. “Is this a passing play or a running play?”  
 
    Deek studied the holo image. “I’ll say pass based on the pre-snap motion.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Monahan said. “Every offensive skill player is designated by a number, one through five, with the QB being one. The number two is earmarked for the slasher position, meaning King.”  
 
    “So, Laser Two means it’s a running play then,” Deek said. 
 
    “That’s the initial call, yes,” Monahan said. “The beauty of this system, however, is that you as the quarterback get the final say on what happens depending on what the defense shows you at the line.”  
 
    Both quarterbacks traded looks. 
 
    “Let’s review from the top.” Monahan pointed to the frozen holo image. “Each play call sequence is comprised of four major components. The first term denotes the series—Friar, in this instance. That relays the initial formation along with the required personnel needed to execute the play. Next comes the series subcategory—Alpha, in this case. When paired with the series name, the sub tells your club mates what their assignments are post-snap. Any guesses what that is here?”  
 
    Deek raised a palm. “Friar Alpha puts Byorne on the left sideline running a shallow comeback pattern, while Eldean splits out wide-right to run a spire route toward the goal zone.”  
 
    “Correct,” Monahan said. “Now, let’s move to the sequence’s back half—Laser Two. The first term, laser, refers to the pre-snap motion. In this case that involves Mox shifting out from his blocking post to the flexor position where he can be utilized as a pass receiver.” The coach played the image forward a few seconds then froze it again before the snap. “Showing the defense a run-first front prompts them to deploy their personnel for a suitable response. By shifting Mox out wide afterward, we force our opponents to make a choice: either back off to account for the added threat downfield, in which case King has more room to work on the ground, or stay committed to stuffing the run, in which case one or more of our flyers will face single coverage down the sideline.”  
 
    “What happens if I want to keep the play as is but target one of the flyers instead of handing off to the runner?” Deek asked. “Do I call an audible?”  
 
    “You can,” Monahan said. “Or, if you want to be more subtle, you can simply repeat the call as is but overemphasize the final term in your cadence to let the others know you’re shifting focus. So, Friar Alpha, Laser Two. You could also call Friar Alpha, Laser Two-Zero if you wanted to empty the backfield altogether and send King out to the second flexor position.” He pointed to the image. “Bottom line, guys. When you hear me use the phrase ‘scheming a player open,’ this right here is what I’m talking about. By combining this sort of misdirection approach with a no-huddle, up-tempo snap count, we mitigate our adversary’s talent advantage by forcing them to defend our assault with mismatched personnel, thus giving us the upper hand. Everyone with me?” 
 
    “Aye.” Deek gulped. “I think so.”  
 
    “Let’s try another one,” Monahan said. “BeeBee Charlie, Xray Four. Go.”  
 
    “BeeBee Charlie, Xray Four,” Deek repeated. “That’s rifle formation again with Eldean left on a slant and Byorne right on a deep route, but with two grounders—King and Rev—instead of Mox.” 
 
    “Good,” Monahan said. “What else?”  
 
    “Xray means the flyers will crisscross in the backfield before the snap, effectively flipping positions,” Deek said. “That puts Byorne on the shallow right with our fastest player, Eldean, lined up on the deep route versus the defense’s slower keeper who’d initially been deployed to face Byorne.” 
 
    “Quick!” Monahan announced. “The outside rover just cheated back for extra coverage on Eldean. Do you audible out or keep the play as is?”  
 
    “Stay as is.” Deek pointed excitedly to the image. “The rover’s move just opened a hole for me to hit King in space on a drag route out of the backfield. That’s an automatic first down if not more!” 
 
    “Okay, what’s the call?” Monahan asked.  
 
    “BeeBee Charlie, Xray Four! BeeBee Charlie, Xray Four!” 
 
    “Boom! Now you’re getting the hang of it.” Monahan clapped his hands. “Let’s try another one. Biscuit Delta, Dart Five. Gabs, this one’s yours. Go.”  
 
    The group continued the exercise for the next twenty minutes, each time with Monahan calling plays then one of his quarterbacks supplying the answers as to who would deploy where and to whom the warball would be directed after the snap. Neither signal caller was flawless. In time, though, both showed signs of being able to handle the new pace and vocabulary. 
 
    “In going over the film, I recognize some of these concepts from my Acey Jacey days,” Deek said. “Where’d the rest come from? Your offense in college?”  
 
    “A little, yeah,” Monahan said. “In reality, it’s an offense with roots in a lot of different systems. I’ve been tinkering with it for a while, actually. I just never told anyone.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Deek said. “This offense got a name?”  
 
    “It does,” Monahan said. “I call it the Panama Offense.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Deek said. “Where’d you come up with that?”  
 
    “It’s a long story,” Monahan said.  
 
    “And we’ve got a lot of film to review,” Deek countered.  
 
    The Argos’ coach billowed a sigh. “Six months ago, I pulled back into Lano Harbor after one particularly tough day at sea. My charter had stiffed me on the back half of my payment. My boat engine had thrown a capacitor halfway through the trip, and my girlfriend had just left me for a move back to Desania after the storm. Suffice it to say, I was not in a pleasant mood.”  
 
    “I’d wager not,” Deek said.  
 
    “Once I got back to the dock, I decided I needed to go blow off some steam,” Monahan continued. “So, I headed for town with my buddy Mash and ended up parked on a barstool at Willy’s Tavern beside an outlander ship captain named Van Hager who’d come to Akalla on a supply run. At least, that’s what he told me before the rum shooters started rolling in.”  
 
    “Crikey.” Deek winced. “It’s been my experience that those kinda nights typically end up one of two ways—in your bunk with a splitting headache the next morning or in a cage at district lockup with the handful of your mates who had the stones to stick around through the fight.” 
 
    “Yep, I’ve done those, too,” Monahan admitted. “Thankfully, this story concluded with the former, although not before Van Hagar and I wound up at Coram’s diner out at AC starport, eating hindabeast hash with extra onions and telling a lifetime’s worth of old stories about warball and deep space smuggling. The whole thing ended with me puking my guts out over the side of my boat and a bet.” 
 
    “A bet?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Yep.” Monahan faced his quarterback. “I lost. So, the offense is called the Panama offense.”  
 
    Deek considered the other’s story as it compared to those of his own from back in his heyday. “This Van Hagar person sounds like a real character.”  
 
    “You have no idea.” Monahan grimaced. “Back to business. Let’s break down some more of these batch play combinations before we pack it in for the night.”  
 
    “Aye,” Deek said, settling in with Gabs. “Let’s work on some more stuff from the carbine formation if you don’t mind. I could use some more practice with those concepts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20: Getting the Lead Out 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night before the club’s first match in the post-Kuul era brought with it little sleep as Deek tossed and turned in his bed, his mind racing with everything he’d learned in the previous two weeks of practice. Friar, Charlie, Biscuit, Orbit, Eschelon, Flash. It was all so much. When his alarm finally went off the next morning, Deek sat upright in his bunk, wide awake as the sun peeked through his window, his head still spinning over what lay ahead. My first start as an Akalla City Argonaut. He laughed, unsure whether to be excited as frex or scared out of his bloody mind.  
 
    Thankfully, his mom was already up and waiting downstairs when Deek bounded down the steps to meet her. And wouldn’t you know it. She had the same breakfast waiting for him that he’d eaten on the morning of every match day of his college career—a noffy seed bagel sandwich with egg whites, sharp cheese, and a grilled parka fish filet with extra seasoning.  
 
    Moms. What would we ever do without them? Deek kissed his mother’s cheek then ran out the door, breakfast in hand, to head for his transport in the driveway. 
 
    The ride to Argonaut Stadium took about forty minutes from the neighborhood. Even that early in the morning—oh-seven-thirty—there were already fans gathering in the parking lot to begin their weekly tailgating rituals. Naturally, most of the crowd consisted of humans and reeoli as they were the predominant species on Akalla. However, Deek also saw pikith in there along with several leethog, some rincah, and even a few yalteen families, towering over the crowd. They were all there, wearing the Argos’ navy blue and neon green colors, and partying like rockstars, as if the hometown club was undefeated and challenging for a title like the Machine days, not winess, staring up from the cellar at the entire division. 
 
    Peering up at the clusters of young palm trees that’d been planted around the lot in place of the dozens that’d been ripped out by the storm, Deek hoped he could give those fans something worth cheering for by night’s end. He really, really did. Heavens know they’ve earned it.  
 
    Rev was sitting on the bench in front of his locker, reading his Bible, when Deek entered the locker room.  
 
    “Hey, look who it is!” The rincah crowed. “Your Akalla City Argonauts starting quarterback!”  
 
    Deek rolled his eyes. “Knock that squat off, mate.”  
 
    Rev chuckled and snapped his Bible shut before tucking the ancient book into his locker. “How’d you sleep last night?”  
 
    “Sleep? What sleep?” Deek grunted.  
 
    “That bad, huh?”  
 
    Deek nodded. “On the upshot, I’ve had enough coffee this morning to orbit an Akallan freighter sans its bloody fuel tank. Not to worry, though. I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Yes, you will,” Rev said.  
 
    Deek couldn’t help but notice the confidence in his clubmate’s voice. “Why so certain?”  
 
    “Because I’ve seen how you prepare,” Rev said. “For the last two weeks, you’ve been among the first players to arrive at practice and among the last to leave. You’ve even stayed late to study film in the quarterback room long after King, Eldean, and the rest of us have gone home.” He shifted. “The soul of the sluggard craves and gets nothing, while the soul of the diligent is richly supplied with high-scoring victories over his warball enemies.”  
 
    Deek raised an eyebrow. “And which verse or chapter is that?”  
 
    “Proverbs 13:4 with some Book of Rev thrown in for context.” The rincah grinned and patted his quarterback’s shoulder. “You’ve worked your rump off for this moment, Deek. You’ve done everything that’s been asked of you and then some. That sort of commitment pays off. Trust me.” 
 
    Deek appreciated the rincah’s words just as he’d come to respect the other’s place in the club. As talent went, Rev was far from a superstar at hammer. He was older, a touch slower, and a touch more injury prone than many of his younger peers around the Cruiser League. He was also the quintessential leader. No matter the player or the circumstance, Rev was always present, ready to be there for his teammates. A lot of the other guys may not have agreed with his beliefs, but they most certainly respected his character. So did Deek.  
 
    “Okay, everyone, listen up!” Rhames called. “Today, we find out if this shiny new offense that Coaches Monahan and Grimnar have championed these last two weeks is worth the time and sweat we’ve all poured into it. At four and two, the Barons are very much alive in the playoff hunt, which means they’ve got lots of reasons to bring their prime game against us. Defense.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brooks answered for the unit. 
 
    “The Barons quarterback is an average player, but their slasher is having an all-pro season,” Rhames said. “He’s got elite speed in the open field, plus he’s a solid pass catcher coming out of the backfield. Bottle him up, and we win this game so long as Xatori and the offense can put even modest points on the board.”  
 
     Try to contain all that faith you’ve got in us, Coach. Deek traded less-than-thrilled looks with Monahan.  
 
    “Offense,” Rhames shifted. “The Barons have been hit with a rash of defensive injuries, especially in the rover corps. I know your plan is to air it out, but don’t get one-dimensional. There may yet be a place for our ground attack.”  
 
    “Vwah!” the Meanies answered.  
 
    Deek couldn’t help but be impressed by the group’s solid new look—Hoff in particular. It was no secret that the yalteen leader had always been big. Now, however, the blue-skinned alien sported ripples around his abdominals, chest, and shoulders that hadn’t been there two weeks earlier.  
 
    “All right, everyone in,” Monahan commanded.  
 
    The club gathered in a circle then put out their appendages. “One, two, three—Argos!”  
 
    Argonaut Stadium was absolutely rocking by the time the home team arrived at the tunnel entrance to make their appearance.  
 
    “Remember what I told you,” Rev said to Deek. “Devout commitment always pays off. You’ve done your part as has the club. Now, we rest in that and let the natural order of things take its course.”  
 
    Don Uecker cracked his public address mic. “And now,” he began, voice building to its usual crescendo. “It’s time to welcome to the field… your… Akalla City… Ar-go-nauts!”  
 
    The sold-out home crowd of more than ninety-five thousand fans erupted onto their feet as Deek and the others ran out onto the field. Shortly thereafter, Deek—now wearing his brand-new captain’s C on his blue and green jersey—trotted out to center field with Brooks for the opening coin toss. 
 
    “We’ll call heads,” Brooks said when asked for the club’s choice.  
 
    The ref flipped the coin airborne with a ding of his thumb. It was tails.  
 
    Squat. 
 
    “We’ll defer to the second period,” Deek’s counterpart in the gold and white jersey announced.  
 
    “We’ll defend the south goal zone,” Brooks answered.  
 
    The ref announced the result to the crowd while the players returned to their respective sidelines. Monahan was waiting when Deek arrived.  
 
    “Looks like we’re gonna find out what we’ve got sooner rather than later,” the coach said.  
 
    “Looks like,” Deek said.  
 
    “I know Rev already gave you the pep talk, so I’ll keep this short,” Monahan said. “Remember what you’ve learned, but don’t let it cripple you. The point of this offense is to go fast. A lot of that means relying on instinct.” He looked the quarterback in the eye. “You’ve got good ones, Deek. Trust those and trust your training. Everything else will come in time, even if it takes us a few series to work out the kinks.” 
 
    Deek tried to look confident. “I hear ya, Coach.”  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Deek and Monahan watched from the sideline with the others as the Barons’ slinger did his best to pin the Argos deep on the opening blaze.  
 
    “And the Barons’ slinger lets fly,” the PA announcer called. “King fields at the ten. He’s to the fifteen. To the twenty.”  
 
    Crunch! 
 
    “The warball is loose!” 
 
    “Frex!” Rhames shouted.  
 
    Deek watched, eyes wide, as the freed warball bounded around the blue turf like a hot potato before vanishing under a swarm of gold and white. 
 
    “And it’s Barons’ ball at the Argonauts’ fifteen-meter line,” Uecker said. “On the upshot, Argo fans, at least your returner didn’t soil himself on the way down.”  
 
    King glared up at Uecker’s booth on his way to the sideline. “Sorry, Coach. I went to cut upfield and got blindsided from the left. One of the Barons must’ve gotten a fist in there to knock the ball loose. It won’t happen again.”  
 
    Rhames exhaled then glanced at her all-pro rover. “First and goal from our own fifteen. Not exactly the start I wanted for you, Brooksy, but make us proud anyway.”  
 
    “I always do.” The dauridon barked orders to the rest of the defense then trotted out onto the field where the Barons offense was already lined up with their all-pro slasher wide in the V formation behind the club’s lormell quarterback. Four plays later, the pair had accounted for precisely three yards as the Argos took over on downs.  
 
    “Aye!” Deek applauded. “Nice job, Brooksy!” 
 
    The dauricon shot him a nod as he raced off the field.  
 
    “All right,” Monahan said, turning to the reeoli. “Once more with feeling, shall we? Let’s open simple with batch one, then we’ll reassess after that and go from there.”  
 
    Deek trotted out onto the field where the offense was already waiting. “Okay, mates. This is it. We’ll open things up with batch one. That’s a short pass then a handoff to King followed by an intermediate pass. Watch me for audibles.”  
 
    “Vwah,” the group answered.  
 
    “No huddles after this, boys. Let’s make it work. Break.” Deek clapped his hands, signifying the end of the exchange, then marched his club to the line of scrimmage and took his place in the rifle formation, two meters behind center in the backfield. Four enforcers up front with rovers in tight and three keepers played up in zone coverage. Deek took another left-to-right glance at the opposition’s alignment. They’re expecting us to establish the run early. He cleared his throat. “Friar Charlie, Glider Five. Friar Charlie, Glider Five. Oit!” 
 
    Two Argo linemen, including the outside guardian, Dooroth, careened into the Barons’ enforcer line.  
 
    Batch One, play one begins when I say oit three times, guys. Deek sighed as whistles sounded.  
 
    “False start, offense,” the ref said. “That’s a two-meter penalty, still first down.”  
 
    Dooroth mouthed an apology to his clubmates. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Monahan said via comms in the quarterback’s earpiece. “It’s early yet, and it’s still first down. We can make that back. Same play. Go.”  
 
    Deek resumed his post in the formation as the others took theirs down the line of scrimmage. “Friar Charlie, Glider Five. Friar Charlie, Glider Five!”  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Mox!” Deek shouted.  
 
    The gritloth flexor put his head up as the words “oh squat” played across his lips. In a Glider call, he was the being in motion. Mox jolted upright and trotted a handful of steps to his right, moving into slot position. The outside rover followed.  
 
    That leaves single coverage on— 
 
    More whistles sounded. 
 
    “Delay of game,” the ref said. “That’s another two-meter infraction. Still first down.”  
 
    This time, Deek had no one to blame but himself for not watching the play clock. He patted his own chest, as if to say, “my bad.”  
 
    The group returned to the line.  
 
    “Friar Charlie, Glider Five! Friar Charlie, Glider Five… Oit, oit, oit!” 
 
    The Meanies slammed fist-first into the Barons’ enforcer line with reckless abandoned as Rev hammered forward to assist while King sliced wide then cut across the field’s middle on a drag route. The “five” in Glider Five signified that Byorne was the intended target for the play. Deek looked that way and found the towering flyer streaking open a comeback route with the defender behind him struggling to keep up. Deek cocked, fired. The throw was a touch high, but the tralge flyer pulled it down for an four-meter gain. 
 
    “Hurry, hurry, hurry!” Deek barked. “Let’s get the lead out!” 
 
    The offense rushed to the line, already familiar with the play to come, while the Barons defense scrambled to find their positions.  
 
    “Thurman, Alpha. Rocket Three! Thurman, Alpha. Rocket Three! Oit, oit!”  
 
    This time, instead of faking the handoff, Deek shoved the warball into King’s gut and left it there. The slasher stepped forward, then stutter-stepped left, before cutting hard right on a sweep run to the outside. 
 
    Five-meter gain. Third and five.  
 
    “Hurry, hurry, hurry!” Again, Deek rushed the offense to the line, and again, the defense scrambled to adjust. “Biscuit, Bravo. Orbit Three. Biscuit, Bravo. Orbit Three!”  
 
    The left-side rover cheated down to cover Rev who split out wide into slot position one. Meanwhile, the Barons punisher relinquished his spot in the middle of the defensive backfield to cover Mox who’d split out right into slot position two. This left one boundary keeper between Nars Eldean and the goal zone.  
 
    “Biscuit, Bravo. Orbit Three!” Deek shouted with eyes wide. “Biscuit, Bravo. Orbit Three!”  
 
    Everyone including Eldean nodded, having clearly heard Deek’s cue that he was keeping the play but changing the target. 
 
    “Oit, oit, oit!”  
 
    The Argos’ pikith flyer raced off the line as if shot from a canon. He blazed forward then faked out the keeper with a quick juke right before accelerating forward. The move wasn’t much, but it was just enough to cause the defender to hesitate.  
 
    Come on, brother. Deek cocked his arm and fired. A collective gasp filled the stadium as the warball sailed in a high arc toward the wide-open flyer streaking down the sideline.  
 
    “Xatori’s pass is high!” Uecker yelled. “It’s deep. It’s… caught!”  
 
    The crowd exploded.  
 
    “He’s to the forty! He’s to the thirty! He’s to the twenty! And he could… go… all… the… waaaay!”  
 
    Hoff and the Meanies howled skyward with glee as the rest of their clubmates, including Deek, sprinted down the field to celebrate with Eldean. The group was jubilant, just like the home crowd.  
 
    “Well, folks,” Uecker said. “I don’t know what the blazes you call this new offense we’re seeing, but it sure is gonna make my job a lot more interesting.”  
 
    “You got that right!” someone shouted from the scrum.  
 
    This time, when Brooks and the defense returned to the field, they did so with a completely renewed sense of purpose. The group played with power. They played with might. More than that, though, they played with a swagger that hadn’t been there for the last few games. Brooks was especially impressive, swarming and flocking to the ball as if Father Time had turned back the clock on the dauricon’s age by five years, at least. 
 
    “Okay, mates,” Deek announced from the huddle once the offense had returned to the field. “Brooksy and the defense have thrown down the gauntlet saying they wanna be the Argos unit everybody’s talking about tomorrow. Are we gonna let them have that honor?”  
 
    “Frex no!” the Meanies proclaimed.  
 
    “Good,” Deek said. “Let’s open with batch three this time and see if we can loosen these hoons up a bit.”  
 
    The remainder of the game was a metaphorical buzzsaw as the Panama offense found its stride. There were still occasional hiccups, of course—a false start here, a missed assignment there—but by and large, everyone knew where they were supposed to be and why. The result was a forty-two to twelve shellacking of the Icon Division’s second-best club, with the only points scored against the Argos’ defense coming in the final five minutes of the match when Rhames had pulled most of the club’s starters. All and all, the debut of Monahan’s new offense was nothing if not impressive.  
 
    Yep, Deek thought while high fiving as many fans as he could en route to North Tunnel. This is gonna be fun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: Coffee and Contracts 
 
      
 
      
 
    If a prettier day had ever existed on the planet Gavara, Vegah had never seen it. He sat alone at his corner table on the terrace at his favorite café in uptown Ashtyn, nursing his coffee and observing his surroundings as dozens of beings passed him by on the sidewalk ahead.  
 
    It's tough to beat Ashtyn in the summertime, Vegah thought. Then again, the weather in Gavara’s second-largest city was tough to beat at pretty much any time of year. The summers weren’t too hot. The winters weren’t too cold. Plus, the natives were nothing if not hospitable, especially when prompted with a big enough gratuity.  
 
    Vegah sipped his coffee as a family of Gavarans ambled past his table on the sidewalk outside the café. Now entering his late-forties, Vegah had elected not to have a family of his own. He harbored no ill will toward younglings or those who bore them. On the contrary, he rather liked children, what with all their wrinkles, funny noises, and cute peccadillos. He just liked having a loaded credit account more. That and the ability to do with his time what he willed. On the topic of mates, however, there had been more than a few over the years—one of whom had been a particularly spirited Gavaran girl whom he’d encountered at a local bar two nights earlier.  
 
    By the gods, she was… something. Vegah smiled at the memory as an alert pinged from his data band. He inspected the caller’s identity. Well now. This is unexpected. He tapped his earpiece and answered. Yes? 
 
    “Where are you?” the familiar voice on the line’s other end asked.  
 
    “With all due deference to one of my favorite former clients,” Vegah began, “I don’t see where that’s any of your business. That is, of course, unless business is what you’re calling to discuss.”  
 
    “It is,” the caller said. “I’ve encountered something of a stumbling block in my… situation since our last interaction. I’d like that stumbling block to be removed.”  
 
    “How quickly?” Vegah asked.  
 
    “At once,” the voice said. “How soon can you get to Akalla?”  
 
    Vegah grimaced. As job-site planets went, Akalla was the antithesis of Gavara. Whereas the latter’s weather was mild and inviting all year-round, the former’s climate was like living in a sauna. All that ungodly heat and sticky humidity. Vegah shuttered. Plus, the people there are idiots.  
 
    “Are you there?” the caller asked.  
 
    Vegah rubbed his eyes. “If you want to meet in the Kyrie system, fine. Let’s do so on Tallasee instead of Akalla. The weather there is more accomodating, and the people are… well, less obnoxious.”  
 
    “I can’t get to Tallasee,” the voice said. “The Argos’ next home match is in nine days. If I go missing in that time, questions will be asked. We must meet on Akalla. I’ll make it worth your while.”  
 
    Vegah cocked his head. “How worth it are we talking?”  
 
    “I’ll pay you a ten percent retainer just for the meeting,” the voice said. “After that, eighty thousand credit for the job.”  
 
    “And what sort of job do you have in mind?”  
 
    “Someone on the club has become a very big thorn in my side,” the voice said. “I want that thorn removed immediately.”  
 
    “Removed how?” Vegah asked. “Indefinitely or permanently?”  
 
    “We’ll cross that stargate when we come to it,” the voice said. “For now, how quickly can you get on world?” 
 
    Vegah settled back into his seat and considered the request. Like many sporting fellows, he, too, was a fan of FIWA warball and thus he kept regular tabs on the headlines in the inter-system trades. The Argonauts were quite the trendy topic of late. “You should know that my rates have increased since we last spoke, especially for the type of service you’re requesting. If the thorn in question is who I think it is, he’s a high visibility target. He won’t be easy to get to without drawing attention.”  
 
    “Yes, he will,” the voice countered. “I can tell you where and how. Now, will you take the job or not?”  
 
    Vegah grinned. “I will… but not for a credit less than two hundred thousand.”  
 
    “Two hundred thousand!” the voice blurted. “But that’s—” 
 
    “An exceptionally fair price given the nature of what you’re asking.” Vegah leaned forward and lowered his tone. “Lest we forget, friend, it was I who helped facilitate the situation you’re in now. That means I know your endgame. I’m also well aware of the payday you’ll be due once the stardust settles on this whole ordeal, and I’m prepared to help you get there—provided that I’m adequately compensated for my hand in doing so.” 
 
    The caller snarled a curse across the line.  
 
    “Those are my terms,” Vegah said. “You may take them or leave them. Either way, I don’t care. But decide now. My coffee is getting cold.”  
 
    A thoughtful pause carried over the line. “You’re out of your frexing mind if you—” 
 
    “Make it an even quarter million.”  
 
    “Frex!” the caller erupted. “Fine. A quarter million credit it is. But you’d better make frexing sure this happens. And fast. Otherwise, the next contract I take out might be on your head instead of on the current mark’s. Understood?” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Vegah asked calmly.  
 
    “Not unless you make it one,” the caller said. “You know who’s behind me on this, Vegah. You also know what they’ll do if this whole deal craters on account of fixer incompetence.”  
 
    Vegah’s smile faltered. In all his years traveling the known universe, he’d met only a handful of beings whom he deemed worthy of fearing. The caller on the other end of the line did not fall into that category. Those the client represented, on the other hand, much like the Monarch on Tretra, most certainly did. “Two hundred fifty thousand credit and the thorn is handled. Yes or no.”  
 
    A long pause. “Yes.”  
 
    “Excellent. I’m on Gavara out in the Almirola system right now, which means I’ll need two weeks to reach Akalla. Once there, I’ll need another week to track the target and scout the terrain then plan my approach and egress from the planet’s surface.” 
 
    “But I need this done sooner than that!” the voice demanded.  
 
    “With respect, friend, unless you know how to bend the laws of stargate physics, I’d suggest you rework your timeline or use another fixer.” 
 
    The caller grumbled in response.  
 
    “Wise choice. I’ll contact you when it’s done. Vegah out.” He killed the channel then polished off the last of his coffee as his green-skinned associate returned to the table with a plate of fresh-baked pastries. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Hoyt asked. 
 
    Vegah exhaled through his nostrils and eased back into his seat. “I suppose we’ll know soon enough, won’t we?” He glanced up. “Pack your things, Hoyt. We’re headed to Akalla.” 
 
    “Akalla?” The associate’s eyebrows knit beneath the brim of his porkpie hat. “For a job?”  
 
    Vegah explained the situation then paid the bill and rose to his feet. “Charter a ship for the Kyrie system at once, then send me the particulars. I’ll collect our belongings and meet you on the platform at Ashtyn Starport to move out. Now go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22: Deluge 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next four weeks played out like a childhood fantasy for Deek Xatori. All his life, since picking up his first warball at age six, he’d dreamed of what life would be like pitting his skills against the best of the best at the FIWA level. He’d all but given up on that idea years ago, hoping instead to merely hold down a roster spot somewhere, earning a solid salary. Now, there he was, leading not just any club, but his beloved hometown Argonauts on the first real winning streak the club had seen in the last decade—all thanks to Coach Monahan’s revolutionary new Panama offense.  
 
    Deek couldn’t have asked for a better fit. He’d always prided himself on his work ethic and his devotion to match preparation. However, none of that mattered if one couldn’t physically see the opposition once the warball was snapped. The Panama Offense had changed all that. Now, when Deek caught the snap, he was far enough back that he could survey the entire field and strike wherever he wanted. Couple that with his ever-growing grasp of Monahan’s playbook, and the Panama Offense was really starting to click.  
 
    Still, things hadn’t always come up aces for Deek and the Argonauts. In their last game versus the Ragin’ Cajuns of New Bayou—“a rain-soaked slobber-knocker,” as one reporter called it, and the first match of a doubleheader—the offense had bogged down in the mud on account of poor visibility and a water-sopped field. Those conditions alone had all but neutralized the Argos’ passing game, thereby putting their best chances for success on the defense’s shoulders. Thankfully, Brooks and company had been up to the challenge.  
 
    Early on in his career, Brooks’ play had earned him his own chant among adoring fans. “He’s here! He’s there! He’s every-frexing-where! He’s Maaarvin Brooks!” 
 
    It’d been a long time since the AC home crowds had gotten to sing their favorite song with much fervor. That all changed against the Ragin’ Cajuns. Brooks played that match like a wolf possessed, flying from sideline to sideline on all fours and careening into his opponents with a level of teeth-bared feral ferocity that hadn’t been seen since the rover’s tendy season. It was spectacular to watch. It was also almost not enough. 
 
    “Okay, kid, this is it,” Monahan said on the sideline before the offense took the field. “We’ve got eighty meters to cover and less than a minute to do it if we hope to keep this little winning streak of ours alive. We need a goal, plain and simple. Any thoughts?”  
 
    Deek weighed their options as the steady rainfall pelting the stadium resumed its torrential downpour. “Ordinarily, I’d say we put the ball in the air and run it out of these beings. Trouble is, I can’t see eight meters in front of my face much less eighty downfield on account of this soup! Even if I could, there’s no way I’d be able to get the warball downfield with any zip on it. It’s just too bloody wet.” 
 
    Monahan gnawed his lip. “I think I’ve got a trick or two left up my sleeve that could potentially get us some more production out of the ground game.”  
 
    “Do we have time for that?” Deek asked.  
 
    “Probably not.” Monahan frowned. “But right now, it’s all we’ve got.”  
 
    A throat cleared behind the duo.  
 
    “I might have an idea.” Mox stepped forward. “I’m not saying it’s a good one or anything. But I’ve had success with it in the past.”  
 
    Monahan signaled to the ref nearby that the Argos wanted to burn one of their timeouts. “You’ve got two minutes to sell me on this idea of yours,” Zack said to the gritloth. “Let’s hear it.”  
 
    Mox gestured to one of the staff aids to bring him a slate. “There is an old play that Johnny and I had during our championship run in New Chicago. It is a gamble, to be certain. It is also, in my opinion, our best chance for success given the conditions.” 
 
    “Show me,” Monahan said.  
 
    Mox keyed up a blank play screen and began scribbling lines around the offensive side of the diagram. The play began in a traditional carbine formation with the quarterback posted one meter behind center guardian with a grounder flanked to his right in the backfield, another grounder in slot one, and two flyers out wide. It was just prior to the snap that everything changed.  
 
    “Whoa!” Deek exclaimed. “You crazy blokes actually ran this?”  
 
    “Once,” Mox said. “And with great success.”  
 
    Monahan tugged at his chin whiskers. “As gambles go, that’s a massive one, all right.” 
 
    “Aye.” Deek grinned. “I say we go for it.” 
 
    Monahan heaved a sigh. “Rev!”  
 
    The rincah trotted over with the rest of the offense. “Yeah, Coach?”  
 
    “You played some quarterback early in your career, right?” Monahan asked.  
 
    “Sure.” Rev shrugged. “In peewees.”  
 
    Monahan traded looks with his quarterback. “Okay, folks. Gather round. Mox here is gonna explain how this next play is gonna go.” 
 
    An array of dumbfounded expressions circled the group as their gritloth clubmate presented his idea on the slate.  
 
    “You’re joking, right?” Rev asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Monahan said. “Do you think you’re up to it?” 
 
    The rincah gulped. “I suppose I’ll have to be.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Byorne bellowed a laugh and slapped the rincah’s back. “Hear me now, brothers. We are to be victorious this night! Kravthor has decreed it!” 
 
    “You know he’s not real, right?” Rev asked. 
 
    The towering tralge answered with a wink then trotted onto the field with the others.  
 
    “You’ve got this,” Deek said to his friend once they’d taken their positions.  
 
    To his credit, Rev tried to display confidence even though his twitchy body language said otherwise.  
 
    Just be cool, mate. Deek extended his hands. “Thurman Echo, Dart Two! Thurman Echo, Dart Two!” 
 
    In keeping with the call, the offense deployed in carbine formation with Rev flanked to Deek’s right and King lined up in the slot with Moxley wide right and Byorne wide left. That prompted the defense to answer with the same conservative deployment it had leveraged all match—four enforcers up front with two rovers cheating forward to stop the run and one cheating back to assist the punisher and keepers versus a potential pass.  
 
    Here goes nothing. Deek cleared his throat. “Thundercat! Thundercat! Thundercat!”  
 
    Mox and Byorne crisscrossed the backfield and flipped positions, while King dropped back into the grounder post, Deek took the Martian’s position in the slot, and Rev fell in line at quarterback.  
 
    “What the frost!” The New Bayou captain flailed his pincers like a crab possessed. “Gumbo! Gumbo! Gumbo!”  
 
    Now facing what was clearly about to be a running play with two grounders and no quarterback in the backfield, the Cajuns stacked their entire defensive front to stop that end.  
 
    Clearly. Deek smiled.  
 
    “Oit!” Rev shouted. 
 
    Hoff and the Meanies ripped into their opponents with fists clenched and teeth bared as Rev took the snap then handed off to King who plunged forward into the scrum. It was then that the Martian turned on a dime and pitched the ball back to Rev as four Argos streaked downfield. 
 
    “What is this?” the prithmar announcer shrieked.  
 
    Deek sprinted downfield as fast as he could go. Meanwhile, the Cajuns’ punisher reeled to catch up. 
 
    “Moxley is wide open down field!” the announcer hollered. “Rev cocks the arm, cocks the arm… fires!”  
 
    The warball looked less like a laser beam coming out of Rev’s hand than it did a waterlogged potato wobbling through the air as if hurled by a noodle. The thing took forever to reach its target, too. Still, the clap of ball leather against glove skins confirmed what everyone including Deek had hoped for, despite the rain. 
 
    “Moxley to the ten,” the prithmar yelped. “Moxley to the five… and he’s in for the goal!” 
 
    The gritloth slammed the ball into the turf and threw up his hands as his clubmates mobbed him in the goal zone.  
 
    “I do love a good gamble,” Monahan said with an audible grin via comms.  
 
    “Aye, Coach M,” Deek agreed. “That makes two of us.”  
 
    The New Bayou offense returned to the field for the final forty seconds of the match. However, Brooks and the Argos’ defense saw to it that the Cajuns went nowhere.  
 
    “And your final score on the night, Cajuns fans,” the announcer said, “Akalla City nine. New Bayou four. Stay tuned for our post-match show presented by Register’s freshly ground hindabeast sausage. It is sausage so good you’ll want to slap your mate… but do not. That would be bad.” 
 
    Everyone was waiting in the visitor club’s locker room when Deek joined the rest of his teammates after the match.  
 
    “Nice job, Argos!” Rhames announced once her rain- and mud-soaked squad had gathered in the locker room. “To no one’s surprise, tonight’s game ball goes to…” She lofted the warball to the defense’s captain. “Brooks!”  
 
    Cheers erupted around the room, followed by more chants of “He’s here! He’s there! He’s every frexing-where! He’s Maaarvin Brooks!”  
 
    “All right, all right. Pipe down, ya pack of crazy hoons.” Brooks chuckled then aimed a pensive stare at the warball in his paws as the locker room quieted. “The proudest day of my life was the one where Akalla City made me the fourth overall pick in the FIWA draft coming out of college. I don’t have to tell you guys there’s a reason why clubs pick that high in the order. It’s because they’re not very good.” He glanced up. “That was eleven years ago, and the Argos have selected picks in the top ten every season since.” The dauricon flashed a row of razor-sharp teeth. “But not this frexing year.”  
 
    Chants of “Frex that! Frex that! Frex that!” erupted around the locker room. 
 
    “From the bottoms of both my hearts, thank you all,” Brooks concluded. “Players, Coaches, everyone. Thank you all so much for helping me finally bring a winner back home where one belongs, to the good old AC.” 
 
    Fresh cheers swirled around the room as Argos’ players, new and old, high-fived and celebrated together over the hard-fought season so far. 
 
    “Thanks for the kind words, Brooks,” Rhames said once silence eventually returned. “I think I can safely speak for everyone in this locker room when I say you’re a credit to your class, your position, and especially that blue and green uniform you’re wearing. You’re AC through and through!” 
 
    “Here, here!” someone shouted.  
 
    “Back to business for a second,” Rhames continued. “Tomorrow brings with it the second half of our doubleheader against the Cajuns. That means no shenanigans out on the town tonight. I want everyone who needs nanites to get them from the FIWA docs then get your rumps home for a good night’s sleep. I mean to sweep these Cajun squats tomorrow, understood?”  
 
    “Yeah!” the group howled.  
 
    “Excellent,” the Argos coach concluded. “Night, all.”  
 
    Feeling not unlike a rain-soaked pig who’d spent the last forty-eight hours rolling in the mud, Deek shed his filthy uniform which smelled like sweaty hindabeast rump then headed to the showers for a much-needed soak. 
 
    “Hey, thirteen,” King said once Deek had gotten dressed back at his locker. “Me and some of the others are gonna head out to the AC Strip and celebrate tonight’s win with a couple of drinks. You wanna tag along?”  
 
    Deek shook his head. “I appreciate the invite, mate, but you heard Coach Rhames. Tomorrow is match day all over again, and I mean to be ready. Besides, the Strip ain’t all it’s cracked up to be when you grew up around it. We locals tend to leave that scene to you tourists.”  
 
    King rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I’m gonna grab some takeout from Schooner’s then head home,” Deek said. “You boys have fun. Just not too much fun, yeah? We stole victory from the jaws of defeat today versus the Cajuns. They won’t let us do that again tomorrow. We need to be ready.”  
 
    The red-haired Martian raised his right hand. “I promise to make no promises.”  
 
    Deek cocked his head.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” King grumbled with a laugh. “We’ll all be home by midnight.”  
 
    “Good call, mate.” 
 
    Deek took a few moments at his locker to pack away his things and talk with Brooks about the match. Afterward, he piled into his transport and departed Argos Stadium and headed for North Beach, his thoughts still on King’s invitation. Deek loved his clubmates, even Mox who’d really started to grow on him these last few weeks. That still didn’t change the fact that every leader needed a few moments alone on occasion, and tonight was that evening for Deek. A good blackened coner fish sandwich, an ice-cold brew, and a soft, comfortable chair for some late-night highlights. Deek could hardly wait. 
 
    The gravel of Schooner’s parking lot crunched beneath the transport’s wheels as Deek pulled into the drive. One of the bartenders, a reeoli named Cody, was on his way out the door when Deek killed the engine.  
 
    “Hey, Deek.” Cody waved. “Great match tonight, aye?”  
 
    “Aye,” Deek said, climbing out. “I swear, I thought it’d take me two hours to get all that mud off.”  
 
    The bartender laughed then aimed a thumb back at the bar. “Gemma’s inside getting ready to pack down for the night. She’s got your order ready to go.”  
 
    “Awesome,” Deek said. “Thanks, mate.”  
 
    “Anything for the Argos’ star quarterback.” Cody offered a parting smile en route to his own transport then fired up the engine and vanished into the night.  
 
    Blackened coner sandwich, here I come. Deek started for the door.  
 
    “Hey, you’re Deek Xatori!” an excited voice asked from out of sight.  
 
    Deek looked around but didn’t spot the voice’s owner, just an empty parking lot. “That’s right. Can I help you?” 
 
    No answer came. The world went black instead. 
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    Part Three 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23: Missing in Action 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zack arrived at Argonaut Stadium at oh-seven-thirty and headed straight to the film room to begin final prep for the evening’s second matchup against New Bayou. 
 
    “Morning, Coach M.” Gabs was already waiting when his OC entered the room. “How goes it?”  
 
    “It goes well, Gabs. Thanks.” Zack looked around. “Where’s Xatori?”  
 
    “I do not know.” The withaloo shrugged. “I got here twenty minutes ago and have not seen him. Not to worry, though. I am sure he will be along.”  
 
    Zack nodded, realizing that oh-seven-thirty was a bit early for most. Still, Xatori was nothing if not reliable as one of the first players into the facility each morning, especially on match day. It wasn’t like the reeoli to be late.  
 
    Gabs is probably right. I’m sure he’ll be along in a bit. 
 
    Zack waited another ten minutes then reluctantly began the briefing when time began running short. Where the frex is my starting quarterback?  
 
    No answer came. Xatori was a total no-show.  
 
    “Coach Monahan,” Rhames called as the group filed out of the film room. “A word please?”  
 
    Zack motioned Gabs toward the locker room with a word that he’d be there shortly then turned to face the club’s head coach.  
 
    “I hear Xatori hasn’t made it in yet,” Rhames said. “What’s going on there?”  
 
    “No idea,” Zack said. “I’ve tried raising him on comms three times already, but he’s not answering.” 
 
    “That’s rather disconcerting,” Rhames noted. “Especially on match day. Any idea where he could be?”  
 
    Zack shook his head. “According to King, Xatori has been living with his family since he returned to Akalla over the summer. I thought I’d put in a call there to see if anyone has seen or heard from him.”  
 
    “Good call.” Rhames paused. “What happens if Xatori doesn’t show before our match tonight with New Bayou?”  
 
    Zack chewed his lip. “Xatori and I spent most of this week scouting the Cajuns’ defense and refining our plan on how we want to attack it. So long as he shows by the opening coin toss, we should be fine.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t show?” Rhames asked.  
 
    Zack exhaled through his nostrils. “Then we’ll have to start Gabs with Rev filling in at the backup QB position.”  
 
    The grimace on Rhames’ face suggested she was even less excited about that prospect than Zack was. Neither coach had anything against the withaloo signal caller. The fact remained, though, that Gabs had never started a match at the FIWA level, where every competitor was an athletic freak of nature.  
 
    Now isn’t the time for him to do that, either. 
 
    Rhames turned to go. “Keep me posted on what you find out about Xatori. I’ll be in my office if you need me.”  
 
    “Yes ma’am.” Zack watched his coach leave the room then activated his comm and keyed up the code for the Xatori house.  
 
    “Deekund? Is that you?” Xatori’s mom answered the phone, her words fast and panicked.  
 
    Oh no. Zack felt a chill. “Mrs. Xatori, this is Zack Monahan with the Argonauts. I’m looking for Deek.”  
 
    Over the next ten minutes, Xatori’s mother explained that Deek hadn’t come home the previous night. As her story went, he’d called ahead after leaving the stadium to see if the family wanted any food from Schooner’s. However, that’d been the last anyone had heard or seen of the Argos’ quarterback.  
 
    Frex. Zack rubbed his forehead. “Thank you very much for your time, Mrs. Xatori. I’ll keep digging from my end. I swear you’ll be the first to know if I find anything.”  
 
    “Bless you,” the frazzled woman said, somewhat breathless. “You’re a good man, Coach Monahan. I can see why my son respects you as he does.”  
 
    Zack gave a small smile. “Wherever Deek is, we’ll find him, Mrs. Xatori. On that, you have my word. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The next five hours brought a whirlwind of calls and visits from local law enforcement plus a deluge of questions from investigators. Zack wished like crazy that he had more answers for them than he did. Alas, the only bit of knowledge he had to offer was that Xatori’s last known location was somewhere around Schooner’s tavern out on North Beach. 
 
    By the time the hour crept past seventeen-hundred, Zack had no choice but to begin preparing for the evening’s match against the Cajuns with Gabs as the starting quarterback. Two hours later, the contest commenced with the ceremonial coin toss, which the Argos won. It was the only thing the club won all night.  
 
    To his credit, the withaloo played pretty well, only turning the ball over once during the second period with an errant throw that was intercepted by the Cajuns’ punisher. That mistake alone hadn’t been enough to stymie Akalla’s chances for a win. Gabs’ lack of production leading the offense, however, was.  
 
    “And that’s gonna do it, AC fans,” Don Uecker lamented via the stadium PA system. “Your final score: New Bayou, sixteen. Akalla City, six. That drops the Argos record to six and seven, officially ending our bid for the playoffs entering next week’s season finale against the Armada. Stay tuned for the post-match show with David and Kyle, while I head for the Admiral Colson sponsor tent to get hammered. Good night. Stargate home safely.”  
 
    A dejected Gabs approached his OC on the sideline as the clubs disbanded toward their respective locker rooms. “I am so sorry, Coach M. I swear. I will work doubly—no, triply hard—if the club requires me to start again next weekend in our final match.”  
 
    “Hey—” Zack put a hand on the other’s shoulder “—you gave a gutsy performance out there, Gabs. Tonight’s circumstances were the opposite of ideal for a player making his first start. A lot of beings would’ve wilted under the pressure, but you didn’t. You did okay, man.” 
 
    Gabs huffed. “Okay does not win matches, Coach M. Players do.” With that, the withaloo hung his head and shuffled toward the locker room where he was met at once by several of the others who sought to console him. 
 
    “Hey, Coach M—” King trotted over with Rev and Eldean “—you heard anything from Deek?”  
 
    Zack shook his head. “Nothing from the investigators, either.”  
 
    “This frexing sucks, yo!” Eledean snarled. “We gotta do something. Deek’s our boy. We can’t just sit around here like a pack of losers, playing with our magic flesh wands while he’s out there being subjected to gods know what!”  
 
    “Agreed,” Rev said. “Surely there must be something we can do.”  
 
    Zack peered up at the crowd and considered the rincah’s point. “Deek’s mom said he was en route to Schooner’s when she last talked with him. I say we start there and see what we can find out.”  
 
    “How about we go?” King suggested. “You’ve got a post-match presser to do.”  
 
    Zack snorted. “Let the media get their pound of flesh from Rhames. She is the head coach, after all. We’ve got more pressing matters to handle.”  
 
    The others nodded as their coach spun on his heels.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Zack said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24: Encounter 
 
      
 
      
 
    After departing the field through North Tunnel, Zack and the others hooked right instead of left in the concourse then headed for the stadium’s back exit where fans and media weren’t permitted to enter. The group smelled like a pack of wild animals on account of the sweat and grime on their clothes from the match. But for the moment, hygiene was the least of anyone’s worries.  
 
    The group boarded Zack’s jaggur as soon as they entered the lot and fired up the engine. From there, it was out the back of the stadium with shades pulled low then straight onto the highway and into the Akallan night bound for North Beach.  
 
    “Please tell me you’ve heard something about Deek.” Gemma was waiting as soon as the crew arrived. 
 
    “Sorry, Gem, but I haven’t,” Zack said. “According to Deek’s mom, he was headed here last night when he left the stadium to get food. That’s the last anyone saw of him.”  
 
    Gemma hung her head. “He did come here, all right. His transport is still parked out back.”  
 
    “Did anyone see him when he was here?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Only my assistant manager, Cody,” Gemma said. “He put in Deek’s to-go order just before we started packing up shop after closing time. He even said he saw Deek in the parking lot on his way out after his shift, but Deek never came in to pick up his food.”  
 
    Zack chewed his lip. That means whatever became of Xatori likely happened here. “Did anyone else besides Cody see Deek when he came by to get his food?”  
 
    “No, no one.” Gemma shook her head. “Wherever Deek is, somebody has to find him, Zack. I don’t care if it’s you or the inspectors, but someone has to find him. The Xatori family has seen enough tragedy this last year. They can’t handle anymore.”  
 
    Zack nodded. “I swear I’ll do what I can.”  
 
    “Keep me posted?” Gemma asked, her voice pleading.  
 
    “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Zack said.  
 
    A warm smile creased the green contours of the reeoli bartneder’s face. It was different than the smiles she’d worn before, Zack thought. Not cocky or playful. It was just warm and compassionate. That’s a good look on you. Zack said his final goodbyes to Gemma and the others then started for the door with King, Rev, and Eldean.  
 
    “Where to now?” Rev asked.  
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Zack said. “I’m gonna head back to district lockup and see what the inspectors have uncovered so far, then I’ll make a decision from there.”  
 
    “We’ll go with you,” Eldean said.  
 
    “Not this time,” Zack said. “If all four of us go rolling in as a crew, it may look like we’re trying to mobilize something that could undermine their investigation. If, on the other hand, I go alone, it’s just a worried coach, asking questions about his missing player. Trust me, the inspectors will be more apt to talk this way.”  
 
    “You sound pretty certain about that,” King noted. “How come?”  
 
    Zack gnawed his lip. “Let’s just say our trip to lockup a few weeks back wasn’t my first time through the investigative ringer. You learn things.”  
 
    The Martian grounder with the history of run-ins with the law gave a slow nod. “District lockup is all the way downtown, whereas my place isn’t far from here. I’ll call me and the others a transport while you take your jaggur. If you need anything—anything—you reach out immediately. Clear?”  
 
    “Clear,” Zack said. “Now go.”  
 
    King put in a call to the local transport dispatcher for a ride. Not five minutes later, an aging cargo hauler with three back bench seats arrived in the Schooner’s parking lot.  
 
    “Good luck,” Rev said, climbing in.  
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be in touch.” Zack watched from beside the Schooner’s back entrance as the boxy vehicle fired its thrusters then vanished into the night. Afterward, he trotted toward his own vehicle and boarded the driver’s seat.  
 
    Two golden eyes flashed in the rearview mirror.  
 
    “Frex!” Zack jumped.  
 
    “Easy, mate,” the shadowy figure said in a soft voice. “I have no intention of harming you unless you make a scene and give me reason to do otherwise. That’s a promise. Understood?”  
 
    Zack swallowed and caught his breath. “That’s an extremely courteous proposition. How do I know you’ll honor it?”  
 
    “You don’t, really,” the figure said plainly. “What you can know is that your starting quarterback will be lost forever if you ignore my instructions and push the issue.”  
 
    Zack began to turn in his seat.  
 
    “Nope,” the stranger chirped. “Eyes forward and hands on the yoke where I can see them until I say otherwise.”  
 
    Zack stifled a curse and did as ordered. “So, you know where Xatori is then.”  
 
    “I do,” the stranger said. “I also know the being who took him.” 
 
    So, this was an abduction. Zack had suspected as much. “And who is that?” 
 
    “Me.” The stranger patted his chest. “Or, more accurately, my employer took him with my assistance.”  
 
    Zack’s knuckles whitened on the jaggur’s steering yoke. “You took him?” 
 
    “Correct,” the stranger answered. 
 
    Zack watched his captor in the rearview mirror. “Let me guess. This is the part where you’re gonna give me the ransom demands with the ginormous price tag to have my star player returned home in healthy fashion. Am I right?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the stranger said. “On the contrary, I’m here to help you get Xatori back.”  
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose. “But…. Why?” 
 
    Waves crashed in the distance as the stranger seemed to ponder that question. “Akalla City has always been nice this time of year. It’s not too hot like the deserts outside of Desania, but it’s not too cold like the mountains near Egret’s Forge. Give it another month, once the last of the summer humidity has tamped down, and it’s no wonder why beings love to come here.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true tourist,” Zack quipped. “You oughta consider buying a vacation home off Salty Oak Point if you’re that enthralled with the place.”  
 
    A quiet huff came from the backseat.  
 
    “Who are you?” Zack asked.  
 
    “I’m what some in certain circles refer to as a fixer,” the stranger said. “We… fix things.”  
 
    Zack grunted. “I’m aware.”  
 
    “Good,” the stranger said. “I’ll take that to mean I have your undivided attention for the information I’ve come to give you.”  
 
    Zack listened for the next five minutes as the fixer occupying his backseat recounted the events of Xatori’s abduction. Allegedly, the fixer’s boss—a being named Vegah—had taken a contract to sideline the Argos’ quarterback for the club’s final match, which was scheduled for the following Sunday evening.  The good news, according to the fixer, was that the contractor hadn’t paid Vegah to kill Deek, only to detain him. The bad news was the fixer had no idea who’d issued Vegah the order to begin with. 
 
    “Where is Xatori now?” Zack asked once the other had finished speaking.  
 
    “Vegah is holding him in a safe house at an old salvage yard on Joth,” the fixer said. “I can provide the coordinates.” 
 
    “Joth, huh?” Zack frowned. “That’s a two-day sail from here in the Tretra system.”  
 
    “Indeed, it is,” the fixer said.  
 
    Zack scratched his chin. “Why are you telling me all this?”  
 
    “Why does it matter?” the stranger countered.  
 
    “Because what you’re doing right now is a clear violation of the Fixer’s Code,” Zack said. “That means if anyone finds out, you’ll be the one with a price on his head, not Deek.”  
 
    The fixer’s voice trailed up a tick. “And what does an Akallan warball coach know of the Code?”  
 
    Zack heaved a sigh and decided. If this guy wanted me dead, he’d have done it already. Zack slowly raised his hands.  
 
    “What are you doing?” the stranger asked.  
 
    “Pushing the issue.”  
 
    The fixer gave an agitated grumble as the driver turned in his seat. Thankfully, though, the stranger’s weapon remained in its holster.  
 
    I’ll be frexed.  
 
    Boasting emerald-green skin with short-cropped black hair and high cheek bones, the stranger occupying Zack’s backseat smiled up from beneath the tattered brim of an old porkpie hat.  
 
    “You’re a reeoli.” Zack cocked his head. “Akallan?” 
 
    The fixer nodded.  
 
    “Why did you come back?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Like I said, it was necessary.”  
 
    “Bull squat,” Zack snapped. “You and I both know the risk you’re taking to be here, so drop the cloak and dagger. Say what you’ve come to say.” 
 
    The reeoli peered out into the moonlight. “It’s funny. I spent the last year running as far and as fast from this world as I could. Yet through it all, here I am… back again in my old stomping grounds outside Akalla frexing City.” 
 
    “Why’d you leave?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Probably for the same reason everyone else left Akalla in the last year,” the reeoli said softly. “The storm.”  
 
    Zack studied the fixer’s pensive stare at the hatch window. “Who’d you lose?”  
 
    The reeoli glanced up with a labored smile. “Everyone.”  
 
    Zack eased back in his seat and closed his eyes as the finality of the other’s response set in. “Why come back to AC now? Why turn on your boss like this?”  
 
    The reeoli exhaled. “I may not reside on Akalla anymore, but it still is—and always will be—my home. For years, the Argonauts have united our people in ways nothing else could. Here and now, after all that’s happened, we need that more than ever. Code or no Code, I refuse to sit idly by and see the club be taken from us.”  
 
    Zack raised an eyebrow. “See the club be taken from us? By whom?” 
 
    The jaggur’s rear hatch creaked open then slammed shut again once the reeoli fixer had exited the vehicle. “I’ve told you everything I know. From this point forward, you’re on your own.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Nice job on your Panama offense, by the way,” the reeoli said. “Admittedly, I thought the whole idea of a no-huddle system was complete squat at the outset. It’s good to know I was wrong.” He doffed his porkpie then turned to go. “You’re a good coach, Monahan. Now go get your quarterback and bring him home safe so the Argos can finish what they started.” 
 
    Zack opened his mouth to say something else, but the reeoli fixer was gone. Well, frex. He keyed his comm then dialed King.  
 
    “What’s up, Coach?” the grounder asked.  
 
    “You still en route to your place with the others?” Zack asked.  
 
    “I am. Why?”  
 
    Zack fired up the jaggur’s ignition. “Have the driver reroute to AC Starport. You, me, Rev, and Eldean are taking a field trip.”  
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    Chapter 25: Revelations from the Otherside  
 
      
 
      
 
    Zack cut right onto Front Beach Road after leaving the Schooner’s parking lot then accelerated the jaggur torward town. Barring traffic, the drive to AC Starport would take about thirty minutes. That gave Zack time to key up the port’s departure schedule on his nav dash to find their group a ride off Akalla. Twenty-three minutes later, he eased the jaggur to rest in the loading bay outside platform bravo on dock thirty-two where the freighter captain he’d spoken with earlier had told them to meet.  
 
    “I already talked with the captain.” Rev was waiting with the others when Zack debarked the jaggur. “She says we’re good to launch as soon as we’re aboard.”  
 
    Everyone turned in time to see another transport race into the loading bay. It skidded to a halt beside the platform, and Byorne climbed out.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Zack asked.  
 
    “King called and told me what was happening,” the tralge said. “If you truly mean to go after Deek on your own, then I intend to accompany you on that quest.”  
 
    “You sure you’re up for it?” Zack asked. “Things could get hairy.”  
 
    Byorne snatched his horns from the sheaths on his back and grinned. “I live for hairy, Coach M.” 
 
    Can’t argue there. Zack trotted to the platform where an old Akallan freighter dubbed Mosley waited to greet them with its boarding ramp down. Once aboard, the group headed straight for the main passenger cabin and strapped into seats while the ship’s captain ran through her final prep for pre-launch. This provided Zack with a free moment to call Gemma and fill her in.  
 
    “I admire your gungho spirit on this, but don’t you think you oughta call in the authorities?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “Orindarily, sure,” Zack said. “However, if the fixer who took Deek is half as good as my visitor at Schooner’s claims, then he’ll likely have contacts in the local precinct on Joth who would tip him off that someone is coming. Best to keep things quiet and handle this ourselves.”  
 
    “You,” Gemma stated. “A warball coach and four players.” 
 
    “In fairness, King is ex-military,” Zack said.  
 
    Gemma huffed. 
 
    “I know how it sounds, but you’ll just have to trust me,” Zack continued. “This whole thing is going down on Joth. That means I’ve got—” 
 
    An alert chime pinged through the Mosley’s intercom speakers.  
 
    “Attention passengers, this is Captain Furyk,” the female voice announced. “Be advised. We’ve been cleared by starport authorities for launch in T-minus sixty seconds. Stand by for liftoff.”  
 
    “I’ve gotta go,” Zack said.  
 
     “Wait,” Gemma said. “What was this fixer’s name?”  
 
    “He didn’t tell me,” Zack said. “He left Schooner’s before I could ask.”  
 
    “No, not that one,” Gemma said. “The one he works for. The one you’re going after.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Zack said. “Vegah.”  
 
    King snapped his head around.  
 
    “All I got was a name,” Zack finished. “I’ll know more when we get to Joth.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Gemma exhaled. “You blokes be careful out there, okay? And bring our boy home safe.”  
 
    “Copy that,” Zack said.  
 
    “And Zack?”  
 
    “Ma’am?”  
 
    A pause. “You make bloody sure you bring yourself home safe, too, while you’re at it. Understood?”  
 
    Zack appreciated the sentiment. “Yes, ma’am. Monahan out.” 
 
    The rumble of engines firing outside reverberated through the Mosley’s deck plates. Moments later, the vessel lifted from its platform then turned its square-shaped nose skyward into the clear night sky overhead.  
 
    “We need to talk,” King said quietly once the ship had crossed the stargate and settled into its cruising speed.  
 
    “About?” Zack asked.  
 
    “This fixer who took Deek,” King began. “You said his name is Vegah, right?”  
 
    “That’s right.” Zack cocked his head. “What about him?” 
 
    King glanced at the others then back to his coach. “Maybe we should have this conversation in private.” The Martian rose to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, I think not,” Rev corrected. “We all boarded this ship together. That means whatever happens next involves all of us. I, for one, will not be left out of the loop when it comes to pertinent intel. Not now.”  
 
    “I’m with the preacher on this one,” Eldean agreed. “Now, spill it already so we can find out what we’re up against.” 
 
    King grudgingly returned to his seat.  
 
    “This Vegah person,” Zack began. “I’m gonna take it by your response earlier when I said his name that you know him?” 
 
    King shook his head. “Not personally, no. But I know his reputation.”  
 
    “Which is?” Eldean asked.  
 
    King glanced at the others. “What do you guys know about the kenivar invasion of the planet Kovachua?” 
 
    Zack pondered the question. “Not much beyond the headlines, I suppose. The kenivar and the kovachie people were embroiled in some sort of territorial dispute several years back. A conflict broke out, and a lot of people got hurt before, eventually, the kenivar seized control of the planet. The reptilians have been in charge ever since.”  
 
    King shook his head. “If only it were that simple.” 
 
    “I presume it is not?” Byorne asked.  
 
    “Not even close.” King leaned forward. “Once war was declared, the kenivar landed eight full divisions of troops on the kovachie homeworld in the opening week alone. That’s more than a quarter-million fighters versus the kovachie population, which numbered around four hundred thousand at the time.”  
 
    “Four hundred thousand? That’s their entire population?” Eldean wrinkled his nose. “What, is Kovachua like some kind of moon or something?”  
 
    “On the contrary, it’s nearly the size of Akalla,” King said.  
 
    “So why all the empty space?” Zack asked.  
 
    King clasped his hands. “To understand that is to understand the kovachie’s view on morality.”  
 
    “Which is?” Rev asked.  
 
    “They don’t have any morals,” King said. “To the kovachie, there is no such thing as right or wrong. They believe only in the law of natural order. That’s it.” 
 
    “Survival of the fittest,” Zack noted.  
 
    “That’s right,” King said. “In the kovachie’s view, if one being is strong enough to take something from another being, then the original owner did not deserve to have that thing in the first place. It’s not personal, nor is that theft immoral. It’s simply nature at work, a fact that’s plainly understood and accepted by every member of their culture.”  
 
    Byorne’s eyes widened slightly. “A being with no conscience would make a formidable adversary.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zack said. “I’d wager that’s led to no shortage of internal strife among their own kind, too.” 
 
    “Kovachie tribal conflicts came and went like any other culture’s,” King said. “It’s just that, when those skirmishes happened, they tended to be infinitely more bloody than the wars we’re accustomed to seeing on our news streams back here in the civilized universe.”  
 
    “How bloody are we talking?” Eldean asked.  
 
    King’s expression darkened. “I’ll put it to you this way. Historically, a kovachie warrior’s trophy of choice was the skull of his enemy, cleaned and preserved for public display at his home.”  
 
    “Frex me,” Eldean marveled.  
 
    “You can say that again,” King admitted. “Like I said, the kenivar did eventually win the war through sheer force of numbers and seized control of Kovachua. However, that didn’t come without a seriously hefty body count courtesy of every kovachie warrior on the planet working together for the first time in their recorded history.”  
 
    Eldean whistled. “And this Vegah is a kovachie?”  
 
    “That’s the rumor, yeah,” King said.  
 
    Rev rubbed his horns. “You keep referring to the kovachie in the past tense. Clearly, Vegah’s existence says the kenivar didn’t make them extinct.”  
 
    “No, the kovachie are still around,” King said. “There just aren’t many of them left. Those who did survive the kenivar purge took to the stars, like the reeoli, in search of a new homeworld. Some found places like Belfahn or Ygotuh where they could live out their days in isolation. Others, like Vegah, became nomads.”  
 
    “Or fixers,” Rev noted.  
 
    “Exactly,” King said. “Heavens know they’ve certainly got the pedigree for it.” 
 
    Zack glanced up. “How do you know all this? About Vegah in particular, I mean.”  
 
    King heaved a sigh. “Six months before I was released from Tharsis prison camp on Mars, I shared a cell with a caldivar smuggler who’d worked with Vegah on a heist job out in the Bokarest system. As the story goes, Vegah was hired by the caldivar’s crew to get the requisite security codes needed to open the mark’s storage vault.”  
 
    “So, this Vegah person possesses hacker skills as well,” Byorne said.  
 
    “Not at all,” King said. “Once the crew had secured the facility, Vegah lined up all eight security guards on the main room floor and began executing them one by one until, finally, one of the watchmen talked. The vault was open a minute later, and Vegah and his crew were in the wind less than ten after that.”  
 
    Eldean hunched forward. “Holy squat, man. And you’re saying this is the being who snatched Deek off world back at Schooner’s?”  
 
    “Yep,” King said. “And that’s who we’re gonna have to cross to get him back.”  
 
    Zack reclined in his seat and considered his next question. In truth, he’d wanted to ask it since training camp. He just wasn’t sure about an appropriate time, or if he was even justified in asking it. No time like the present, I suppose. Zack faced the Argos’ grounder. “King, there’s something I need to know.”  
 
    The Martian looked up. 
 
    “How does a top-tier slasher prospect out of Planitia Province on a meteoric rise to FIWA stardom end up serving five years in a Martian labor camp on third-degree felony charges?” 
 
    King’s gaze met the deck.  
 
    “I’m not here to judge you, man,” Zack added. “Given what we’re about to walk into, though, I figure I oughta know who’s got my back when and if squat goes south.”  
 
    King glanced at Rev and Eldean, both of whom wore expectant looks. “Fine,” he grumbled.  “Three weeks into my second season with Rikaro, me and some of my old pals from back in Planitia decided we’d hit the town on Aldex Prime to celebrate the Raiders’ win that night over the Asteroids. Oh, and for the record? The Raiders-Stroids rivalry is everything it’s cracked up to be and then some, mostly because every Stroids fan in the known universe is a raging, obnoxious rumphole. But I digress.” He grunted. “I was young back then, which is to say I still bought in to the whole loyalty among hoodmates from the block squat. We rolled through a couple of clubs in uptown Aldex City, then headed from there to the Darga District to see what else was happening. I thought the whole scene was the pits, honestly. So, I tried to go back to the hotel. But one of my buddies—an idiot named Meat—wanted to test the waters at one more club in hopes of salvaging the night.” 
 
    “I take it that’s when things went sideways?” Zack asked.  
 
    King nodded. “Everything was fine until this pack of losers wearing Stroids gear showed up and opted to take a poke at a pro warball player with his entourage. Suffice it to say, Meat and the boys were very much up to the challenge. After that, glass was shattered, fists were thrown, and one fan ended up being evacuated to the nearest infirmary via med runner.” King lowered his head. “He didn’t make it.”  
 
    Zack studied his player. “Did you throw the punch?”  
 
    King winced, his eyes clenched shut, and he swallowed. “He was about to run my friend through with a Aldexian battle blade he’d stashed in his tunic. I just… reacted, then the alien went down. Frex, man, I didn’t even think I hit him that hard. But… turns out I did.” The Martian opened his eyes. “Nothing in my life has ever happened that fast, not even on the warball field. That split-second moment almost cost me ten years of my life. Thankfully, my reps got the charges reduced to accidental being-slaughter, which only put me inside for five with two more out on house arrest. That’s where I was when the Argos called.”  
 
    A long pause fell over the Mosley’s passenger cabin as the freighter’s engines thrummed outside the hull. In that time, Zack wondered if he’d ever been privy to a more awkward moment in his life. That seemed especially true for King, a man whose shrunken body language made it evident that the events he’d just recounted would likely haunt him for the rest of his life.  
 
    “You’re a good man, Rory King,” Rev finally said.  
 
    The Martian blinked. “I’m sorry, but… did you not hear the story I just told?” 
 
    “I did,” the rincah said. “And what a horrible story it was. That doesn’t make you a horrible man, though. It simply makes you a regular man who got caught up in a very bad set of circumstances, which could’ve have been avoided if you’d followed your instincts and returned to the hotel.” The rincah shifted in his seat. “My old coach from university had an expression when we missed our assignments on a play. He’d say, FIDO! That stood for ‘forget it and drive on.’” Rev leaned forward. “That’s what you must do now, Rory. You’ve paid the price for your mistake. That means your debt is forgiven in the eyes of the law. Now, the time has come for you to forgive yourself and move on with your life.”  
 
    The Martian swallowed. “I’m grateful for the words, Rev. I sincerely am. But I don’t know if I can.”  
 
    The rincah just smiled. “There are few things in this universe that I believe in more than redemption, even for beings like us. My locker door is always open if you’d ever like to talk about that further.” 
 
    “Beings like us, huh?” The Martian sniffed. “What did you do that needed forgiveness?”  
 
    Rev’s grin widened. “With respect, brother, you’ll have to stop by my locker if you want that story.”  
 
    That elicited a small laugh from King.  
 
    “Yo, I’m like all up for tender moments and squat,” Eldean cut in, “but can we get back to the blood-thirsty savage who’s probably gonna try to kill us later when we break into his safe house on Joth?” 
 
    “First, we’ll have to find it,” Rev added.  
 
    Zack aimed a pensive stare at the slate gray nothingness of the Otherside through a nearby porthole. “I think I know some folks who might can help with that.” 
 
    Four sets of puzzled eyes turned in his direction.  
 
    “And who might that be?” King asked.  
 
    “Just some people I know in the area,” Zack said, rising from his seat. “For now, though, let’s get checked into our quarters then catch some rest. I have a sneaking suspicion we’re gonna need it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26: A Certain Set of Skills 
 
      
 
      
 
    The climate on Joth was every bit as miserable as Zack remembered from his brief stop there ten years earlier during his layover to Akalla. Dry air and blistering temperatures, plus a horizon consisting exclusively of sand in all directions. If there was a polar opposite in the universe to the majestic tropic beauty of Akalla, Joth was probably it. Thankfully, when the Mosley touched down at Joth Starport, it did so near the planet’s capitol of Purlit, which was located near the planet’s north pole where the temperatures were slightly more tolerable.  
 
    “According to Vegah’s associate, Deek is being held at an old scrap yard about eighty kilometers east of town,” Zack said once they’d debarked the ship into the starport’s main concourse. “We’ll need to rent a transport to get there. Rev—” he turned to the rincah “—would you mind handling that? Tell the renter we’ll want the vehicle dropped off in about two hours. That’ll give us time here at the starport to get some of the supplies we’ll need for the mission.”  
 
    “Can do,” Rev said.  
 
    “It’s gonna be a chilly trip if we’re not careful,” King added. “Temps here may be hot as squat now, but that’ll change after sunset, which is only about four hours from now.” 
 
    “We’ll add cold weather gear to the supply list,” Zack said. “Speaking of supplies, anybody know where around Purlit starport we can purchase some hardware?”  
 
    “You mean guns?” King asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Zack said.  
 
    Byorne gestured to several beings in the crowd. Every single one of them carried weapons of some kind, all prominently displayed in an array of hip, shoulder, or back rigs.  
 
    “Purlit is an open carry metropolis,” the tralge said with a smile. “That means anyone who wishes to keep a weapon on their person may simply buy one at the open market and wear it as he pleases.” 
 
    Score one for the sandbox. Zack swiped open his data band then keyed in the code to access his bank account. “Byorne, King. You’re on weapons duty. I’m wiring you five thousand credit to get us some guns—short-frame assault style, preferably. And with the LR-series sound suppressors if they’ve got them.”  
 
    King made a face. “Wow, you know your tac gear.”  
 
    “That a problem?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Not at all,” King said. “Just an observation.”  
 
    Eldean shot up a hand. “What about me, Coach? What am I going shopping for?” 
 
    “Your favorite thing in the universe—clothes.” Zack gestured to the Martian. “King just said it. Temps are gonna start dropping after sunset. That means we’re gonna need some cold weather gear to bundle up with. Jackets, boots, balaclavas, that sort of thing. Also, grab some body armor while you’re at it.” 
 
    The pikith raised an eyebrow. “A bela what?” 
 
    “I’ll send you an image,” Zack replied.  
 
    King cleared his throat. “Why do I get the impression that this little stinger’s nest we’re about to kick over ain’t exactly your first time around the sun with this kind of work?” 
 
    An announcement regarding commercial transit chirped through the starport’s intercom system. 
 
    “Sounds like they’re playing your song, Rev,” Zack said. “Time to get to it, everyone.” 
 
    Rev and Eldean turned to go, while Zack headed for a row of kiosks with a sign overhead that read “Connection fees apply for intra-system calls” in a big red font.  
 
    “Where are you going?” King asked.  
 
    “To put in a call to those friends I mentioned on the Mosley,” Zack said. “Depending on how many hands Vegah has in his crew, they’d be good to have along if they’ll join our party.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll answer?” Rev asked.  
 
    Zack couldn’t help but frown. “Oh, I’m pretty certain they will.” He looked up. “I’ll meet you all in the loading bay outside the concourse in one hour to move out. Now go.” 
 
    The group disbanded as ordered then departed the concourse in pursuit of their respective tasks. That left Zack alone with three comms kiosks, a pair of yalteen bystanders, and one massive heap of mixed emotions. Why did it have to be here? He’d dreaded this moment from the minute he’d learned of Xatori’s whereabouts back at Schooner’s. Granted, he knew it shouldn’t have been that way. He should’ve been ecstatic that of all the places where Vegah could’ve stashed their friend, the kovachie had chosen the one solar system where Zack had a lifeline option—and a good one at that. Selfishly, though, this still didn’t make the call Zack was about to endure any easier.  
 
    “Frex!” Zack slammed the receiver back onto the cradle then whirled away and rubbed his temples. It’s gotta be done, man. Nothing less than Deek’s life depends on it. Zack heaved a sigh and keyed in the code.  
 
    “Yes?” a female voice answered.  
 
    “It’s me,” Zack said sharply. “Put him on… now.”  
 
    A series of clicks filled the line while the call was transferred. 
 
    “Zack?” a male voice answered, clearly surprised. “Is that really you?”  
 
    “Yeah,” was all Zack would say.  
 
    An awkward pause.  
 
    “This is… unexpected,” the man said. “What are you doing in the Tretra system?” 
 
    “I didn’t call to catch up.” Zack detested his next words. “I called because I need your frexing help.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The conversation lasted exactly three minutes. Who, what, when, and where? So far as Zack was concerned, that’s all the discussion needed to entail, and it did exactly that—no more, no less. The exchange finally ended with a curt “that’ll work” from Zack who promptly killed the channel then whirled for the nearby cantina that would undoubtedly serve him a much needed shot of Jothan table whiskey. 
 
    “How’d we do?” Zack asked once the group had reunited in the loading bay outside.  
 
    “Pretty well, all things considered.” King lowered a duffel bag off his shoulder to the ground. “The stuff we bought is close to top of the line, and I’d certainly hope so given what we paid for it.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Byorne said, holding a duffel of his own. “The weapons we purchased did command a lofty price, but I do believe they will serve us well in the battle that is to come.”  
 
    The trio looked up as Rev and Eldean approached, pushing a cart filled with boxes.  
 
    “How’d you guys do?” Zack asked.  
 
    “I think we managed to cover everything on your list,” Eldean said. “Who knew there were so many types of camouflage meant for desert wear?”  
 
    Rev acknowledged the other with a look then faced his coach. “How did things go with your call?”  
 
    Zack sighed. “It went.”  
 
    “So, does that mean these friends of yours are gonna help us?” King asked.  
 
    “They are, but they may be a little bit late,” Zack said. “Regardless, we can’t wait for them. We need to move out now before Vegah gets the itch to move Xatori to another location.”  
 
    Just then, two vehicles taxied up the drive toward the concourse. The first was a dumpy box-framed cargo hauler with enough scars and scorch marks to make one wonder if the vehicle had seen combat before. The other was an open-cage, two-passenger transport sled that reminded Zack of an old-fashioned dune buggy. Both were piloted by prithmars.  
 
    “I have a delivery for someone named Rev?” the hauler’s pilot shouted after parking the vehicle. 
 
    “That’d be me,” Rev answered.  
 
    The prithmar climbed out and trotted over, holding a slate. “Sign here, please.”  
 
    The rincah did as asked then returned the device to its owner.  
 
    “You may leave the hauler parked here at the platform no later than eleven-hundred hours tomorrow for pickup,” the prithmar said. “To be clear, you are responsible for any damages. Do you understand?”  
 
    Rev aimed a nervous look at Zack who answered, “Understood.”  
 
    “Excellent. That concludes our business.” The prithmar bowed his head and turned on his heels, tail swishing behind him, and trotted to the dune buggy where prithmar two waited at the steering yoke to whisk them from sight. 
 
    “Our chariot awaits,” Rev said anxiously once the aliens had gone. 
 
    The group scooped up their belongings and loaded them into the hauler, and King manned the driver’s seat. The Martian fired up the engine then eased the vehicle through starport traffic en route to the Outcast Boneyard, an operation that, according to Vegah’s associate, was less about salvage than it was about being a front for one of the local crime lords. Zack suspected the latter had ties to Vegah somehow, hence the kovachie’s decision to bring Xatori to Joth instead of another world.  
 
    An hour later, the top-heavy shape of a large mesa appeared in the blast shield.  
 
    “Our nav system says the boneyard is about a kilometer west of this position.” Zack pointed to the mesa. “Go ahead and pull us in behind those rocks at the foot of the formation. We’ll go on foot from here.” 
 
    The sun was starting to set as the group exited the hauler and began divvying up their weapons. Zack took an Axel-series short-framed assault rifle with a pinpoint laser sight and triple-celled charge magazine, which offered a thirty-percent increase in lifespan. King and Byorne brandished similar weapons, while Eldean produced a Luthor-series kinetic pistol, which he shoved into a hip holster. 
 
    “What do you have there, Rev?” King asked.  
 
    The rincah reached into his duffel and retrieved a palm-sized device that looked more like a miniature hair dryer than a firearm. A flash of blue sparked from the barrel when he tapped the trigger. 
 
    “A stun weapon? Really?” Eldean guffawed. “You do realize those are built almost exclusively for little old ladies to carry in their purses when they go to market, right?”  
 
    “The words ‘thou shalt not kill’ leap to mind,” Rev answered.  
 
    Eldean palmed his face. “That’s so not rad, man. It’s like, the total opposite and squat.”  
 
    Zack shoved a sidearm into a gun rig then fastened the belt around his waist and secured the leg strap around his right thigh. After that, he picked up his rifle, ejected the mag, checked the charge, then slapped the mag back into the butt of the gun with a hard thwack of his hand. Then he checked the slide, the action, and the sight.  
 
    “Okay, that’s it,” King said. “I’ve gotta ask. How the frex do you know how to do all this stuff?”  
 
    “What can I say?” Zack shrugged. “I grew up in the projects around Crystal City. You learn things.” 
 
    “Bull squat,” King said. “Back on the Mosley, you asked about my past because you said you deserved to know who you were walking into this fight with. Well, I hate to be a rumphole here, but frankly, we deserve the same courtesy.”  
 
    Zack stopped what he was doing and turned to find four expectant looks pelting him like laser fire. It was a fair point. He lowered his head. “Three years ago, an old guy in his late fifties boarded my boat posing as a prospective charter client and asked if I’d take him and two of his rincah pals out on a deep-sea fishing expedition. His credentials seemed as good as his credit, so I accepted the job. We got all the way out to Nickel Sound and were just about to put some lines in. That’s when my client calmly produced a laser pistol and proceeded to put three bolts apiece into his rincah colleagues.” 
 
    Eldean’s jaw fell open. “Holy frex!” 
 
    “Yeah, that was my response, too,” Zack said. “As it turned out, the client had other uses for me that evening besides renting my boat. So, we went on a little adventure after we dumped the bodies and returned to shore. By the end of that night, I was sitting in AC lockup with a caldivar smuggler to my left and a reeoli street dealer to my right, just happy to be alive. I took it upon myself to learn a few skills afterward in case I ever found myself in a similar situation.”  
 
    King tilted his head. “No offense, Coach, but skills are one thing. Assault weapons with sound suppressors and body armor? Kinda something else.” 
 
    “Everyone needs a hobby.” Zack scooped up his rifle. “Let’s move.” 
 
    The group followed their coach away from the mesa toward a tall pair of dunes to the west. From there, the group cut right around a particularly nasty looking sand pit then trudged along for about twenty minutes before settling in atop a third dune overlooking their destination.  
 
    “Now that’s what I call a boneyard,” King admitted.  
 
    At roughly eighty-square kilometers in diameter, the fenced in field was chockful of wrecked equipment, everything from a Squilla cruiser to several types of shuttles. There was even an old Tretrayon freighter off to the south that looked like it could still fly if it had to.  
 
    “If Vegah’s guy is right, and Deek is here,” King said, “he could be anywhere in this place.”  
 
    “Agreed.” Zack retrieved a set of goggles from his bag and put them to his face.  
 
     “What do you see?” Rev asked.  
 
    “Thankfully, not a lot,” Zack said. “Most of the activity down there seems to be automated. So far, I count three loader bots near that old krift sail barge plus another four working the burn pile out by that nilta skiff.”  
 
    Rev perked up. “That’s good news, isn’t it? Loader bots aren’t programmed to fight. So, if that’s all we’re dealing with then getting in and getting out with Deek should be a lot easier.”  
 
    “Don’t go celebrating just yet,” King said from behind goggles of his own.  
 
    “What you got?” Zack asked.  
 
    The Martian pointed forward. “It would appear that not everything inside is automated.”  
 
    Zack peered through his goggles past a burned out old dauricon freighter that effectively formed a sort of junk-style archway inside the main gate to an old wind tower in the southwest corner. “Frex.”  
 
    “What do you see?” Rev asked.  
 
    “Two rincah mercs manning lookout posts from the tower platform,” Zack said. “King, can you confirm that count?”  
 
    “Confirmed,” the Martian said. “I also count six more patrolling the area around that bi-level storehouse beside the Tretrayon freighter.”  
 
    “Do we think that’s where they’re hiding Deek?” Eldean asked.  
 
    “That’d certainly be my guess,” King said.  
 
    A visibly excited Byorne pulled his horns from the sheaths on his back. “Well then, lads, what are we waiting for? I say we march down there now and make these cretins pay for taking our brother from us.”  
 
    “Easy, big guy,” King said. “We’ve got eight guards on the ground, and you can bet there’s more inside that storehouse. Add in Vegah, who I’m sure is lurking around here somewhere, and that means we’re facing two-to-one odds in this thing, at least.”  
 
    Byorne’s grin widened. “Our quest is noble. Kravthor has decreed as much. I defy any being—rincah, kovachie, or otherwise—to stand in the way of that end.”  
 
    Zack lowered his goggles then returned them to his duffel.  
 
    “What are you doing?” King asked.  
 
    “Making sure Kravthor knows exactly what he’s up against.” Zack fished inside the bag and found the reconnaissance kit he’d purchased at the starport before regrouping with the others. It contained three primary components: an aerial drone, which was the size of a small bird, a handheld control pad, and a set of mirrored eyeglasses which displayed the drone’s data stream to the operator in real time.  
 
    Zack keyed the drone active then checked the transmission calibration to ensure all components were properly synchronized. Fly, little birdie. Fly. A soft, high-pitched whir sounded from the thruster ports as the craft went airborne.  
 
    “Tell me you bought the one with the thermal feature,” King said.  
 
    “Don’t leave home without it.” Zack watched through his lenses as the drone soared higher into the clouds then began relaying images from the ground. “Thus far, I don’t see any additional life signs outside the storehouse beyond the eight we already know of.”  
 
    “What about inside?” Byorne asked.  
 
    “We’ll know in a minute.” Zack toggled the controls in his left hand, causing the drone to swoop east and down. “Storehouse interior coming into view… now.”  
 
    Five more life signs flashed in Zack’s glasses. “Frex.”  
 
    “How bad?” King asked.  
 
    Zack slid off his glasses and took a breath. “Make that three-to-one odds instead of two.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just wonderful.” Eldean palmed his face.  
 
    “What of your friends?” Rev asked. “You said they’ll be late. But how late?”  
 
    “Late enough that it might not matter,” Zack said.  
 
    “How come?” King asked.  
 
    “Vegah has an armored transport docked in the yard over by the storehouse,” Zack said. “We can’t know if that’s meant for Deek or something else. If it is for Deek, and we lose him, we’ll never have a chance of getting him back. Not alive at least.”  
 
    “This changes nothing,” Byorne said. “I told you. We shall be victorious. Kravthor has decreed it!” 
 
    King put a hand on his coach’s shoulder. “Can I have a word with you? In private?”  
 
    Zack slid back behind the dune summit and followed the Martian off to one side.  
 
     “I don’t care what kind of training you’ve had. The fact is, none of these guys have had any,” King said. “It was one thing to bring them here for a simple snatch and grab op to get Deek back from a bully. This is way beyond that now.” He pointed to the others. “If you try to take them into a live-fire assault situation, you can rest assured, somebody is gonna get hurt or worse.”  
 
    Zack chewed his lip. “They may not have field experience, but this can still happen.”  
 
    “How?” King asked.  
 
    “By leveraging the skills they do have.” A strategy formed in Zack’s mind as he rejoined the others. “New plan. Byorne, you’re with me and King on the extraction team. Rev, you’re gonna help Eldean.”  
 
    “What am I doing?” the pikith asked.  
 
    “What you do best.” Zack smiled. “Run your mouth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27: Breakout 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dusk had fallen squarely on the Jothan desert by the time Zack finished explaining his plan to the others. No one was wild about it. However, given the circumstances, combined with the numbers they were facing at the boneyard, nobody had any better ideas.  
 
    “Everyone good on your assignments?” Zack asked after the group had returned to the hauler.  
 
    The others nodded.  
 
    “Are you sure we’ll all three be able to fit under that thing?” King pointed to the hauler’s undercarriage.  
 
    “It’ll be tight, but I think we can make it work,” Zack said. “The important thing to remember is the drop time. And when is that again?”  
 
    “After the hauler passes under the dauricon freighter hull,” Byorne said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Zack said. “Be ready to roll hard as soon as you drop then take cover under the freighter. We’ll move from there after Vegah’s troops reorient to cover Rev and Eldean. Once we’re inside the storehouse, I’m on point. That means no verbal communication. Hand signals only. Understood?”  
 
    The group nodded again.  
 
    “Good.” Zack turned to Rev and Eldean. “Don’t try to be heroes in there, okay? You’re scrap buyers. That’s it. Get in, discuss terms, then get out and wait for my signal back here at the mesa to scoop us up once we have Xatori.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Rev said. “Although I don’t like the idea of the three of you going in alone. We should be with you to help.”  
 
    “You can help us by drawing as many of those guards to your position as possible while King, Byorne, and I cross the property toward the storehouse,” Zack said. “Remember, I’ll have you on open comms the whole time. If you see something that impacts the mission, find a way to say it aloud. We’ll be listening.”  
 
    With his speech complete, Zack reached into the hauler and came back with a jacket, gloves, and a balaclava to keep his face warm as the night temperatures took over. The others followed suit. 
 
    “Good luck,” Rev said.  
 
    “Same to you.” Zack pulled his mask down then dropped to his belly and climbed under the cargo hauler. After that, he fastened himself to the vehicle’s undercarriage using some of the securing straps that had come with the craft. Byorne did the same, then so did King. Zack keyed his comm after everyone signaled they were ready. “We’re good, Rev. Let’s move out.”  
 
    The rincah fired the hauler’s engine then eased the vehicle away from the mesa rocks. From there, it was all the way down the next dune and right around the bend toward the boneyard.  
 
    “Coming in!” someone shouted ahead.  
 
    One of the tower guards, most likely. Zack listened from his hanging perch under the vehicle as the hauler eased to a stop outside the main gate.  
 
    “What is your business here?” someone asked. This time, the voice belonged to a rincah female.  
 
    “Gee whiz golly, I don’t know.” Eldean snorted. “To buy parts, maybe? I mean, last I heard, this is a frexing boneyard is it not?”  
 
    “We’re closed,” the female said.  
 
    “That’s not what Jimmy said,” Eldean replied. “Jimmy said you’re open around the clock. I squat you not. He told me himself.”  
 
    “Who the frost is Jimmy?” the female asked.  
 
    “You know, Jimmy,” Eldean said. “From the starport? That weird looking Jothan guy with the green spikey hair, the funny accent, and the limp he got during the war? He’s the one who recommended that we come here. Great guy, by the way. A little on the creepy side if you ask me, but hey. To each his own, yo?”  
 
    No response.  
 
    “You know… Jimmy?” Eldean concluded.  
 
    “I don’t know this Jimmy person,” the female declared, anger creeping into her voice. “I’ll say it again. We’re closed. Now turn that hauler around and go back to where you came from.” 
 
    “You really don’t want us to do that,” Eldean said.  
 
    “Why not?” the female asked.  
 
    “Because then you’ll never hear our super rad offer.”  
 
    The sound of a hatch creaking open preceded the sight of Eldean’s boots hitting the ground to Zack’s right. Be cool, man.  
 
    “Get back into your vehicle,” the female ordered.  
 
    “Trust me, peaches, you really don’t want me to do that,” Eldean answered. “I wanna speak to the being in charge. Like, the big boss man. The grand poo bah or whatever.” 
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” the women stated. “I told you. We’re closed.”  
 
    The sound of a zipper ripping downward preceded numerous laser weapons humming active.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Eldean protested. “Everybody take it easy, yo? I just want to show you this.”  
 
    Silence filled the area, ostensibly while Eldean produced the giant wad of currency Zack had given him back at the mesa.  
 
    “That’s a lot of credit,” the female said.  
 
    “You got that right, sweetheart,” Eldean said. “You’ll also be happy to know there’s more where this came from.”  
 
    “Is that so?” the female answered.  
 
    “Frex right, it’s so.” The pikith’s tone turned suggestive. “You know… if the boss ain’t around, nothing says you and me can’t cut a deal for what I need. I swear, I’ll make it worth your while.”  
 
    No response. 
 
    “Listen,” Eldean said earnestly. “I’ll level with you, okay? Me and my associate here touched down on Joth two hours ago with four bum capacitors in our starboard engine nacelle. That means we’re stuck in this sand trap until we get those replaced. Now, before I go any further, I wanna be clear. Everyone has the right to love where they live—you included. Me personally, though? I hate—hate—hot weather. Like, I really hate it… so much so that I’d just as soon have my giblets ripped out by a hindabeast for two hours so long as it happens in a climate-controlled setting. That said, you can imagine what I’d be willing to spend to get us the frex off this sweat box you call home before the sun comes back up.” He paused and wiped his hands. “Now, do you wanna help me get what I need to make that happen or not? Especially now that I’ve, like, effectively given away all my bargaining leverage?”  
 
    A gaggle of other quiet voices began murmuring with the female.  
 
    Come on, come on, Zack thought nervously. You’re hired help. Nothing says you can’t make a little something extra on the side from a harmless pikith in need of some parts.  
 
    More footfalls sounded as the discussion scrum broke.  
 
    “Capacitors, huh?” the female asked.  
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Eldean said. “I figure that derelict kenivar star-cutter over in the southeast corner oughta have what we need. How about we start there?” 
 
    The female grunted. “Follow us.”  
 
    Zack allowed himself a moment to breathe as Rev refired the engine, and the pikith climbed back into the passenger cabin. “Eldean, when this is all over, I owe you one serious player bonus for that magnificent pile of squat you just laid on those folks back there.”  
 
    “That’s good to know,” the pikith answered as the vehicle eased forward again. “I’ll need that to buy some new trousers.”  
 
    “How come?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Because speaking of squat,” Eldean said. “I’m pretty sure I just soiled the ones I’m wearing. Good times.” 
 
    Static popped in the comm as Rev cut in. “Heads up, gentlemen. We’re about to pass through that hole in the freighter hull.”  
 
    “Copy that,” Zack said. “King, Byorne. You guys ready?”  
 
    “Ready,” the duo said.  
 
    Zack checked his straps and braced himself. “Count us down, Rev.” 
 
    The rincah cleared his throat. “In three… two… one… drop.”  
 
    Zack released his straps and hit the ground with a thud. He then rolled hard through the gravel toward a covering position near a bulkhead on his right. King did the same, as did Byorne, although not before the latter’s rifle got caught under the hauler’s wheels and crunched to bits. 
 
    “Frex,” King said quietly.  
 
    “It’s okay, brother,” Byorne whispered. “As long as I have my horns, all will be fine.” 
 
    Zack reached into his coat and came back with his sidearm. He gave it to the tralge. “Just in case.”  
 
    “Thank you,” King said with relief. 
 
    Zack quickly checked his glasses for the drone view overhead. “It looks like four of the storehouse guards have redirected with the tower guards to cover Rev and Eldean with the others.”  
 
    “Gotta love mercenaries,” King said. “They are nothing if not reliably greedy.”  
 
    “That was the idea,” Zack said. “As of now, we’re as clear as we’re ever gonna be. Let’s move out.”  
 
    The group fell in line behind their coach as the trio zigzagged across the lot away from the freighter. Their first stop paused them behind an old Jothan scout ship. From there, they cut right past the remains of a calidvar hovercraft then left past a pair of reeoli shuttles. They holed up there, roughly twenty meters from the storehouse.  
 
    “We still have two guards at the door,” King said. “Both rincah.”  
 
    “This Vegah has an affinity for Rev’s species,” Byorne noted. “Why do you suppose that is?”  
 
    “The crime lord who owns this place is a rincah,” Zack said. “I’d wager these are his people, on loan to Vegah for a fee.”  
 
    “I see.” Byorne shook his head. “No matter. There are three of us and two of them. Taking them will be youngling’s play.”  
 
    “Easy,” King said. “We can’t just go charging in there and—” 
 
    Pop, pop. Pop, pop.  
 
    Two sets of green bolts ripped through the night and struck the rincahs at center mass, collapsing them to the ground. 
 
    “What the?” King blurted.  
 
    Zack duck-walked in a hurry toward the fallen aliens, gun up and eyes forward, then kicked away their weapons.  
 
    “One of these days, when we’re safely off this rock, you’re gonna have to tell me about that training of yours,” King noted at the storehouse entrance. 
 
    “You bring the beer.” Zack paused when static popped in his ear.  
 
    “Coach M, it’s Rev. We’ve concluded our business in the boneyard and are proceeding on to the rally point.”  
 
    “Copy that, Rev. We’ll be in touch. Monahan out.” Zack closed the channel and faced the others. “The other guards will be along shortly. Help me hide these two inside, then we’ll move on from there.” 
 
    “Understood.” King cleared the hallway inside the storehouse entrance then stepped aside while Zack and Byorne moved the dead aliens into a closet across the way. From there, Zack returned to his point position at the head of their formation with Byorne behind him and King bringing up the rear.  
 
    The storehouse’s interior was dark and metallic. That caused each step to sound like an earthquake in Zack’s head, even though he knew he was being quiet. Eyes up. Feet down. Stay frosty. Breathe. Those had been his instructor’s words through their myriad lessons together over the last few years. He still felt like he had a lot to learn. At least this time, he felt like he’d been a bit more prepared.  
 
    A trio of light dots registered in Zack’s glasses as he rounded the corner into the next corridor. He put up a hand, as if to say “freeze.” The others complied.  
 
    “So, how bad to you think the Argos are gonna lose this weekend without the greenie?” someone said.  
 
    “Are you kidding?” another voice said. “I’m an Armada fan. Frex the Argos and their quarterback. As far as I’m concerned, that whole planet is nothing but a bunch of backwater hicks and rejects. It’s a wonder FIWA saw fit to give them a charter at all.”  
 
    “You can say that again.” The other guard grunted. “Then again, what did you expect given who their ancestors were.”  
 
    Zack mouthed a curse then closed his eyes and checked his glasses. Two life signs showed in what appeared to be some sort of supply room on the other side of the door the mercs were guarding. One of those has to be Xatori. He turned to Byorne and whispered, “On my signal, take these beings out. But no laser fire. I don’t want to risk a wayward bolt cutting through the metal wall and hitting Deek.”  
 
    Byorne grinned and holstered his pistol. “It shall be done.”  
 
    Zack took another breath then glanced skyward. God, if you’re really up there like Rev says, please don’t let this go sideways. He rounded the corner and put up his hands. “Whoa, sorry guys. Wrong turn.” 
 
    “Freeze!” Both guards whirled and charged in.  
 
    “Byorne, now!” 
 
    The massive tralge roared around the corner in a blur of teeth and brawn then slammed into both guards, clotheslining one then headbutting the other. The aliens hit the deck hard only to be silenced forever by a tralge horn to the chest.  
 
    “Go,” King said to Zack who rushed to the supply room and flung open the entrance.  
 
    “Coach M!” Xatori shouted.  
 
    “Halt!” another rincah commanded. “One move by you, and I swear by the gods I’ll—” 
 
    Pop, pop.  
 
    The alien crumpled to the ground as King lowered his weapon from his shoulder. “What? You di’n’t honestly think I was gonna let a coach and a flyer do all the heavy lifting, did you?”  
 
    Zack didn’t argue. Instead, he ran to Xatori’s side and cut the reeoli’s restraints.  
 
    “What the frex are you all doing here?” Xatori asked once he was free.  
 
    “What does it look like?” Zack put away his knife. “We’re bailing you out of this squathole.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” Xatori asked.  
 
    “It’s a long story that can wait for later,” Zack said. “For now, let’s—” 
 
    The shriek of a klaxon ended the conversation.  
 
    “Frex!” King snarled. “Squat just couldn’t stay easy, could it?”  
 
    Zack scooped up the rifle from the slain rincah and tossed it to Xatori. “Do you know how to use that?”  
 
    “Bet your bloody rump I do,” the reeoli answered.  
 
    “Good.” Zack ran to the door. “It’s high time we get the frex outta here.”  
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    Chapter 28: Sand Dunes and Secrets 
 
      
 
      
 
    Any semblance of an organized operation that Zack had hoped to maintain earlier went completely by the wayside as the group, now joined by Xatori, bolted out of the supply room and into the hallway outside.  
 
    “There!” one of two rincahs shouted.  
 
    Pop, pop. Pop, pop, pop.  
 
    A blister of green flashed through the hall from Zack’s rifle, striking both aliens in the chest and dropping them spastically to the ground.  
 
    “We need to get the frex outta here!” Xatori shouted.  
 
    “Sweetest words I’ve heard all day.” Zack keyed his comm. “Rev, what’s your twenty?”  
 
    “My what?” the rincah asked.  
 
    “Your location,” Zack clarified. “What’s your location?”  
 
    “We’re almost back to the mesa, why?”  
 
    “We’re not gonna make the rally point as planned,” Zack said. “Do you think you could double back to get us?”  
 
    “In that war zone?” Rev asked. “Are you joking?” 
 
    “I wish I was,” Zack said. “Any ideas?”  
 
    The rincah at the other end considered. “Vegah’s mercenaries locked down the entrance to the boneyard as soon as we departed the compound. There’s no way we can get to you.”  
 
    “If we could reach the perimeter, could you scoop us up somewhere outside the fenceline?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Yeah, probably,” Rev said. “But you’re gonna need one heck of a diversion to get there. Every merc we drew away from your position is double-timing it back to that storehouse as we speak.”  
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” Zack scouted the area via drone feed and chose the first spot he found. “I’m sending you the coordinates for our new rally point now. Be there in five.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Rev out.” The rincah closed the channel.  
 
    The group scrambled back into formation then started for the exit with Zack on point and King bringing up the rear. Once the former reached the door, Zack pushed the hatch open, and the cold night air flooded in from outside.  
 
    “Over here!” another merc shouted. 
 
    A staccato of weaponfire smattered the building’s side as the group scrambled to evade the shots. 
 
    Pop, pop. Pop, pop, pop.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Zack ordered.  
 
    The group charged across the yard from the storehouse toward the battered wreckage of an old Vottoan outrigger with the boarding ramp down. It sure would be awesome if this bolt bucket could fly. Sadly, all Zack found in the cockpit was a mess of mangled controls.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Byorne asked from their new hiding spot.  
 
    “Now, we buy ourselves some time to reach Rev,” Zack said.  
 
    “I hope you have thoughts on that,” King grumbled from his perch beside a porthole. “Those mercs outside aren’t getting any further away. That means it’s gonna take nothing short of divine intervention to get them off our backs so we can bust outta here.”  
 
    Zack returned to the drone feed in his glasses. Per his recollection, there’d been at least three loader bots working the debris field when they’d arrived at the boneyard. Loaders were machines. Machines needed fuel. That meant there had to be some sort of refueling station somewhere on the property. Come on, come on. Zack panned the dauricon freighter and a few old reeoli shuttles. Three large containers pinged in the drone feed about fifty meters away from the latter. “Gotcha.” 
 
    “What do you see, Coach M?” Xatori perked up. 
 
    “Divine intervention.” Zack toggled the drone controls into a nose-dive collision course. Thanks for your service, little birdie. He fired the thrusters.  
 
    “What are you doing?” King asked.  
 
    “Making these clowns think we’re not alone in here,” Zack said.  
 
    “But how are you gonna—” 
 
    Ka-boom! 
 
    A massive explosion rocked the ground at the groups’ feet.  
 
    “Oh, that’s how,” King concluded.  
 
    One of the mercs outside the warehouse began shouting commands to the others. “Attention all hands! Redeploy to zone five at once. The enemy’s second wave is attacking our fuel supplies across the yard!”  
 
    “Hurry!” one of the aliens shouted outside. “Get to the depot, now!” 
 
    Within seconds, most of the mercs who’d deployed to the storehouse were moving as fast as their hooved legs could carry them toward the newest patch of carnage. 
 
    “It looks like we’re clear for now, boys,” Xatori said from a nearby port hole. “If we’re gonna run for it, I say we do it now.”  
 
    The group started to move.  
 
    “Wait,” Byorne said.  
 
    Thrusters revved in the distance outside then gradually got louder.  
 
    “We’ve got a transport headed our way,” the tralge added.  
 
    “Number of occupants?” Zack asked.  
 
    Byorne paused to count. “Looks like two. One pilot and one passenger.”  
 
    Zack ejected the mag from his rifle and checked the charge. Almost out.  
 
    “Now what are you doing?” King asked.  
 
    “Getting us our own ride.” Zack pulled a fresh magazine from his coat and slapped it into the butt of his rifle. Afterward, he trotted back out into the open and took position behind the outrigger’s portside engine housing.  
 
    Headlights pierced the night ahead.  
 
    Aim small, miss small. Zack took aim.  
 
    Pop, pop.  
 
    Two laser bolts ripped through the transport’s blast shield and tore into the passenger who flopped forward. This prompted the rincah merc who was driving to slam on the brakes. 
 
    “You in the transport!” Zack barked from behind his rifle. “Climb out now, and you’ve got my word you’ll live to tell your horn-head buddies this story after tonight.”  
 
    The merc nodded nervously then debarked the craft with hands held high.  
 
    “Into the storehouse,” Zack ordered. “Go!”  
 
    The alien scampered out of sight as the others joined Zack in the open.  
 
    “Load up,” Zack said.  
 
    “No need to tell me twice,” King said.  
 
    The group piled into the transport and fired up the thrusters. From there, they used the chaos of the boneyard as cover to slip across the field toward the coordinates Zack had relayed to the others.  
 
    “Rev, Eldean. We’re headed your way,” Zack said via comms. “Good news. We got another vehicle that we can—” 
 
    “Get down!” King shouted.  
 
    A wash of laser fire peppered the transport’s hull, sending everyone inside ducking hard as glass, sparks, and metal shards sprayed the cab’s interior. An audible pair of tire thu-thumps later, coupled with a pair of screams, and the craft was underway again sans most of its forward blast shield.  
 
    “Coach M, are you there?” Rev asked. “Eldean and I have arrived at the rally point.”  
 
    “We’re almost to you,” Zack said. “Stand by.”  
 
    The fenceline ahead posed no more challenge than the guards when Zack plowed through it using the transport’s front grill as a battering ram. From there, it was an easy drive into the desert to where Rev and Eldean were waiting with the hauler.  
 
    “Glad you could make it,” Rev said to Xatori.  
 
    “Likewise, mate,” Xatori said. “Thanks for coming.”  
 
    King bounded from the transport and studied the damage wrought by the mercs. “Well, that’s that.”  
 
    “What now?” Eldean asked.  
 
    “The starboard capacitor relay got torched in the firefight with the rincahs,” King said. “By my count, this thing only has about ten more kilometers in it before she’s toast.”  
 
    Zack hated to hear that. Two vehicles instead of one would’ve made us harder to track. His focus returned to the boneyard when more angry voices sounded in the night.  
 
    “Vegah’s people are coming, yo,” Eldean said. “We need to move, now.”  
 
    “Everyone into the hauler,” Zack ordered. “Let’s go.”  
 
    The group piled into the hauler with Rev at the steering yoke, Zack and Eldean in defensive shooter positions, and everyone else inside the cabin.  
 
    “Everyone, hold onto something,” Rev called out. “This may get a little bumpy.”  
 
    The rincah slammed the ignition, and the hauler surged forward. Once into the open night, he sliced right at the mesa and raced into the desert, engines roaring at peak capacity.  
 
    “Heads up!” Rev said. “We’re about to have company!”  
 
    Multiple sets of running lights pierced the dark, coming from the boneyard, in pursuit.  
 
    “I count four hostiles, repeat four hostiles,” King announced.  
 
    “Confirmed,” Zack said.  
 
    The comm speaker on the dash squelched out a signal.  
 
    “Attention fleeing hauler-craft,” a male voice said. “You are outnumbered and outgunned. Continue this course, and you’ll be shot where you are. Power down your thrusters now, and you have my word you will not be harmed.” 
 
    Xatori’s green face paled. “That’s the alien who abducted me from Akalla—Vegah, they called him. Believe me when I say, we should take him at his word.”  
 
    “Meaning?” King asked.  
 
    Xatori gulped. “If he says he’ll kill us, then you can bet he’ll do it.”  
 
    Engines vroomed as the hauler rocketed over a dune then slammed back down again.  
 
    “Frex, Rev, take it easy, will ya?” Eldean protested.  
 
    “Sorry,” Rev answered, scrambling to regain control. He finally got it and settled the craft back onto its course toward Purlit.  
 
    “Fleeing craft, you are advised to respond,” Vegah said cooly.  
 
    “No offense, Coach M, but how the frex do you expect us to beat four-to-one odds if we run?” Eldean asked over the chaos. “We’re looking at forty kilometers before we even reach Purlit’s perimeter. There’s no way we’ll make it there intact if they keep closing on us.” 
 
    “We don’t need to make it back to Purlit,” Zack said. “We just need to hold out a while longer until help arrives.”  
 
    “You keep talking about this help,” King snapped. “Who exactly is—” 
 
    A slash of laser fire sliced through the cabin’s rear hatch, eliciting a scream from the pikith who went down hard.  
 
    “Eldean!” Xatori shrieked.  
 
    “Byorne, take my position!” King lunged aside and relinquished his post to the tralge who immediately returned fire, sending all four pursuers reeling to evade.  
 
    “I’m no medic, but I think he’s gonna be fine.” King crouched beside his fallen comrade and inspected the other’s shoulder.  
 
    “Not bad my rump!” Eldean protested. “It frexing burns with the heat of a thousand suns, yo!”  
 
    “At least his mouth still works,” the tralge noted.  
 
    King glanced up. “He’ll be fine. He will need genuine medical attention, though, sooner rather than later. Otherwise, infection could set in.”  
 
    Zack responded the only way he knew how—he took his post beside Byorne as the duo continued firing on their aggressors.  
 
    Pop, pop, pop, pop.  
 
    “I’m out!” Byorne lunged back into the craft.  
 
    “Heads up.” Zack tossed the tralge his last mag then returned to his own position.  
 
    Pop, pop, pop. Pop, pop, pop, pop. 
 
    Click.  
 
    “That’s it!” Zack leapt back inside the passenger cab with the others as Rev leaned onto the accelerator. Slowly, the lights behind them grew dimmer.  
 
    Run, baby, run. Zack’s eyes bulged when a massive sand pit loomed large in the running lights. “Look out! 
 
    Rev ripped the stick hard left then scrambled to get back on course. It was no use. The hauler’s nose slammed head-on into a nearby dune, sending all five passengers to the floorboard amid a plume of sand and debris.  
 
    “Ah, that hurt,” King groaned.  
 
    “I hate every single frexing one of you rumpholes,” Eldean muttered, clutching his shoulder.  
 
    Zack gingerly raised his head and looked around. “Everybody okay?”  
 
    A series of groans answered.  
 
    “Aye, I think we’re good,” Xatori said. “All things considered.” 
 
    We’ve gotta get out of here. Zack coughed and gagged as he reached for the hatch. After that, he collapsed into the sand in a heap then quickly scrambled aside while the others did the same. All they had left were their sidearms, not that it mattered.  
 
    A wash of light eased to a stop ahead as the three remaining pursuit vehicles ground to a stop.  
 
    “Well, now,” the voice from earlier said with a laugh. “That was exciting, wasn’t it?”  
 
    Zack stifled another cough with his arm as the voice’s owner— a slender alien with deep red skin, pointed ears, and shoulder-length silver hair—started toward their hauler. 
 
    “Rincahs,” Vegah called out. “Who was in charge of guarding the prisoner while I departed the boneyard to run my errand?”  
 
    The female merc from earlier stepped forward. “That would be me, sir.”  
 
    Vegah calmly produced a pistol, aimed for the merc’s skull between the horns, and pulled the trigger.  
 
    “Holy frex,” Eldean murmured. 
 
    “My, my, my.” Vegah holstered his weapon and sidestepped the corpse as he moved toward the others. “I knew the Argos would want to get their quarterback back. Still, I hardly expected they’d pony up the requisite credit for a crack team of professionals, what with the Beenes’ reputation for frugality and all.” The kovachie’s gaze widened when he saw Zack. “Wait a moment. You’re not a pro. You’re their frosting coach.”  
 
    “Bright guy, this one.” King grunted.  
 
    A rincah merc responded by ramming the stock of his weapon into King’s gut, causing the Martian to collapse forward into the sand, coughing and holding his stomach.  
 
    “Now this is a surprise.” Vegah tilted his head. “Where in Creation did a warball coach learn to shoot like that?” 
 
    “Afterschool specials,” Zack muttered. “I take it you’re Vegah.”  
 
    The kovachie nodded. “How did you find us?”  
 
    “The Argos got a call that Xatori had been spotted on Joth,” Zack said. “We took that to Argos’ ownership hoping they’d do something, but all they wanted to do was argue. So, me and the boys took it upon ourselves to come get Xatori.”  
 
    “And who do you suppose placed this call you speak of?” Vegah asked.  
 
    Zack raised a shoulder. “I don’t know, somebody. Is that so hard to believe given the size and the amount of foot traffic that pours through Purlit Starport every single day? I mean, you are traveling with a FIWA superstar after all. That tends to get one noticed in a crowd.” 
 
    The kovachie clasped his hands and seemed to consider the other’s story. “I’d be inclined to agree with you if the sail from Akalla to Joth took less than two days.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Zack asked.  
 
    “I only took Xatori outside Schooner’s three days ago,” Vegah said. “That means we were still between stargates in the Otherside when you learned of his abduction. Ergo, you learned of those events from someone on Akalla, not Joth.”  
 
    Zack watched from his knees in the sand as a hint of understanding registered on the kovachie’s expression.  
 
    “Hoyt.” Vegah frowned. “You turncoat little reeoli squat.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too hard on him,” Zack said. “As it happens, when the league award for best FIWA fanbase was announced last month, Akalla City won for a reason. But I digress.”  
 
    Vegah rolled his eyes and turned to his mercs. “Load them up and take them back to the boneyard. Mr. Monahan and I will continue our talk there.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a new voice called from out of sight. It was low and gravelly, like that of a very large predator, growling a warning. 
 
    Zack recognized it immediately. It’s about frexing time. 
 
    “At arms!” Vegah shouted.  
 
    A series of gun clacks echoed like rapid-fire dominoes in the night as eleven rincah mercs took aim. 
 
    “I’d rather you not,” the new voice answered. “Tell your people to stand down now, or every single one of you will die out here in this cold, squatty desert tonight.”  
 
    “That’s an amusing threat,” the kovachie said. “How do I know such a power play is within your capability?”  
 
    No less than three dozen rifles hummed to life in the night. 
 
    “I’d listen to the man if I were you,” Zack said with a smile.  
 
    Vegah huffed then motioned for the mercs to stand down. 
 
    “Alpha and Bravo teams, you’re with me,” the new voice said. “Charlie and Delta, stay put and stay frosty.”  
 
    “Copy that, sir,” someone answered.  
 
    Multiple footfalls sounded in the nearby sand as a lone figure dressed in all-black tactical gear appeared in the light. Clearly human, the man sported a shaved head with broad shoulders and the same grizzled, ogre-like features Zack had come to know well in recent years. 
 
    “I’ll be frexed by the gods themselves,” Vegah murmured. “If it isn’t the one and only Michael Durant.”  
 
    “Hello, Vegah,” Durant said, still holding his rifle. “Nice night for a desert stroll, is it not?”  
 
    “That’s not how I’d put it, but I take your point.” Vegah studied the newcomer. “What business does the top captain of Tretra’s most notorious crime lord have on Joth?”  
 
    “Oh, we were just in the neighborhood,” Durant answered.  
 
    “Bull squat,” Vegah snapped. “The Monarch doesn’t mettle in affairs that don’t concern him. He’s too smart for that. Thus, my question: why are you here?”  
 
    Durant relaxed his stance then rested his weapon in the nape of his shoulder. “I owe you no explanations, Vegah, nor does the Monarch. Suffice it to say, our organization has a vested interest in making sure these beings make it home to Akalla alive, and you, my kovachie colleague, would be wise to respect those wishes.”  
 
    “Or what?” Vegah snapped.  
 
    Six more rifles hummed active in the darkness behind Durant. “I think we both know the answer to that.”  
 
    Vegah snarled a curse and surveyed the situation.  
 
    Time to face facts, kovachie. You’re not the biggest beast in the jungle tonight. Zack waited while Vegah weighed his options.  
 
    “If I and my associates leave,” Vegah began, “do I have your word that we’ll do so in peace?”  
 
    “You do.” Durant nodded.  
 
    Vegah chewed his lip. “You and I go way back together in this business, Michael. It would be a shame for you to violate that trust now.”  
 
    Durant exhaled through his nostrils. “Start walking, Vegah. We’re done here.”  
 
    The kovachie made a circular motion with his hand, signaling the remaining rincah mercs back to their vehicles.  
 
    “Wait.” Zack got to his feet. “Who hired you to kidnap Xatori?”  
 
    “Not the time or place, Zack,” Durant growled.  
 
    Vegah whirled on his heels, black eyes fixing on Durant then on Zack.  
 
    “Don’t push it,” Durant warned.  
 
    The kovachie held his stance and studied the human before him for a very, very long moment. “Michael wasn’t sent here for Xatori, was he? The Monarch sent him here for you.” Excitement trickled into the fixer’s voice. “Now, this is interesting.”  
 
    King stepped forward and looked at Zack. “What is he talking about?”  
 
    Zack kept his focus on the kovachie. “The Monarch and I have never met before.” That much was true. “I only know Mike because he chartered a fishing expedition with my boat a while back that got us both into some trouble.” He glanced past his shoulder at the black-clad ogre holding the assault rifle. “Mike, am I right?”  
 
    “Best parka fishing of my life,” Durant agreed.  
 
    “Another deflection,” Vegah said. “Albeit a colorful one.” 
 
    “Call it whatever you want,” Zack said. “Just answer my question so we can all go home. Who hired you to kidnap Deek?”  
 
    The kovachie grinned. “No, I don’t think I’ll divulge that information.”  
 
    “Byorne,” Zack said calmly.  
 
    The tralge stepped forward.  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” Vegah chuckled. “This horn-toting oaf could pound on me all night long while the others watched. I still won’t tell you what you want to know.”  
 
    “Why not?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Because I don’t give up the names of my clients,” Vegah said.  
 
    Rev cut in. “I didn’t think you kovachie had morals.”  
 
    “We don’t,” Vegah said. “I do, however, have a reputation to uphold, and if word gets out around the industry that I betrayed a client, then that reputation is finished. So, go frex yourself.”  
 
    Zack muttered a curse.  
 
    “Do you have any idea what someone in our profession makes?” Vegah glanced at Durant. “Here’s a hint… a lot. And it’s not just because we’re good at our jobs. Secrets are our business, and if anyone knows how to keep them, it’s us.”  
 
    “He’s right,” Durant said.  
 
    Zack gnawed his lip. Between King’s telling of Vegah’s reputation and Durant’s advice just then, beating the answers out of the kovachie wasn’t an option. Besides, it wasn’t as if they had time for it anyway.  
 
    “Perhaps there’s another option,” Xatori cut in. “A way we can make this work for everyone.”  
 
    Vegah arched an eyebrow. “Continue.” 
 
    “You say you’re a fixer, right?” Xatori asked. “Well, we’re all professional athletes who are well paid for our endeavors. Let us become your clients.”  
 
    Vegah cracked a smile. “Nicely played, reeoli. Alas, I’m not for hire once I’ve signed a contract until that contract is fulfilled.” 
 
    “Mike? Would you mind?” Zack asked.  
 
    Durant smirked. “That wasn’t part of the deal, Zack.”  
 
    “I know, but it’s important,” Zack pressed. “Come on, Mike… please.”  
 
    Durant heaved a sigh then tapped the comm button on his earpiece and excused himself from the conversation. He returned a few minutes later. “I’ve been authorized to wire fifty thousand credit to an account of your choice if you’ll give us the employer.”  
 
    “Fifty thousand.” Vegah whistled. “That’s quite a handsome sum. Too bad it’s not even a quarter of what I was paid to grab Xatori.”  
 
    “Fine,” Durant said. “I’ll triple your usual fee. That’s three hundred thousand credit, Vegah. That’s good money, even by your standards.”  
 
    “You’ll get no argument here.” Vegah folded his arms. “Still, no dice.”  
 
    Durant rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Then again,” Vegah added. “Maybe I could be coaxed into playing a little game of Clue Finder before this little gathering of ours disbands for the night.”   
 
    Clue Finder was a popular youngster’s game on Akalla that Zack had learned about from one of the other boat captains back at Lano. It involved the players pretending they were detectives for the purpose of asking questions to solve a fictitious case. At least, that was Zack’s understanding. 
 
    “Fine,” Durant said. “Three hundred thousand it is.”  
 
    “Make it a half million,” the kovachie said.  
 
    Durant’s expression flashed red in the running lights. He glanced at Zack who nodded. “Deal.” 
 
    “Okay,” Zack said cautiously. “Can you tell me the species of the person who took out the contract on Deek?”  
 
    “No, I cannot,” Vegah said.  
 
    “What about their location?” Zack asked. “Their planet, or even their system?”  
 
    “Again, no and no,” Vegah said.  
 
    Zack’s lip began to curl. “Listen, squathead. This game doesn’t work if you don’t give me answers.”  
 
    “Then ask the right questions,” Vegah hissed. “Stop worrying about species or planets and start worrying about who stands to profit from Xatori’s absence from the field.”  
 
    Zack raised an eyebrow. Profit. He glanced at Deek then back at Vegah. “With Xatori sidelined, the Argonauts pile up losses. Obviously, that had to be the goal here, right? To influence the outcome of our matches? My first thought then is this is a gambling thing somehow.” 
 
    King rubbed his chin. “There’s a yalteen kingpin right here on Joth who’s been known to dabble in the high stakes gambling scene, especially for FIWA.”  
 
    “How do you know this?” Zack asked.  
 
    “One of my cellmates in the joint worked for this guy for a stretch before he went in,” King said. “The yalteen’s name is Rookar Dauntov. Maybe he’s behind this.” 
 
    “This isn’t about gambling,” the kovachie said. “Think bigger. Think… facilities.”  
 
    Zack’s eyes bulged. “The Beenes.”  
 
    “Huh?” Eldean perked up. “But that don’t make any sense. Seriously. What’s the price tag on a FIWA charter up to these days anyway? Thirty… forty billion credit? Why in the worlds would the Beenes want to see us lose matches, given the size of that investment?”  
 
    Zack faced the others. “Everybody take a breath and let’s run the numbers. The Beene family has made no secret over the last few years about how their lack of quality facilities—namely the old Argonaut Stadium—prevents them from turning max profit on the club. Trouble is, the terms of their current charter lock them to Akalla City, and right now, a new warball complex is the last thing local officials wanna talk about.” 
 
    “He’s right,” King said. “For frex sake, man. There are still beings living in temporary domiciles on the outskirts of town just waiting for some new housing to get built so they’ll have someplace decent to put their families. As far as city officials are concerned, they’re the priority, not the Beenes.”  
 
    “Or at least they should be,” Rev grumbled.  
 
    Zack shot the rincah an agreeable look. 
 
    “Call me dense here, boys, but that still don’t answer my question,” Eldean said. “If the Beenes are locked into a contract with Akalla City to keep the club on world, then why wouldn’t they want us to win at all costs so they could profit from all that success?”  
 
    Zack snapped his fingers. “They wouldn’t if that contract was tied to wins.”  
 
    “Whoa.” King’s jaw fell open. “Are you saying the Beenes’ endgame is to tank the season so they can break their contract with Akalla City and move the club off world to a system that will give them a new stadium?”  
 
    “That adds up, actually,” Xatori said. “Think about it. Gnoxley Beene has majority control over the Argos’ personnel decisions. All those cuts, the open tryouts, the trades, the addition of old veterans like Johnny Kuul: they were all his moves.” 
 
    “The plan was working, too, until Johnny got hurt and Coach M retooled the offense for Deek,” Byorne noted. “Then our adversaries had cause to fear us again.” 
 
    “That’s gotta be what this is about—a FIWA charter grab,” Zack said. “Everything points to it. I’d wager credit to krager fish that the Beenes already have a suitor on the line for it, too.” 
 
    Xatori peered off into the night, wearing a look of pure disbelief. “Son of a beast. Losing the Argonauts would kill our city… my home.” 
 
    “So, is that it then?” Zack turned back to Vegah. “The Beenes paid you to kidnap Xatori?”  
 
    The kovachie smiled and clapped his hands. “Congratulations, Coach Monahan. I stand in awe of your most incredible skills of deduction.”  
 
    “Don’t be a smart rump, Vegah,” Durant mumbled. “You’re not out of this yet.”  
 
    Zack sprinted back to the hauler and keyed up the comm. “Monahan to Mosley.” 
 
    “Mosley here,” the freighter captain said.  
 
    “Prep your ship for immediate launch and ready the infirmary,” Zack said. “We’re coming in fast with wounded. ETA, thirty minutes. Monahan out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29: Confessions of a Prodigal Son 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once back to Purlit Starport, Deek dismounted the hauler and helped the others get Eldean up the boarding ramp to the Mosley’s medical bay. “Coach M, have you…” He glanced past his shoulder. Where the frex did he go? Deek glanced back to King, Byorne, and Rev. “You gents got this?”  
 
    “Yeah, we’ll take it from here,” the Martian said. “Find us in the infirmary when you’re done.”  
 
    “Aye.” Deek waited for a beat while the others vanished upstairs to B deck. After that, he turned on his heels and started back for the Mosley’s debarkation hatch where he found Monahan still talking with the Tretrayon fixer, Michael Durant. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Mike,” Monahan said. “I really appreciate it.”  
 
    The old man huffed. “You do realize the lessons I’ve been teaching you are for defense, not so you can run off with your warball buddies on some half-baked extraction op, right?”  
 
    “What the frex was I supposed to do, Mike?” Monahan protested. “Call in the local law? You know how this stuff gets twisted up in the back alleys of this town, especially when there’s a celebrity involved.”  
 
    The old man didn’t answer.  
 
    “Anyway, I appreciate the help just the same,” Monahan concluded.  
 
    The old man billowed a sigh. “I made a pledge to your family long ago that I’d take care of its members. That includes you, too, kid, even when I think you’re acting like an idiot.”  
 
    This elicited a chuckle from the coach.  
 
    “One of these days, he really would like to see you in person, ya know,” Durant added. “If for no other reason than to see, like I have, the sort of man you’ve become.”  
 
    Monahan’s brief look of amusement faltered. “Maybe one day, Mike… long from now. But that day is not today.”  
 
    “I hear you,” Durant concluded. “He’ll be there when you’re ready.”  
 
    “Huh. Well, that’d be a first,” Monahan muttered.  
 
    The old man watched from the bottom of the boarding ramp as the Argos’ coach started for the ship. “Hey, kid?”  
 
    “Yeah?” Monahan called back. 
 
    “Nice shooting back there.”  
 
    Monahan’s smile returned. “I had a good teacher.”  
 
    The duo shared parting glances before Monahan turned for the Mosley’s embarkation hatch. “Xatori.” He froze, clearly surprised. “How long have you been standing there?”  
 
    “Long enough to ponder some bloody big questions, mate,” Deek said. “You and I need to talk.” 
 
    The Mosley’s captain wasted no time getting her vessel cleared for launch. Once free of the starport platform, the freighter lifted its nose skyward then cut through Joth’s desolate atmosphere en route to the stargate.  
 
    “Listen, Coach M,” Deek began from his seat in the passenger cabin. “I don’t want you to think for an instant that I’m not grateful for your help in escaping Vegah’s compound, because I truly am. Nobody has ever put themselves on the line for me like that. Outside of family, that is.”  
 
    “But?” Monahan said.  
 
    “But I think me and the others have a right to know who we’re dealing with,” Deek said. “You’re a great coach, and I love playing for you. But if you’re into something as deep as I think you are, I don’t know if I want to be associated with that. It’s nothing personal. It’s just that I spent my entire career since grade school trying to steer clear of those who sought to exploit my actions on the warball field, and I don’t intend to deviate from that philosophy now.”  
 
    Monahan raised his palms. “Nobody wants to exploit you, Xatori. I swear.”  
 
    “You sure about that?” Deek certainly wasn’t. “You’re connected to the Monarch of Tretra. Folks like him don’t lend a helping hand to anyone without expecting something in return.”  
 
    The coach palmed his face. “He doesn’t want anything from you, Deek.”  
 
    “And how do you know that?” Deek continued.  
 
    Monahan didn’t respond.  
 
    “We’d appreciate it if you’d answer the reeoli’s question.” King emerged from the back, flanked by Rev. Both took seats in the cabin.  
 
    “Deek’s right, Coach M,” Rev added. “If you’re into something, we’ve got a right to know what that is if we’re to be dragged into it.”  
 
    Deek watched through the porthole to his right as the blanket of stars outside gave way to the blank slate gray of the Otherside. “The Monarch doesn’t want anything to do with any of you. He wants me.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” Deek asked.  
 
    Monahan gnawed his lip. “Because he’s my father.”  
 
    Deek did a double take that all but snapped his head from his shoulders. “He’s your… father?”  
 
    “As life news goes, it’s quite the kick to the rump, isn’t it?” the coach quipped.  
 
     “How is that even possible?” Rev asked. “Don’t get me wrong. I knew you were from Tretra and all. But why in the world are you stumping around on a grimy warball field with a ragtag club like us when you could be kicking it on your homeworld, savoring the kind of fortune that most of us can only dream about?”  
 
    Monahan straightened in his seat. “Let’s get one thing straight, boys. I may have noble Tretrayon blood in my veins, but I am not—repeat, not—of that world. Period.” 
 
    Deek didn’t follow.  
 
    “I didn’t find out about my connection to the Monarch until I was an adult,” Monahan said. “That’s obviously not his name, by the way. Nor is it mine.”  
 
    “And what is his name?” King asked.  
 
    The coach aimed a pensive stare at the porthole. “I’m gonna choose not to answer that.”  
 
    “How come?” the Martian pressed. “Don’t you trust me?”  
 
    “I do trust you.” Monahan addressed the group. “I trust all of you. I also don’t want to see any of you get hurt, which is precisely what would happen if the right people knew you had that information. They’d come for you. Or worse, they’d come for your families.” 
 
    King’s expression paled a bit, as did those of the others.  
 
    “Fair enough.” Deek shifted in his seat. “So, when did you find out? That the Monarch was your father, I mean.” 
 
    “About three years ago,” the coach glanced at King. “Remember that fishing expedition gone awry that I told you about on the way here?”  
 
    The Martian nodded.  
 
    “Well, that was Mike,” Monahan said. “As the story goes, one of the Monarch’s rivals found out that his estranged son was living on a boat in the Kyrie system, working the waters on Akalla. So, the rival decided to send two of his goons to Port Saint Lano in hopes of kidnapping me to use as ransom bait. My father got wind of what was happening and sent his best man and top captain, Michael Durant, to intercept and, shall we say, neutralize the threat.”  
 
    “I take it Durant succeeded,” Deek surmised.  
 
     “And then some,” Monahan admitted. 
 
    “Is that when you learned of your father’s identity?” Rev asked.  
 
    “No. I found out later when I did some more digging.” Monahan hunched forward to face them. “As far as I’m concerned, my real origins rest in the slums of the Tretrayon projects. My mom grew up the daughter of a wanna be starship mechanic in the rim projects north of Livington Spires. The locals called it Shanty Town, mostly because that’s the only sort of lodging most of the residents had access to.”  
 
    “And that’s where you grew up?” Rev asked.  
 
    Monahan shook his head. “No, I grew up in Crystal City East, which is where my stepdad is from.”  
 
    “So, your mom remarried,” King said.  
 
    “Eventually, yeah,” Monahan said. “Shortly after grade school, my mom and a few of her friends managed to get hold of some counterfeit ident cards which got them into the city. From there, they headed straight for Club Orion, which was where all the who’s who of society hung out. To hear her speak of it, the place was unlike anything they’d ever seen. All those lights, all those celebrities.” He grunted. “All that credit.”  
 
    “And that’s where your mother met your father?” Deek asked.  
 
    Monahan nodded smally. “They had one night together. After that, he returned to his estate, and she returned to her hut in Shanty Town. Mom found out a few weeks later that I was on the way.”  
 
    “And she never told your father about you?” Rev asked.  
 
    Monahan shook his head. “My mom is one of the most intuitive people you’ll ever know, hence how she sussed out the Monarch’s identity within minutes of meeting him at the club. Granted, he was young then—early twenties or so—but his reputation as a player was already starting to take root around town. She wanted no part of that world, not for her or me. So, she married a shipyard janitor from Crystals East and raised me as best she could. It wasn’t until my teens when I started making headlines as a warball prospect that my father started looking into my identity.”  
 
    “How come he didn’t come calling for you?” Rev asked.  
 
    “He did, once,” Monahan said, “when I was a senior in grade school. I was all conference that year, throwing for almost six thousand meters and sixty goals.”  
 
    “What happened?” Rev asked.  
 
    Monahan exhaled through his nostrils. “My mom found out he was coming and headed him off outside our house. At that point, my stepdad was the only father I’d ever known, plus he was good to me—really good. My mom begged my biological father not to interfere, not to drag me into his world.” Monahan huffed. “To this day, I have no idea why, but my father honored that. He never returned after that day, not even for an autograph.”  
 
    Silence filled the cabin as the Mosley’s engines hummed their nuclear-powered song beyond the hull.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” King asked.  
 
    “Sure.” Monahan flipped up a hand. “Why the frex not?” 
 
    “Why did you keep your distance from the Monarch after you learned who he was?” the Martian asked. “I mean, as I understand it, you were practically living in poverty on that piece of crap boat of yours for years, especially after the storm when the charter business dried up. Why not reach out for help?”  
 
    Monahan seemed to consider the question. “I spent my whole life fighting to escape Crystals East. Like most kids from my block, that came through warball. The only difference between me and them is that I wanted it more. When they were at home, staying out of the heat, I was on the practice field running drills or in the gym lifting weights. If someone spent an hour in the film room, I spent two—all because I knew what could happen if I just worked for it.” He smiled. “I got that from my stepdad.” 
 
    “Still,” King continued. “After your injury, all of that ended. Why not call your dad for help, especially after the storm.”  
 
    “My father doesn’t control my destiny. I do.” Monahan patted his chest. “I’ve lived my whole life by that mantra, and that didn’t stop even after the storm. And you know what?” He brightened. ‘I found my way out… with you guys as your coach.”  
 
    The group traded looks.  
 
    “Listen to me, gentlemen,” Monahan concluded. “You guys are more than clubmates for me at this point. You’re my friends, and friends keep each other’s secrets. My heritage is by far the most personal thing about my life, and I’d very much like to keep it that way. So, for that reason, this is one secret I’m begging you guys to keep. Will you?”  
 
    Deek glanced around the cabin at the faces of the others. Clearly, they were just as blown away by what they’d learned of their coach as he was. However, if anyone understood what it meant to fight tooth and nail to change one’s life, it was him. “Aye, Coach. I’ve got you.”  
 
    “King, Rev?” Monahan asked.  
 
    Both beings nodded.  
 
    “Well, I suppose that means I’ll have to keep my trap shut about all this, too.” Eldean wandered out of the back wearing fresh bandages and a sling on his right shoulder. “You jerks know what a challenge that is for me, too, right? So, you better, like, appreciate and squat.”  
 
    Monahan chuckled and faced the others. “Thanks, boys. You have no idea how much that means to me. Really.” He clapped his hands. “Now… let’s talk about that slimy little worm named Gnoxly Beene who aims to steal our club.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30: What a Hill of Beenes 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mosley emerged from the Otherside forty-eight hours later then turned abruptly from the stargate and started its approach toward Akalla. Several minutes later, the ship landed back at AC starport where the group said their goodbyes to the freighter’s captain who wished them luck.  
 
    “I just got a call from Coach Grimnar,” King said. “Beene is in his office at the stadium.” 
 
    Zack checked the time on his data band. Squat. 
 
    “What is it?” Rev asked.  
 
    “It’s just past sixteen hundred hours local time,” Zack said. “If Beene holds true to his usual routine, he’ll close down shop and leave the facility in the next thirty minutes to try and beat traffic to get home.”  
 
    “Then haste would most certainly be advised, brothers,” Byorne said.  
 
    Zack whistled to a nearby reeoli driving a cab parked at the edge of the docking platform. “Hey, transport! We need a lift, now!”  
 
    The alien waved his acknowledgement then wheeled the vehicle to the platform for the others to get in. “Where to, boss?” 
 
    “Argonaut Stadium,” Zack said, “and fast. Just so you know, there’s an extra fifty percent tip on top of your usual fare if you can get us there in under twenty minutes.”  
 
    “Frex, mate. For that, I’ll have you there in ten.” Tires squealed in the parking lot as the reeoli mashed the accelerator and tore away from the platform onto the highway. Several head snaps and a collection of high-speed turns later—one of which caused Zack to wonder if Eldean had left something extra on the seat—the vehicle screamed into the parking lot of Argos Stadium where the group staggered out. 
 
    “Well, that was a bloody thing,” Xatori grumbled.  
 
    Zack turned to the others. “King, Rev. Head for concourse two in case Beene makes a run out the back of the stadium. Eldean, Byorne. Wait here in case he skirts us and slips out front.”  
 
    “There are other ways out of this place, ya know,” Rev said.  
 
    “Yep,” Zack said. “We also don’t have any more people to watch them, and those two exits are directly connected to the west wing, which is where Beene’s office is located. If he jackrabbits, he’ll likely use one of those.”  
 
    The group took off running to their various assignments. This left Zack and Xatori alone to enter the facility in search of the scaly twerp responsible for putting them through the squat show that was the previous five days.  
 
    “This way,” Zack said, cutting down the first hall. He ducked left at the break room then right past Rhames’ office. The latter was empty, but Zack heard voices ahead.  
 
    “I don’t care what it costs, just do it!” one of them shouted. “Otherwise, every single one of us is completely frexed!”  
 
    Beene. Zack paused for a beat, hoping to ID the second voice. Whoever it belonged to sounded as if they were talking from the other end of a communique line, not actually in the room.  
 
    “Call me when they’ve made a decision,” Beene snapped. “Beene out!”  
 
    “It’s him,” Xatori whispered. “Let’s get him!”  
 
    Zack couldn’t have agreed more. Together, the duo rushed up the hall, rounded the corner past the coffee station, and threw open the prithmar general manager’s door.  
 
    “Xatori!” the prithmar yelped. “You’re back!”  
 
    “Yeah, no thanks to you, ya slimy little squat.” Xatori rushed forward in a blur before the prithmar could speak again, caught him by the neck, and pressed him to the wall. “How much did you offer to pay him, huh? How much was my life worth?”  
 
    The prithmar gasped for air and slapped at the reeoli’s hands but it was no use. “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Beene choked out.  
 
    “Bull squat!” Xatori snapped. “Vegah told me himself. Someone inside the Argos’ organization paid him to keep me off the field, and we know that someone was you. So, how much was the contract!”  
 
    Zack watched from across the desk as the prithmar swatted and kicked to get free, all the while choking out the few syllables he could. “Wait a second.” He motioned at the reeoli. “Let him go, Deek.”  
 
    “What?” Xatori’s head snapped around.  
 
    “You heard me,” Zack said. “Check him for weapons then let him go. I wanna hear what he’s gotta say.”  
 
    “But why?” Xatori demanded.  
 
    “Call it a hunch,” Zack said. “Now, do it.”  
 
    Xatori muttered a curse as he held the prithmar with one hand while patting the executive down with the other. “No weapons.”  
 
    “Good,” Zack said.  
 
    Xatori released his hold on the prithmar’s throat and shoved him down into a chair in the corner. “Now’s your chance, you little half-pint rumphole. Speak.”  
 
    Beene coughed and gagged, still somewhat in shock. After a few moments, he managed to catch his breath. “It wasn’t me who had you abducted. Frex, I didn’t even know you had been abducted until Brooks told me late yesterday afternoon.” He pawed at his throat and glanced at Zack. “You should’ve looped me in on what was happening, Monahan. I could’ve helped you.”  
 
    “Oh, please,” Xatori snorted. “If Coach M had tipped you off, you’d have simply called Vegah and told him to move me before Coach and the others got to Joth.”  
 
    Beene rubbed his temples. “Okay, fine. Just for the sake of discussion, let’s follow this iron-clad logic of yours, shall we? I’m the general manager of a FIWA warball club that’s riding high on its first winning streak in nearly a decade. Why in Creation would I ever dream of sidelining the one player who more than anyone else has spearheaded that surge?”  
 
    “Because you didn’t want us to win,” Zack said. “If the Argos win, you don’t get to relocate the club to another system where the beings on another planet are lining up to pay you a fortune for your shiny new stadium.”  
 
    “Who told you about the relocation?” Beene asked.  
 
    “Vegah,” Xatori said. “You know, the slick willy kovachie fixer who you paid to kidnap me?”  
 
    Beene rolled his eyes. “Yes, well. In addition to slick willy and fixer, you can apparently add another title to his list of accolades.”  
 
    “What’s that?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Liar,” Beene stated. “I have no such deal with another world, nor could I. If you understood the first thing about FIWA ownership bylaws, you’d know that.”  
 
    “Frex that,” Xatori cut in. “You’re the liar. You’d tell us anything to save your scaly skin from lockup, which is where you’re headed.”  
 
    “Frexing idiot,” Beene murmured. “It would appear I gave your intelligence higher marks than I should have during your player evaluation.”  
 
    “What about FIWA bylaws?” Zack continued. “What do they have to do with anything?”  
 
    Beene billowed a sigh. “If a club remains uncompetitive for more than five years, FIWA has the right to put said club on probation then eventually revoke that world’s charter.”  
 
    “Define competitive,” Zack said.  
 
    “You must win more matches than you lose at least once every five seasons,” Beene explained. “We were on our way to doing that before the storm hit, but that changed everything. Nobody wanted to play for the Argonauts after that because, frankly, no one wanted to live in a war zone. Couple that with our inflated housing costs due to a lack of inventory and our outdated facilities, and luring free agents was not an easy thing to do. That’s why I hired Rhames.”  
 
    “Because of her pedigree as a winner,” Zack said.  
 
    “That’s right,” Beene said. “I hoped that adding her name to our ranks would change things. Instead, all I did was give away my right to build a club.”  
 
    “Build a…” Zack trailed off. “What are you talking about? Rhames said you had full control of the club’s personnel.”  
 
    “Ha.” Beene laughed. “Not hardly. Full roster control was one of Rhames’ non-negotiable sticking points on her contract to come here. I told her no, but my father overruled me on the decision.” He huffed. “I mean, seriously. Do you think I wanted to sign a has been like Johnny Kuul to this club? Please.” He scoffed. “I will say this, though. At least I got some say in the reserve positions. A few of the beings who’ve made this run were my selections that Rhames didn’t think highly enough of to challenge me on signing.”  
 
    “Like who?” Xatori asked.  
 
    “Like you, Xatori.” Beene rose to his feet and brushed off his jacket. “Believe it or not, I watched your film at Acey Jacey. I saw what you could do with the right tools in the right system. All it took was the right coach at the right time, and off you went. And look at you now.” He shrugged. “Player of the week three times over and the odds-on favorite for FIWA comeback player of the year. Well done.”  
 
    “Why me?” Xatori asked.  
 
    The prithmar shifted his stance. “A lot of quarterbacks have physical skills that jump off the image, but they don’t all have that ‘it’ factor which separates the place holders from the elite superstars. You do.” He faced the reeoli. “You’re a winner, Deek, plain and simple. Once that was made clear, the goal of my job was to surround you with the right tools so you could be successful.”  
 
    “And an ex-con slasher, a preacher hammer, and a biracial pikith with stone hands were your tools of choice?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Not hardly,” Beene said. “Again, Rhames had final say for the starters. My only option was to flesh out the roster with a group of players that, while not the sexiest bunch in the game, had potential in their own way. All it took then was the right coach to bring them all together.” He pointed at Zack then made a splash motion with his hands. “Tada as the humans around here say.” 
 
    Zack shook his head, still not sure he was buying it. “What do FIWA bylaws have to do with any of this?”  
 
    “Simple,” Beene said. “If a world is stripped of its FIWA charter, so is the ownership group who drove it into the ground.” He grunted. “I couldn’t move this club if I wanted to—and I don’t, for the record. The Akallan people have lost enough as it is.” 
 
    Zack stepped back and rubbed his temples. If Beene can’t move the club, then he had no motive to abduct Xatori. If he didn’t do it, then… Zack’s gaze widened. “Holy—” 
 
    A barrage of laser fire pelted the office wall, causing all three beings to duck.  
 
    Rhames! 
 
    The Argos’ head coach fired another salvo into the office from her spot outside then took off running down the hall.  
 
    “Get her!” Beene shouted.  
 
    Zack and Xatori ran after the coach.  
 
    “South platform in three minutes!” Rhames shouted into her data band.  
 
     “We can’t let her get away!” Xatori yelled.  
 
    Zack had no intention of doing so. He drew his weapon and fired off a trio of shots, but all three sailed wide.  
 
    Rhames bolted around the next corner then threw open the doors before sprinting into sunlight.  
 
    Frex! Frex! Frex! Zack pushed through the doors, gun up, and checked the parking lot outside. There was no sign of his boss. 
 
    “Where’d she go?” Xatori asked.  
 
    A fresh volley of laser fire pelted the side of the building to Zack’s right, causing him and Xatori to race for cover.  
 
    “I knew I should’ve hired a different OC!” Rhames shouted from out of sight.  
 
    Xatori pointed to the dumpster across the platform and mouthed, “She’s gotta be there.”  
 
    Zack acknowledged the other with a look then kept talking. “Oh, I don’t know, Rhames. I’d like to think I made you look okay. At the very least, I made you look flexible.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” the head coach shouted.  
 
    “Let’s face it,” Zack said. “You’ve been pegged as a dinosaur for years with that archaic piece of crap offense of yours. With me at the helm, fans got to see what the Argos were really capable of.”  
 
    “What a load of squat!” Another volley of shots.  
 
    “So, who’d you sell out to?” Zack continued. “Rookar Dauntov? The Meechigh Collective? One of the families from the Badar Syndicate? Whoever it was, they must’ve paid you a rump-ton of credit to get you to forfeit your integrity as a coach.” He scoffed. “Fixing games and kidnapping players. The game of warball deserves far better than the likes of you, coward!”  
 
    “Frex you, Monahan!” Rhames screamed. “You don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. I gave everything to this game. Do you hear me? My body, my three marriages, my kids, my finances—everything! And for what? To spend my career taking orders from rich kid general managers and wannabe celebrity athletes with egos the size of Mount Jackson on Auburn? None of you would be anything without me and my offense. But that’s all about to change! I’m trading in my coach’s clipboard for a shiny new luxury suite courtesy of my minority ownership stake in the Argos’ new home. I’m gonna be living the good life, baby!”  
 
    “And where’s that good life gonna happen?” Zack called.  
 
    “You’ll find out in the headlines just like everybody else!”  
 
    A lone caldivar shuttle circled in overhead then began its ascent to the platform.  
 
    “Have a nice life, Monahan,” Rhames shouted. “I’ll be sure to send you a framed copy of your pink slip when I get to my next stop!”  
 
    Hearing Rhames scramble from her perch, he got to his feet and took aim at her with one of the stun weapons. Two sets of laser blasts sent him plunging back into hiding. So much for that idea. 
 
    Thrusters whirred and the shuttle lifted off. Moments later, the ship was gone, and Rhames right along with it.  
 
    “Where is she?” Beene raced out into the open.  
 
    Zack pointed to the fleeing shuttle. 
 
    “Well, then I guess that’s bloody it,” Xatori said. “Rhames is gone, and we’re completely frexed.”  
 
    “We can still track her,” Zack said, turning for the stadium. “I can put in a call to—” 
 
    “We’ve got bigger problems.” Beene caught Zack’s arm. “The call I was on when the two of you so kindly broke into my office? That was the Cruiser League commissioner. I was in the process of lodging my appeal with him regarding the Argonauts’ record. I told him about the abduction and asked for leniency.”  
 
    “And what’d he say?” Xatori asked. 
 
    Beene shook his head. “He’s not waivering. If the Argos don’t finish this season with a five hundred record, Akalla City will have its FIWA charter revoked, and the club will be moved.”  
 
    Zack couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “If Xatori had been there, we’d have beat New Bayou, which means we’d have made the five hundred mark. Now, as it stands, we’re at six wins and seven losses, and we’ve only got one shot left to make that happen—twenty-four hours from now against the first place Tretra Armada.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Beene faced his club’s OC. “Time to earn your check, Monahan. You just got promoted to acting head coach.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31: Heroes 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next several hours brought a whirlwind of comm calls and meetings as Deek, Beene, and Coach M scrambled to notify everyone involved of the events surrounding Rhames’ departure from the club. Once that was done, Deek headed for the film room with his coach to begin breaking down their game plan for the following night’s match—a one-and-done competition that, thanks to Rhames, came with far higher stakes than any warball match could have. And if that wasn’t bad enough, the match was to be played versus the Argonauts’ archrivals, the top-seeded Tretra Armada.  
 
    Frex me, Deek thought in awe as he and Monahan studied the film. For starters, the Armada’s offense appeared nearly unstoppable. Spearheaded by the previous year’s Cruiser League MVP, Dominic “the Deadshot” Torretta, at quarterback, the Armada’s offense represented a fully loaded unit of skill across the board. The club’s flyers, headlined by three-time all-pro Kravo Vladix, were extremely adept at not only getting off jams at the line of scrimmage but then speeding downfield to create serious mismatches for almost any defensive backfield.  
 
    “Speaking of defenses.” Coach M swiped up a fresh batch of files on his slate.  
 
    Perhaps the only thing faster than the Armada’s offense was its defense. Again, led by an all-pro in star rover Victor Barrow, the club blazed around the field with reckless abandon, smashing into opposing players with bone-jarring ferocity, so much so that many of their opponents were carted off to the locker room for emergency nanite treatments.  
 
    Deek swiped up one play from the Armada’s last match against the Degonia Dragons and ran the sequence in slow motion, seeking to study the rover’s technique from whistle to whistle. Victor Barrow was the quintessential Tretrayon. Standing six-foot-six and weighing two hundred seventy pounds, the human male boasted elite field speed with the ability to go sideline to sideline in just under four seconds. He was also extremely physical, sometimes to his own detriment. This was evident in the number of personal fouls and ejections he’d accrued over the years, many of which were nothing if not blatant.  
 
    Then again, Deek thought. They don’t call him the Intimidator for nothing.  
 
    The duo’s study session came to an end shortly after midnight when Coach M decided his star quarterback needed to get a good night’s rest. “We’ve got a big match ahead of us tomorrow night.”  
 
    “Gee, ya think?” Deek responded. “No pressure or anything.”  
 
    The pair shared a dark chuckle—although Deek, for one, would’ve freely admitted he was scared out of his mind—then said their goodbyes. Little sleep came that night for Deek after he returned home. Just as he had the night before his first start, he tossed and turned in bed, his thoughts spinning with the myriad variables and possible outcomes of every play, series, and drive that could conceivably lay ahead in the next three periods of his life. It was almost too much to process.  
 
    The next morning, Deek rose from his bunk, having barely gotten an hour’s shuteye, and headed for the water closet to begin preparing for the day ahead.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Holy squat, yo,” Eldean said, visibly aghast, when Deek entered the locker room. “Please tell me you feel better than you look right now.”  
 
    “Is it that bad?” Deek asked.  
 
    “If by bad you mean a steaming pile of hammered hinda squat that looks like it’s been run through a food processor and, like, rung out through a straw, then yeah.” 
 
    Wonderful. Deek glanced around the locker room. Nearly everyone was there, including Brooks who’d already taken it upon himself to begin briefing the defense on what he anticipated out of Deadshot Torretta and the Armada’s offense. “Anyone seen Coach M?”  
 
    “Yeah, he’s still here,” Rev said.  
 
    “Still?” Deek asked.  
 
    Rev bobbed his horns. “Brooksy and me were the first ones into the facility this morning. Monahan had just gotten up and was in the process of making coffee when we arrived. Apparently, he slept in his office.” 
 
    No sooner had the rincah spoken than the Argos’ acting head coach entered the room, still wearing his clothes from the previous night.  
 
    “I thought I told you to get some sleep,” Monahan said upon spotting Deek.  
 
    “Aye, about that.” Deek frowned. “Turns out, sleep was easier said than done after I finally hit the rack.”  
 
    “I know the feeling.” Monahan raised a hand to get everyone’s attention. “All right, everyone, gather around. I need a word.” 
 
    The locker room silenced as everyone formed up around their acting head coach. 
 
    “By now, I’m sure you’ve all heard about Coach Rhames and her plans to scuttle the season,” Monahan began. “I’m not here to rehash all that. I’m here to talk about tonight’s match.”  
 
    “Frex yes!” Hoff smashed a fist into his palm. “Me and the Meanies aim to grind these squatbags into dust at the line.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, careful with how you do that,” Monahan said. “Their enforcers run a stunt scheme at the line meant to throw an opposing guardian line off their game with some serious misdirection. If you’re not careful, they’ll be past you in the blink of an eye and crashing down on Deek before he even makes it to the second player in his progression.”  
 
    Hoff mumbled something under his breath then looked at Deek. “We’ve got your back, little brother.”  
 
    “Appreciate that, mate,” Deek said.  
 
    “Always,” the yalteen guardian answered.  
 
    “I wish I could say that tonight’s match is just about beating our rivals,” Monahan continued, “although that alone would be sweet as frex given the circumstances. It’s not, though. Tonight’s match is about far more than that—about far more than us.” He pointed at the growing crowd filling the stands behind the wall to his right. “It’s about them.”  
 
    Several of the players traded confused looks as Monahan stepped aside and keyed the room’s holo emitter active.  
 
    “Dear gods.” Someone gasped.  
 
    “This used to be the marina amphitheater in the town square.” Monahan pointed to a mangled pile of smoldering metal. “Like so many other buildings and monuments around AC, it was leveled in the storm.” He swiped to the next image. “Here’s Tillman Tower, the Jothan Consulate, Veterans Memorial Park. Even the AC capitol complex, which is one of the most fortified structures in the city, didn’t go without a beating.”  
 
    Monahan continued swiping through images, each one depicting the countless horrors and devastation borne out by the Akalla City community in the immediate aftermath of the storm.  
 
    “Dear Sweet Lords of Creation,” someone murmured. “I knew this place had been hit hard when I saw it from the air after arriving through the stargate. But this makes it look like someone bombed these people from orbit.”  
 
    “That’s certainly what it felt like at the time.” Monahan froze his final holo image on a shot of Argonaut Stadium, which had seen most of its northern goal zone section sheered off during the storm.  
 
    Brooks bowed his head.  
 
    “Thankfully, most of you weren’t here to live through these events as they happened.” Monahan raised a palm, displaying five fingers. “Fifty million tons, gentlemen. That’s how much debris was dumped on this community during the storm. That’s chunks of peoples’ homes, not to mention most of our tree canopy and the thousands of buildings, businesses, and roadways that had to be completely rebuilt or replanted. Frex, it took the help of six other worlds from three other systems just to get the cleanup underway so our recovery could begin. But here we are, fifteen months later, still grinding to get the job done.” 
 
    A handful of other voices sounded in the group as the Argos’ coach keyed off the holo emitter and faced his team.  
 
    “Two hundred and fifty years ago, a group of Tretrayon outcasts refused to accept their fate of living in squalor with no chance at a better life,” Monahan said. “So, they struck out across the stars in search of a world they could call their own until they found this place. By all rights, they should’ve died in the process. But they wouldn’t accept that. Once on world, they dug their hands into the ground and fought through the elements to build the stunning society Akalla was prior to the storm—and mark my words, gentlemen, it will be again. Because that’s who we are as Akallans… we’re fighters. And we don’t take squat from anyone, especially not a club of bullies from Tretra.”  
 
    “Frex no, we don’t,” Brooks muttered.  
 
    “I won’t lie to you,” Monahan continued. “On paper, the Armada are ten times more talented than we are. They’re stronger than we are and faster than we are, plus their payroll surpasses ours by five credits to one. If we played them ten times, they’d likely beat us nine.” He leaned forward, fists clenched and eyes narrowing. “But not this time… not tonight. Tonight is our time. But only if you’re prepared to take it. That means playing dang near perfect warball. It means no penalties, no mishaps. It means knowing your assignments to the tee, exactly as you’ve been taught by your coaches, then executing those commands with near flawless precision on the field of battle. If we can do that, then a victory in this match tonight is not out of our grasp. Not if we want it more.” 
 
    A newfound sense of exuberance began bubbling through the locker room as chants from the growing Argos’ home crowd upstairs began rumbling through the walls.  
 
    “Ahem.” Someone cleared their throat.  
 
    All eyes turned to the locker room entrance where a lone figure appeared. He wore a rumpled t-shirt and faded jeans in lieu of a pinstriped suit and a hat and a dark-tinted visor that shielded his eyes in place of the trademarked sunglasses for which he’d long been recognized.  
 
     “Johnny,” Mox said quietly.  
 
    “Hey, boys.” Kuul glanced in Monahan’s direction. “That was one heck of a speech, Coach. Even I got a little misty eyed.”  
 
    “Appreciate that,” Monahan answered. “How’s the eyesight?”  
 
    “A little better, day by day.” Kuul adjusted his visor. “Extreme light still gives me serious issues, so I’ve gotta wear this gods-awful contraption to modulate my surroundings. Even then, everything’s still blurry. But some guy I know told me that Argonauts fight, so that’s what I’m trying to do.”  
 
    Good for you, Johnny, Deek thought.  
 
    “I just came down here to tell you all I’ll be cheering for you tonight, for whatever that’s worth.” The quarterback hung his head and swallowed. “Let’s face it. I was a squatty clubmate, and an even worse leader. In retrospect, I wish like crazy I could go back in time and change that, but I can’t. What I can do is promise every single being in this locker room that, moving forward, I wanna be there to help this cub succeed in any way I can.” Kuul glanced up. “I’ve played a lot of warball over the years, fellas… been a part of a lot of clubs, even some title winners. It’s with that in mind that I wanna echo everything Coach M just said. The Argos are different, just like the world and the people we represent. No one player is above that, not even me.” He glanced around the room. “If Rhames has her way, and we lose this match, we will go down in history as the last Argonauts of Akalla City. We cannot let that happen. Stick together out there tonight. Play hard, trust your training and the being beside you. Do that, and not only will you beat the Armada, you’ll thrash those arrogant squats into the frexing turf and send them crying back to their mamas in their godforsaken Tretrayon motherland.”  
 
    Oh, frex yeah. Deek glanced at Brooks whose fur stood on end. 
 
    “According to Ancient Greek mythology, the Argonauts were known throughout their part of Earth as a fierce band of guardians who defended their homeland at all costs,” Monahan concluded. “Together, their exploits spanned the ages in story, from century to century and civilization to civilization. Why? Because those exploits were heroic.” He looked up. “Let’s go be heroes, gentlemen… even if it’s just for today.”  
 
    “Vwah!” Brooks pumped a fist. 
 
    “Vwah!” Hoff repeated as the others jumped in. “Vwah! Vwah! Vwah! Vwah!”  
 
    Monahan threw his hand into the space’s center as every single member of the club piled on with theirs. “Argos on three. One, two, three—Argos!” 
 
    Deek watched in amazement as the club known as the Akalla City Argonauts raged out of their locker room like a pack of rabid animals, ready for war. For better or worse, rise or fall, win or lose, the group would face down whatever came their way, and they’d do it together as a team. Or brothers. 
 
    “Hey, One,” Monahan shouted to Kuul, referencing the other’s number. “I could sure use some extra eyes upstairs in the booth, helping me dissect the Armada defense. If I put you in a quiet room with a holo emitter set to dark mode, do you think you’d be up to the challenge?”  
 
    Johnny Kuul straightened to his full height and flashed his signature pearly whites. “Show me the way, Montana. Just show me the way.” 
 
    Monahan cracked a grin. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32: This Means War 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Argonaut Stadium, Warball Fans, for tonight’s titanic showdown between the hometown Akalla City Argonauts and their archrivals, the Tretra Armada,” Don Uecker announced. “I’ll be honest with you, folks. This year marks my thirty-fifth season in the booth calling these matches, and in all that time, I don’t know that I’ve ever seen an atmosphere this electric… which is probably why I’m sober right now.” 
 
    The scene in Argonaut Stadium was nothing short of euphoric when Deek and the club sprinted out of North Tunnel onto the field. Clearly, word had gotten out among the warball faithful that AC’s star quarterback had made it back into the fold and would be suiting up against the archrival Armada. It was one of the oldest and most fabled storylines in sports history—David versus Goliath. In one corner sat the undefeated club from Tretra with their vaunted defensive front and their MVP quarterback leading the way. In the other corner were the upstart Argonauts, a club that had risen from the ashes like the phoenix of ancient lore led by the hometown hero from Acey Jacey who’d almost single-handedly taken the warball world by storm. Everyone was in attendance, from the galactic press to the pundits, and everyone in between.  
 
    Then there were the fans—all ninety-five thousand of them—standing tall on their feet with arms, pincers, or tentacles raised high and voices raised higher, ready to cheer on their beloved Argonauts.  
 
    If only they knew what is really at stake here tonight. Deek did his best to tuck away the thought as he met his clubmates on the sideline.   
 
    The lead ref for the evening stepped to center field and keyed his public address microphone. “Captains, approach.”  
 
    Deek and Brooks trotted out to center field, as did their Armada counterparts, Deadshot Torretta and Victor Barrow.  
 
    Bloody frex, that’s a big boy. The latter looked even bigger than Deek had expected.  
 
    “Captain Xatori.” The ref turned to Deek. “You are the offensive captain of the home club, so you get the call. Heads or tails?”  
 
    “We’ll call heads,” Deek answered.  
 
    “Heads is the call.” The crowd silenced while the ref flicked the coin with his thumb.  
 
    Ding.  
 
    “It is heads,” the ref said.  
 
    Cheers filled the stadium.  
 
    “The Argonauts will defer,” Deek announced.  
 
    “The Armada will defend the north goal zone,” Barrow said, not bothering to wait for the question.  
 
    The ref faced the crowd. “The Argonauts have won the toss and deferred to periods two and three. The Armada will defend the northern goal zone. Please set the match clock to sixty minutes and prepare for the opening blaze.”  
 
    Deek turned for the sideline.  
 
    “Hey, thirteen!” Barrow called. “I hope you kissed your mom and said your prayers tonight, because I’m coming for you.”  
 
    Deek shot the rover a look. “Bring your best shot.”  
 
    “Oh, I will, greenie.” Barrow grinned. “You can bet your little reeoli rump on that.”  
 
    The Armada captains started for their own sideline, but not before Torretta fired off a snide, “See you soon, old man,” quip at Brooks.  
 
    The dauricon simply grinned and licked his chops.  
 
    “What was that all about?” Monahan asked when the duo reached the sideline.  
 
    “Oh, just a little friendly joshing among competitors is all,” Deek answered.  
 
    “Uh huh.” Monahan frowned then signaled the Argos to huddle up. “For the next sixty minutes, nothing exists outside this field. Not club problems with Rhames, not cultural problems with the city. Not even your own personal problems at home. All of that will be waiting when the final whistle blows. For now, right here in this moment, there is only blood, fight, and victory. Who’s with me?” 
 
    “Vwah!”  
 
    “I said who’s with me?”  
 
    “Vwah!”  
 
    Spitoli and the Argos’ blaze team trotted out to the forty-meter line and took their positions.  
 
    “You got this, Noodles!” Brooks shouted to the slinger.  
 
    Spitoli nodded back to the sideline then put up his hand.  
 
    “And here’s Spitoli with the windup,” Uecker said. “The sling is up, and we are underway under the lights at Argonaut Stadium.”  
 
    Spitoli’s sling couldn’t have been more perfect. After leaving his hand, the warball sailed in a high arc toward the right sideline where the blazer fielded barely a meter away from the boundary. The result was a paltry fifteen-meter return by the blazer, setting up the Armada with first down and ten meters to go from their own twenty-two-meter line.  
 
    “Nice job, Noodles!” Several slapped Spitoli’s back as the slinger returned to the sideline. 
 
    All right, Brooksy. You’re up. Deek fidgeted with his wristband as the Argos defense trotted out on the field, led by their all-pro captain. Meanwhile, across the line, Torretta took his position behind center guardian.  
 
    “Down!” the QB barked. “Set… oit!” 
 
    The Armada’s slasher took the handoff then cut up the field for a fast two meters. 
 
    “Atta boy, Brooks!” Deek applauded. “Way to put a lid on these blokes!” 
 
    The Tretra runner jumped to his feet and scrambled back to the huddle.  
 
    “Down!” Torretta shouted again, now from a carbine formation. “Set… oit, oit!”  
 
    This time, the quarterback faked the handoff then sprinted out to his right.  
 
    “Torretta’s on the run!” Uecker announced. “He’s got Vladix open at mid-field! Here’s the throw!” 
 
    The Armada QB lofted a quick strike to the lormell flyer who soared skyward for the catch. After that, the alien glided along the forcefield for an eight-meter gain before Icky hauled him back down to the turf by a wing. 
 
    “First down, Armada,” Uecker said.  
 
    “That’s all right, defense,” Monahan said. “Just settle in and don’t give up the big play. We’ll be fine!”  
 
    The next several plays brought a flurry of activity as the Armada offense dinked and dunked its way down the field with a series of quick hit runs and short to intermediate passes. Still, the defense held.  
 
    Watch yourselves, boys. It’s only a matter of time before these hoons try to test you deep. Deek’s nerves clenched when Torretta audibled out to a rifle formation.  
 
    “Oit, oit!” the QB barked.  
 
    “Torretta takes the snap,” Uecker announced. “He fakes the handoff. Looks left, has Vladix open again… cocks his arm. Fires!”  
 
    The warball sailed on a high arch under the lights toward the lormell flyer who was streaking open toward the goal zone spires courtesy of a fallen Argos boundary keeper.  
 
    “Goal, Armada,” Uecker said.  
 
    “Frex!” Deek snarled. 
 
    Monahan clapped his hands and kept his cool. “Not a problem, Argos. We’ve been here several times this season. Let’s keep our composure and refocus. We’ve got a lot of warball left to play tonight.” 
 
    The Armada chose to keep things conservative on the points-after-pley and run the warball from the two-meter line. The result was a seven-to-zero lead.  
 
    “You’re up, kid,” Brooks said, trotting past Deek to the sideline.  
 
    Deek and his clubmates ran onto the field for what was typically their only huddle of a series under the Panama offense. “Okay, mates, it looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us. Let’s keeps things close to the vest to start, yeah? That way, we can see what we’re working with against Tretra’s defense. We’ll open with Friar Alpha, Laser Two, then we’ll go from there. Break.”  
 
    “Break.” The club clapped their hands then marched to the scrimmage line and took their positions in the rifle formation.  
 
     Looks like a standard four enforcer front with two rovers and an extra keeper in the backfield to defend the pass. Deek locked eyes with King who, per the Two portion of the call, was set to take the handoff. “Down… set… oit, oit!”  
 
    The Meanies slammed headfirst into the Armada’s enforcer line as Deek caught the snap then shoved the ball into King’s gut. The slasher sliced right with the intention of cutting up field, but it was no use. Barrow ripped into the backfield, caught King by the thighs, and wrestled the Martian to the ground for a two-meter loss.  
 
    “I told you, greenie. I’m coming for you!” the Armada star gloated.  
 
    “Up, up, up!” Deek ignored the taunt and hurried the others back to the line. “Biscuit Charlie, Laser Three. Biscuit Charlie, Laser Three! Oit, oit!”  
 
    This time, the handoff went to Rev who instead of cutting left or right on a lateral play plowed straight ahead into the enforcer line on a dive play. Again, no gain.  
 
    Frex! Now, with the Argos facing third and twelve, Deek knew it was a foregone conclusion that a pass was forthcoming. Worse yet, he recognized that the Armada defense knew it, too. You squats may be fast and strong, but let’s see how well you jump. Deek approached the line and dialed up a play to the Twin Towers, aka Byorne and Mox, the club’s tallest pass receivers. “BeeBee Bravo, Flash Five! BeeBee Bravo, Flash Five!”  
 
    Byorne gave the subtlest of nods.  
 
    “Oit, oit, oit!” Deek again took the snap from rifle formation and shoved the ball into King’s stomach. This time, however, the slasher faked receiving the handoff and cut up field, leaving Deek with the ball.  
 
    “Xatori drops back and surveys the field,” Uecker announced. “He’s got a being open—it’s Moxley at the forty-five!”  
 
    Deek bypassed the tralge in favor of his second option, Mox, who’d drawn single coverage downfield.  
 
    “Here’s the throw!” Uecker shouted.  “And it’s…” 
 
    Barrow swooped in from nowhere and batted down the pass.  
 
    “Incomplete,” said a dejected Uecker.  
 
    The gritloth flyer snarled a curse as the Armada rover bounded back to his clubmates, laughing as he went.  
 
    “What I wouldn’t give to shove that warball so far up that jerk’s rumphole that he tastes leather for a week,” Deek grumbled via comms.  
 
    “I hear ya, kid, but we don’t need the drama or the penalty,” Monahan said. “Come on in and let’s see if Spitoli can flip the field and give us better field position on the next drive.”  
 
    Deek signaled the rest of the offense off the field so the blaze team could take over. Spitoli hurled another beauty to the corner of the field about ten meters out from the goal zone and pinned the Armada deep. As before, though, Torretta and the offense proved why they led almost every offensive category in the Cruiser League on the season, marching ninety-five meters for another score to go up on the Argos fourteen to zero.  
 
    “Frex me, yo,” Eldean glanced at the scoreboard. “This could get real ugly if we’re not careful.”  
 
    Deek didn’t want to agree, but down two scores, he could see the other’s point. We can’t let things get away from us this early. We have to find some momentum. 
 
    To their credit, the Argonauts offense did manage to move the warball on its next drive, mustering twenty-two meters on the ground and a pair of first downs. It was on the third series, however, that their momentum stalled with Deek’s fourth straight incompletion. Frex! 
 
    “And that, Argos fans, is the end of the first period,” Uecker announced. “Your score at intermission one—Armada twenty-one, Argonauts zero.”  
 
    “It is all right, Argos. Let’s keep our heads up!” Grimnar clapped his hands as the club departed the field for the break. “We get the ball to start the second and third periods. That gives us plenty of time to adjust and come back stronger for our next series.”  
 
    In the locker room, Coach Volthrop issued a range of adjustments to the defense in hopes of stifling the Armada’s offensive momentum. Coach Grimnar did the same, hoping to shore up the Meanies’ blocking approach, then everyone took a seat for some much-needed rest and hydration. By the time the Argos returned to the field for period two, they were as ready as they could be. Trouble was, so were the Armada.  
 
    “Here’s Xatori with the throw!” Uecker announced. “He’s hit!”  
 
    The ball sailed wide, flopping and wobbling out of Deek’s hand like a lame duck that’d been kicked by a boot. 
 
    “Interception!” Uecker concluded. “He’s to the twenty… to the ten… to the five… Goal, Armada!”  
 
    A fresh round of boos rained down from the grandstand, not for the Argos’ play but rather for the vicious hit by Barrow that had clearly come in late.  
 
    “I told you I was coming for you, greenie,” the rover snarled from atop Deek’s chest. “You might as well go ahead and get used to being down here on your back where you belong because there’s a lot more where this came from.”  
 
    “Is that a fact?” Deek coughed under the other’s weight. 
 
    “Yep,” the rover growled. “Maybe that little dustup you called a storm wasn’t enough to put you and the others from this hick town in your places, but I can assure you we are. So, get ready.” The Tretrayon emphasized his point by hurling a glob of spit in Deek’s face before the quarterback could unpin his arms to protest. Afterward, he stalked off with the other defensemen. I really, really disklike that guy. 
 
    The offense walked off the field as Brooks and the defense returned to it. Four plays and ninety-three meters later, the Armada went in for yet another score.  
 
    Thirty-five to zero. Deek bowed his head and turned toward the locker room with the others as period two ended.  
 
    “Xatori, wait.”  
 
    The voice in Deek’s earpiece stopped him in his tracks. “What is it, Johnny?” 
 
    “It’s time for a change,” Kuul said.  
 
    “Wait, what?” Deek whirled toward the skyboxes where Kuul was stationed. “You can’t seriously be thinking of pulling me for Gabs in the third period, are you?”  
 
    “Of course not,” Kuul said. “I’m not talking about a change in personnel. I’m talking about a change in you.”  
 
    Deek wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “So far, you’ve been calling plays at the scrimmage line then reacting to what Tretra’s defense gives you,” Kuul said. “Well, buddy boy, it’s high time we flip the script on that old movie and take the fight to them.”  
 
    Deek raised a shoulder. “I love your spirit, mate, but in case you haven’t noticed, that’s kinda what we’ve been trying to do these last two periods.”  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Kuul said. “Thus far, all you’ve done is let the Armada dictate the terms and tempo of this match. You cannot do that. They’re too strong and way too fast.”  
 
    “Ya don’t say,” Deek quipped.  
 
    “They’re also aggressive—sometimes too aggressive,” Kuul added. “We can use that to our advantage.”  
 
    Deek arched an eyebrow. “How so?”  
 
    “Simple,” Kuul said. “You run the warball.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” Deek blurted.  
 
    “You heard me,” Kuul said. “Run. Listen, Xatori. I get that you’re a cerebral guy who plays the game of warball between the ears as much as you do with your arm, but sometimes that’s not enough. Sometimes you’ve gotta play with your gut. That means breaking outside the play’s original design and using your athleticism to press the issue.” 
 
    Deek shook his head. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but there’s a reason why I’m a quarterback instead of a slasher or flyer. I’m not fast enough to play those positions.”  
 
    “This isn’t about foot speed,” Kuul said. “It’s about forcing the defense out of their comfort zone and into a position that we can exploit as the aggressors, either through scheme or personnel.” He sighed. “Contrary to our issues in the past, I’ve got no beef with Hoff or the Meanies. They’re solid players. The fact is, though, right now, they’re getting whipped up front by Tretra’s enforcers, which is allowing Barrow and the rovers to run wild in the defensive backfield. That means our flyers will never get open no matter what play you call, because the Armada hold the numbers advantage.”  
 
    Deek stared at the field. “I take your point, Johnny, but how does me scrambling for four and five meters at a time help us with twenty minutes left in the match?”   
 
    “As things stand, the Armada defense isn’t tracking you as a runner,” Kuul said. “That means speedy or not, you’ll find space when you hit the open field. Take what you can get then slide down fast to protect yourself from taking a hard shot. Even three or four meter chunks add up to first downs. First downs lead to sustained drives, which in turn keep Torretta and company on the sideline. Eventually, the Armada defense will adjust their scheme to compensate for your running, and that’s when you’ll strike. Until then, it all starts with you breaking containment and softening up their front with your legs.”  
 
    Deek chewed his lip.  
 
    “You’ve gotta roll with me on this, kid,” Kuul concluded. “I’m a former MVP, remember? I know what I’m talking about. Trust your instincts, feel the flow of the match shift as you move, and let the game come to you on your terms, not theirs.” An audible smile crept through the comm. “Master that, little grasshopper, and the Panama offense will be unstoppable.”  
 
    Deek furrowed his eyebrows at the skyboxes. “What the frex do bloody insects have to do with anything.” 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Kuul said. “For now, get to the locker room and get hydrated. Trust me. You’re gonna need it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33: Squareoff 
 
      
 
      
 
    Intermission two came and went with the Argos again receiving rest, hydration, and what limited medical attention they could without being forced out of action by FIWA officials. When the time came to return to the field, Deek did so alongside his head coach. “Are we sure we want to do this?”  
 
    Monahan considered. “If I’ve learned anything these last four months, it’s coaches who refuse to change typically lose a lot of warball matches. I don’t wanna lose this one. So yeah, I say we go for it.”  
 
    Deek took in a breath and let it out as an odd sounding music began playing over the stadium’s PA system. “What is that?”  
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Monahan said. “Apparently, the Argos’ marketing team ran some kind of fan contest where the winner got to choose what song kicked off the final period of the match, and some nut bar from the Salvage System won.”  
 
    “What’s his name?” Deek asked.  
 
    “You got me.” Monahan shrugged. “Flip? Clip? Something like that. All I know is he’s apparently a total mark for ancient Earth music, especially from the late twentieth century.”  
 
    Deek listened curiously as the strange music cranked out of the loudspeakers, electric strings screaming into the night as a thunder of percussion waylaid the stands like a jackhammer. What the frex is an eye of the tiger, anyway? He dismissed the thought when the Tretrayon blaze team took the field for the match’s final period.  
 
    “Here’s the sling!” Uecker began. “And Rory King is tackled just shy of the thirty-five-meter line.”  
 
    Here goes nothing. He trotted onto the field and gathered the others into a huddle. “Everybody ready?”  
 
    “Ready as we’re ever gonna be,” Mox said. “Take us out, Captain.” 
 
    Deek relayed the first call to the others then clapped his hands, breaking the huddle.  
 
    “Man, you ladies really are gluttons for punishment, aren’t you?” Barrow chided. “That’s good. That’s real, real good. Me and mine are here to serve up some more, first class Tretrayon style.” 
 
    Time for something different, rumphole. Deek cleared his throat and readied for the snap. “Biscuit Bravo, Echelon One! Biscuit Bravo, Echelon One! Oit, oit!” 
 
    In keeping with the Echelon distinction, King put his head up then sprinted out of the backfield and took his place in the slot position to Deek’s right, giving the latter another receiving target. This drew the inside rover down to compensate. Nice. “Oit!” Deek caught the snap then faked a throw right to Eldean before tucking the ball under his arm and taking off up field.  
 
    True to his word, Mox was there, ready to level the Armada’s edge enforcer, thereby opening a wide gap straight ahead of Deek. The latter hit the hole at top speed and galloped forward for a sixteen-meter gain.  
 
    “First down, Argonauts!” Uecker whooped.  
 
    “Up, up, up!” Deek hurried the offense back to the line. “Thurman Alpha, Glider Three! Thurman Alpha, Glider Three. Oit! Oit!”  
 
    As before, the Meanies surged forward into the enforcer line while King, Rev, and Mox did likewise. The result was another eleven-meter gain by Deek.  
 
    “That’s another first down!” Uecker said in disbelief. 
 
    I’ll be frexed, Deek thought. I guess the old codger was right.  
 
    With their new wrinkle in place, the offense continued their march down the field, predominately through the running attack. Sometimes, it was with Deek as they’d done on the first few plays. Other times, King or Rev took the ball and went straight at the defense. Eventually, the Argos crossed the Armada’s thirty-meter line into scoring position, and it was there that everything changed, just as Kuul had said it would.  
 
    Well now, what do we have here? Deek watched from six meters behind the center guardian as the Armada punisher cheated toward the right boundary, presumably to assist the right-side keeper who’d twisted his eye stalk three plays earlier in the latter’s matchup with Eldean. I can work with that. Deek readied. “Warrick Charlie, Rocket Five! Warrick Charlie, Rocket Five!” 
 
    The pikith nodded.  
 
    “Oit! Oit!”  
 
    Deek took the snap from center and sprinted out wide to his right as if setting up to run the ball himself. That lured the punisher down tight to the line as Eldean streaked wide open past the keeper who scrambled to keep pace.  
 
    “Xatori has Eldean on the spire!” Uecker shouted. “Xatori cocks his arm and fires!”  
 
    The warball sailed high, fair, and true, and the stands went quiet.  
 
    “It’s… caught!” Uecker erupted. “Goal, Argonauts! I don’t believe what I just saw!”  
 
    “Aye!” Deek whooped with the others before trotting off the field.  
 
    “Nice play call,” Brooks said to his quarterback.  
 
    “Go get us a stop, and I’ll give you another one,” Deek said, not missing a beat.  
 
    The dauricon flashed a row of razor teeth. “I’ll hold you to that.”  
 
    “Please do.” Deek watched from the sideline as the Argonauts star rover marched back onto the field, only to trot back three plays later, having stoned Torretta and company on three straight plays. “Your turn.” 
 
    Deek gazed at the grandstands as the crowd went wild.  
 
    “He’s here! He’s there! He’s every-frexing-where! He’s Maaarvin Brooks! He’s Maaarvin Brooks!” 
 
    Kuul chuckled over the comms. “Ya gotta love the sound of a happy home crowd.” 
 
    “Aye, ya do,” Deek agreed.  
 
    “You know what to do now, right?” Kuul asked.  
 
    “Aye, I do,” Deek agreed again.  
 
    “Good,” Kuul said. “This is our turf, Xatori. Nobody else’s. Now, go make these pieces of squat pay for ever thinking otherwise.”  
 
    For the next eighteen minutes and forty-three seconds, Deekund Xatori and the Akalla City Argonauts offense ran harder and faster than they ever had, even in practice. Every play was perfect, from call to execution. Every route was on point, every block a perfect exposition of bone jarring might and power. And all the while, the vaunted Armada squad was left reeling to keep up. Deek, meanwhile, was the proverbial maestro, directing his orchestra up and down the field like a perfectly executed ballet of lightning-fast aggression.  
 
    By the time the clock reached the two-minute warning of the third period, the Argos had closed the gap to a five-point deficit—forty-one to thirty-six—with Brooks and the defense seemingly on fumes. 
 
    “Coach M, please call time out,” Deek said on the sideline.  
 
    “What, why?” Monahan asked. “We’re gonna need all three of those to manage the clock when we get the ball back.”  
 
    “If we don’t stop them on this play, there won’t be enough time to work with,” Deek said. “Trust me. Call the time out so I can get a word.”  
 
    Monahan chewed his lip then glanced at the ref. “Time.”  
 
    “Time out!” the ref signaled.  
 
    The club gathered around Deek and Monahan.  
 
    “Hear me and hear me good on this, gents,” Deek began. “This club wasn’t just built to fail. We were built to be the laughingstock of FIWA warball so forces outside our locker room could steal our charter and make credit off it someplace else. We were a joke to them. But look around now.” He waved to the stadium crowd which answered with a collective, roaring cheer. “Ain’t nobody laughing at us now, mates. Especially not those magots on the other side of the field. Right here, and right now, they fear us. And they’re right to.” He pointed at the turf. “This is our house and our field. Defense—” he turned to Brooks “—you’ve bailed us out of every jam tonight, but now, we need you to do it one more time. Do it, not for us, but for them.” He pointed again to the crowd. “Can you do that?”  
 
    Brooks hunched over his knees panting, then gathered what remained of his strength and rose to his full height “Oh, yeah. We’ll cover you.”  
 
    “Much obliged,” Deek said. “Let’s do this for Akalla.”  
 
    “For Akalla,” the others said before returning to the field.  
 
    “Nice speech,” Grimnar said from beneath his flat cap.  
 
    “Thanks,” Deek answered. “If anyone can make it pay off, it’s Brooks. We need to be ready.”  
 
    Torretta took the field with his peers and surveyed the area. It’s now or never, Deek thought. All that remained was to see if Brooks and company had one last gasp of heroics left, or if Tretra’s high-flying offense would find its wings long enough to ice the Argos’ comeback for good. 
 
    I know who my credit is on. Deek watched from the sideline as the Armada quarterback began barking out orders. This prompted the Argos punisher to cheat down and right to cover Tretra’s flexor in the slot. That left Icky, standing alone on an island at boundary as the last line of defense between the Armada flyer and the goal zone.  
 
    Watch your six, Ick.  
 
    “Down!” Torretta shouted. “Set… oit!”  
 
    The world seemed to move in slow motion as Torretta took the snap from center and dropped backward.  
 
    “Torretta fakes the handoff to his slasher,” Uecker announced. “He looks downfield, looks downfield. Cocks his arm… fires!”  
 
    Come on, Ick.  
 
    Sure enough, the warball sailed high and far toward the right sideline. The flyer reached out with both hands.  
 
    “Vwah!” A massive, feral snarl erupted from Icky’s maw as his eyes bulged and legs extended.  
 
    “Frex me!” the flyer blurted, seeing the arachnid ahead. He lunged back, allowing the warball to sail wide, straight into the waiting maw of the Argos’ xajok boundary keeper who took off running.  
 
    “He’s to the thirty,” Uecker shouted. “He’s to the forty. The fifty-five! Man, look at that spider run! He’s to the thirty!”  
 
    Dirt and grime plumed skyward as four Armada players took it upon themselves to bring the xajok to the ground. That made it first and ten Argonauts with thirteen seconds on the clock.  
 
    “Well, squat.” Monahan rubbed his forehead. “I suppose it was just written in the stars that this whole thing would have to come down to the final play, huh?”  
 
    “Looks like,” Deek answered. “What’s the call?”  
 
    Monahan scratched his chin. “How about BeeBee Charlie, Laser Five?”  
 
    Deek chewed his lip. “They’ve been doubling up on Eldean ever since he burned them earlier in the period. I’d wager that certainly won’t change now.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Monahan said. “What do you suggest?”  
 
    Deek turned his gaze to Mox, the once arrogant all-pro flexor who’d been nothing but the consummate clubmate since the Argonauts winning streak began. “Warrick Alpha, Flash Four.”  
 
    “Flash Four, really?” Monahan whistled. “That’s a gutsy call given how long it takes to develop.”  
 
    “Someone once told me that brains aren’t always enough,” Deek said. “Sometimes you’ve gotta play with your gut.”  
 
    “Gee, I wonder who that could’ve been?” Monahan chuckled. 
 
    Both beings glanced toward the skybox as a slick laugh cackled over the comms.  
 
    “You sure the Meanies are up to this?” Monahan asked.  
 
    Deek turned to Hoff and the other guardians. “Aye, Coach. I am.” 
 
    “Well, all right then,” Monahan slapped his shoulder. “Go get us a win.”  
 
    Deek trotted out to the huddle. “Well, mates. It all comes down to this.” He relayed the play.  
 
    “Whoa, are you serious?” Mox perked up.  
 
    Deek nodded and turned to his guardians. “Meanies. You got this in you?”  
 
    Hoff panted where he stood, blood, muck, and scars covering the contours of his face. He smiled. “Vwah.” 
 
    “Good,” Deek said. “On three. Let’s do this.” He clapped his hands and took his stance in the rifle formation. “Down.”  
 
    The crowd quieted.  
 
    “Set… Oit, oit!” 
 
    Deek caught the snap then shoved the ball into King’s stomach only to pull it back out in search of Mox downfield. 
 
    “Xatori has the ball,” Uecker announced. “Looks downfield, looks downfield. Cocks his arm!”  
 
    An Armada enforcer sliced from nowhere past Hoff’s block and lunged for Deek, who checked down with a quick pass to Rev in the backfield. The rincah caught the ball in stride and turned instinctively up field. It was then that Barrow blasted out of nowhere and crashed shoulder-first into the rincah’s right knee. 
 
    Rev’s scream was likely heard in space.  
 
    “Fumble!” Uecker announced as the ball rolled free. “And the Armada recover.” 
 
    Rev collapsed to the turf, writhing hard and clutching his wounded leg, which had just been snapped ninety degrees in the wrong direction.  
 
    Oh gods, please no. Deek sprinted toward his fallen comrade.  
 
    “What the frex, zebra? Where’s the foul?” Mox demanded. “FIWA rules clearly state that a defender can’t make contact with the pass receiver beyond the jam zone until the ball reaches the catch zone.”  
 
    The ref shook his head. “No foul on the play.”  
 
    “My rump!” Mox exclaimed. “That was a clear cheap shot, and you know it!”  
 
    Deek knelt at Rev’s side, not sure what to do. “Don’t move, brother. They’re bringing a cart out for you, so just hold on.”  
 
    The rincah winced, anguish wracking his features. “I’m su… su… sorry I lost the warball, Deek.”  
 
    “Don’t sweat that right now,” Deek said. “It’s not important.”  
 
    “Yu… yes, it is,” Rev said, tears filling his eyes. “Don’t you see? I ju… ju… just gave Tretra the match? We lost… because of me!” 
 
    Deek reached hard for any consoling words he could find. “We’ll worry about that later. Right now, let’s get you off this field so the docs can patch you up.”  
 
    Deek stood aside as the Argos’ medical staff slipped in through the scrum and began tending to the rincah’s injury. The knee in question was the same one that’d sidelined Rev for the better part of two years earlier in his career. Nanites or not, Deek feared how another crippling blow to that same area would impact his friend’s career moving forward. Not to mention his life. 
 
    “Emergency evac is en route,” one of the med staff said. “ETA, five minutes.”  
 
    “Excellent,” another doctor said. “Let’s get our patient out of here.”  
 
    The entire Argonauts roster knelt at center field to pray together for their clubmate. Meanwhile, every fan in the grandstands went berserk in a show of support for their fallen hero.  
 
    “Well, I guess that’s it then, yo,” Eldean said once everyone had risen to their feet. “We’ve got one second left on the clock, and Tretra has the ball. Good night, drive home safely.”  
 
    “Not exactly, brother,” Byorne said.  
 
    Deek knew exactly what the tralge was thinking—squareoff.  
 
    Byorne walked over to Monahan and made the request.  
 
    “How do you know Barrow will be the guy?” Monahan asked.  
 
    “Are you kidding?” The tralge snorted. “Given the size of that man’s ego, Kravthor himself couldn’t stop him from taking the field.”  
 
    Monahan blew out a breath then signaled to the refs. “A word please?”  
 
    The ref approached the Argos’ sideline and talked with their coach. Once the conversation ended, he stepped to center field and keyed his PA microphone. “Akalla City has called for a squareoff with Tretra. By FIWA rule, one player from each club shall meet here at center field for a two-minute bout of unimpeded combat. The victor will receive possession of the warball for the match’s final play.” He faced each sideline. “Coaches, you have sixty seconds to select your combatants.”  
 
    Byorne pulled his horns from his back and started for the field, all the while murmering under his breath, “Bless me, Kravthor, for I live only to honor you with—” A massive hand caught the tralge’s shoulder. 
 
    What? Deek looked up.  
 
    “Bonk,” the bith said.  
 
    “You’re joking, right?” Moxley answered.  
 
    “Bonk,” the bith repeated.  
 
    Byorne traded nervous looks with Mox then Deek before glancing at Monahan.  
 
    “You know what?” The coach shrugged. “Frex it. Biggins, you’re up.”  
 
    With the debate over, the largest member of the Argos’ roster waddled onto the field where, as expected, Barrow stood waiting.  
 
    “A bith?” The Tretrayon rover guffawed. “Are you seriously sending this slow-rump pile of scales out here to square off against me? Do you know who I am?” 
 
    Biggins wasn’t dissuaded. He simply took his stance at center field as expected and readied himself.  
 
    “Combatants,” the ref said. “The rules of a squareoff are simple—there aren’t any. You have two minutes to defeat your opponenet, either by knockout or submission. If neither fighter prevails, a victor will be declared by League officials. As always, the club with the victorious fighter will receive possession of the warball, while the losing club will finish out the period down one player. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Barrow answered, squeezing his fists. 
 
    “Bonk,” Biggins said.  
 
    The ref waited for the bith to add something else, but it never happened. “Okay then. Fighters, take your marks.”  
 
    Barrow stepped to center field, fists clenched and neck stretched, and began bouncing from side to side on the balls of his feet as if psyching himself up for the fight.  
 
    Biggins, on the other hand, was a statue. 
 
    “The bigger they are, the harder they fall,” the rover gloated.  
 
    The ref raised a hand. “Fight!”  
 
    Barrow’s eyes went saucer wide as the massive bith surged forward in a blur, teeth bared and hands outstretched, then grabbed hold of the Tretrayon’s uniform and began thrashing him around like a ragdoll.  
 
    “Oh my,” a mortified Uecker said. “A quick public service announcement for those watching at home. This may not be suitable viewing for youngling audiences. Please be advised.” 
 
    The next fifteen seconds were arguably the most violent display of brute strength Deek had ever seen.  
 
    Wham! Wham! Wham! Wham! Wham! 
 
    The exchange finally ended when Biggins hoisted the Tretrayon six feet into the air, smiled, then choke-slammed the rover back to the turf where the bout officially concluded courtesy of the bith’s patented finishing move.  
 
    “Get him off! Get him off! Get him off!” Barrow screamed from under Biggins’ rump.  
 
    “Bonk!” 
 
    “Winner!” the ref declared. 
 
    The Argos’ bench emptied as every single player on the club rushed out to center field to celebrate with their massive teammate. Meanwhile, the grandstands erupted in jubilation.  
 
    “Everybody back to the bench, now!” Monahan shouted. “Lest we forget, folks, this match ain’t over!”  
 
    The scrum at midfield eventually disbanded as the clubs returned to their sidelines.  
 
    “Well, what now?” Mox asked. “I mean, we’ve got the nine-on-ten power play advantage, so what do we want to do with it?” 
 
    Monahan glanced at Deek. “With Tretra being down one defender, you’ve gotta know they’re gonna throw everything at you at the line, because they know you’ll beat them downfield on the pass if they give you time.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Deek said. “We need a bang-bang play—snap, read, and out.”  
 
    “Yep,” Monahan agreed. “How do you feel about Friar Delta, Glider Four?”  
 
    “I like it,” Deek said. “Simple and straightforward, just like us. Let’s do it.”  
 
    The offense broke from the sideline and marched back to the field where the Armada defense was already waiting. Barrow wasn’t among them.  
 
    One second equals one play that will live forever. Deek took his stance in rifle formation and surveyed the defense. Sure enough, the Armada showed two keepers versus his three flyers. This meant all he had to do was snap the ball then see who came open first. “Down!”  
 
    “Comet! Comet! Comet!” the inside rover shouted. Instantly, the entire defense reoriented from a four-enforcer front to a three-enforcer front, thereby leveling the playing field among flyers and coverage personnel.  
 
    Oh, you wanna play that game, do you? Deek licked his lips. “Tosser! Tosser! Tosser! Warrick Alpha, Rocket Four-Zero! Warrick Alpha, Rocket Four-Zero!” 
 
    The entire Argos backfield emptied onto the line, giving Deek not just two but four different pass receivers to choose from in addition to his run option. Eyes bulged like clockwork along the enforcer line. Suck it, Tretra. “Oit!” 
 
    All four flyers streaked ahead for the goal zone as the Meanies engulfed the outmatched enforcers on the line.  
 
    Mox. Deek looked the gritloth’s way. Covered. Eldean… covered. King… covered. A lone waving hand flashed in the corner of Deek’s eyes. Byorne. The Armada had put their best keeper on the towering tralge, but that was it. Sometimes you’ve just gotta let a big man go up and make a play. Deek said a prayer and heaved the ball downfield with all his might.  
 
    “Xatori with the throw!” Uecker announced. “He’s got Byorne in the corner of the goal zone!”  
 
    The tralge launched skyward, long arms extended to the heavens, while the keeper stayed lock step with the other’s position. Nevertheless, the tower won out.  
 
    “Caaaught!” Uecker erupted. “Do you believe in miracles! Because we sure as frex do, Argo fans!”  
 
    A muffled hand rumbled across the mic. “You can’t say frex on the air.”  
 
    “Frex it,” Uecker answered. “We just kicked the squat outta Tretra, and I’m set to retire next month. Bring on the frexing rum already, and let’s party!”  
 
    The Akalla City crowd rocketed to their feet, erupting with cheers, as Mox saluted them from the goal zone and Deek’s hands went skyward.  
 
    “Argonauts win!” Uecker shouted. “Argonauts win!”  
 
    Deek pumped both of his fists skyward, then dropped to a knee and said a silent prayer of thanks. To the best of his knowledge, it was the first time in his career he’d ever done so.  
 
    “Your final score,” Uecker said. “Akalla City forty-two, Tretra forty-one in a comeback for the ages. I’ll tell you right now, folks. I’ve never seen anything like it.”  
 
    Deek rose to his feet in time to catch a high-five from Brooks followed by a high… whatever from Icky.  
 
    “Nice throw, thirteen,” Monahan said. “Heck of a throw indeed.”  
 
    “Heck of a call,” Deek answered. “It’s a good thing the guy who created it coaches our side.”  
 
    Monahan grinned from ear to ear as the two embraced. Meanwhile, ninety-five thousand fans rejoiced in unison as, for one night only, the Akalla City Argonauts reigned supreme like the glory days of the Big Green Machine.  
 
    “Mr. Xatori!” one of the reporters shouted. “Hey, Mr. Xatori! What are you gonna do now that the Argos have beat the Armada?”  
 
    “Are you joking?” Deek smiled straight into the camera. “Hey, Gemma! Put the hinda in the ground and the ales on ice because all my rowdy friends are comin’ over tonight!” 
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    Chapter 34: Beer on a Boat 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Akalla morning sun shone bright and warm on Zack’s face as he kicked his feet up on the bow of his boat, the Bayou Bengal, and ensconced himself in a peeling lounger, holding a slate with the day’s news. 
 
    “Argonauts’ quarterback Deekund Xatori honored with Cruiser League Comeback Player of the Year Honors at FIWA Championship Banquet,” one headline read. “This comes on the heels of Xatori’s signing a multi-year contract with his hometown club, which is now deep into negotiations with city officials for a new stadium that will serve as both a sports complex and a community entertainment center for local residents.”  
 
    Good for you, Deek. Zack skimmed the remainder of the article then flipped through another batch of stories, many of which involved the recent contract signings for Brooks, Hoff, and others.  
 
    Zack stopped swiping at the next major headline.  
 
    “Former Argonauts’ Head Coach Rhames to be Indicted on Galactic Charges,” the text read.  
 
    Zack swiped open the story.  
 
    “Former Akalla City Argonauts’ Head Coach Chandra Rhames surrendered to authorities on the planet Zulah last week and is scheduled to stand trial on felony racketeering charges for her role in an underground scandal to steal the Akalla City FIWA charter and relocate the club to the Boramond system.”  
 
    Zack had heard as much through the warball grapevine. As it turned out, Zulah had been Rhames’ destination when she fled from Akalla during their firefight outside Beene’s office. Apparently, though, whomever she’d been conspiring with to move the Argos off world had learned of the encounter and left her hanging at the starport. As for the identity of those conspirators, no one seemed to know, although Zack, like many, had his suspicions.  
 
    Boramond. Zack studied the system name closely. The Boramond system, along with several others in the neighboring regions, were known throughout the galaxy as Badar Syndicate territory. The system was controlled by the Morozov Family, the notorious overlords of the multi-system organization.  
 
    No wonder Rhames turned rat. Zack huffed. If the Morozovs truly were involved, then surrendering to the law was likely her only recourse to stay alive.  
 
    Content with the fact that suspicions and rumors were probably all he’d ever have, Zack swiped the slate closed as rummaging sounds clamored from below deck.  
 
    “Where’s the hydramelon?” Mash growled from the galley below.  
 
    “It’s called watermelon, ya goofy rump,” Zack said, “and it costs me a small fortune to ship that in from Sol System, so you better not eat it all.”  
 
    There was another angry growl as pots and pans slammed together.  
 
    “Refrigerator, lower shelf, green container,” Zack called back.  
 
    The clanking eventually stopped as the prithmar found what he was looking for. He emerged from below deck, holding a bowl, shortly thereafter.  
 
    “Permission to come aboard?” a voice asked.  
 
    Mash dropped his jaw along with his fruit. 
 
    “You’re gonna pay for that.” Zack rose to his feet and greeted his guest. “Permission granted, Mr. Beene.”  
 
    “Thank you.” The Argos’ general manager glanced around at the spartan surroundings. “Getting back to basics, are we?”  
 
    “Something like that,” Zack said. “Some warball players or coaches go sailing to loosen up after a season. Others take vacations in Peekola Beach or go hiking up Mount Jackson in the Auburn system. But me?” He gestured to the shimmering emerald waters surrounding them. “I say there’s no place like home.”  
 
    “Interesting quote,” Beene noted. “I could swear I’ve heard that someplace else.” 
 
    The prithmar climbed over the side into the boat where he joined Zack and the other alien of his kind. “Oh, my. Is that watermelon?”  
 
    “It, uh, uh, uh.”  
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Zack said. “Mash is just excited to have the general manager for his favorite warball club visiting right here in Lano Harbor.”  
 
    “Very good then.” Beene pointed to the other’s bowl. “May I?”  
 
    “Will it get me season tickets?” Mash asked.  
 
    “It might,” Beene said. 
 
    “In a luxury suite?” Mash pressed.  
 
    Zack slugged his buddy’s shoulder. “Don’t push your luck, knucklehead.”  
 
    Mash shrugged then offered his bowl to the other prithmar who plucked out a chunk of watermelon and popped it into his mouth.  
 
    “Ah, that’s from a field in North Florida all the way,” the alien noted.  
 
    “Only the best.” Zack gestured his guest toward the faded loungers where they took seats across from one another.   
 
    “So, Mr. Beene,” Zack began, “what can I do for you this fine Akallan morning?”  
 
    “I presume you’ve seen the news about Rhames?” Beene asked.  
 
    “I know she’s probably gonna spend the rest of her life behind bars if that’s what you mean,” Zack said.  
 
    Beene nodded. “Rhames’ legal problems mean the Akalla City Argonauts are now officially in the market for a new head coach.” He paused, expectant. “You do know where this is going, right?”  
 
    “I do.” Zack smiled. “I’d still like to hear you say it, though.”  
 
    “Very well.” Beene sighed. “As the club’s general manager, I see no reason to spend the time or resources on a candidate search. The Argonauts are your club, Coach Monahan. They always have been, and frankly, given all that’s happened, there’s no one else in this business I’d rather go to war with next season as we chase our first divisional crown in nearly a decade.” He straightened. “I’m here to remove the acting label from your title. I’d like you to lead the Argonauts moving forward.”  
 
    Zack glanced at Mash, who was all but giddy. “What about personnel?”  
 
    “What about them?” Been answered.  
 
    “I don’t expect to have full say over who’s on our roster like Rhames, but I do want a voice in that conversation,” Zack said.  
 
    “Is that a sticking point for your signing?” Beene asked.  
 
    “Sorta, yeah.” Zack shrugged. “To quote an ancient coaching proverb, if you’re gonna ask me to cook the dinner, you can at least let me shop for the groceries.”  
 
    “I see your point,” Beene said. “Yes, you will have a voice in the Argos’ personnel decisions.”  
 
    “Excellent.” Zack clasped his hands. “Let’s give that a quick test now, shall we? Deek has his new deal. So do Brooks, Moxley, and a few others. There are still several guys on this roster who deserve contracts.”  
 
    “You mean Rev, King, and Eldean,” Beene noted.  
 
    “Among others, yeah,” Zack said.  
 
    “Every one of those players will receive a one-year contract at the start of camp,” Beene said.  
 
    “That’s not good enough.” Zack shook his head. “Those guys proved what they’re worth last season, not to mention what they did to help me bring Deek back to Akalla before the Tretra match. I know they’re not household names in this sport, but they’ve earned the right to have a little security for their families, in many cases, for the first time in their careers.”  
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Beene asked.  
 
    Zack named off several of the players he wanted three-year contracts for. “They’ve paid their dues in this league, Gnox, and then some. You can take it out of my salary if you need extra to make that happen.” 
 
    Beene exhaled from his nostrils. “That won’t be necessary. We’ll take care of them.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Zack rose to his feet and shook the other’s hand. “It would be my honor to coach the Argonauts next season and beyond as long as they still want me.” 
 
    “The pleasure is ours, Coach Monahan. It’s good to have you back.” The prithmar rose to his feet.  
 
    “Are you sure we can’t talk you into sticking around?” Zack asked. “I’ve got a lot more watermelon down below. You’re welcome to it.”  
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” Beene said. “Alas, I have other business to attend to now that you’ve signed.”  
 
    “What kind of business?” Zack asked.  
 
    “For starters, I have to call a press conference to formally introduce the Argos’ new coach.”  
 
    Zack winced.  
 
    “Please try to be there for this one,” Beene said.  
 
    Zack made a face. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be there.”  
 
    With his affairs seemingly concluded, Beene turned to go. “Oh, I almost forgot.” He reached into his briefcase and fished out a navy blue and neon green jersey. “Here.” He handed it over.  
 
    “What’s this?” Zack unraveled the garment and found his old number, thirteen, stitched on the back along with his last name. “Wow. You made me my own jersey for the press conference. That’s an awesome touch.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Beene said. “This month marks the eleventh year that jersey has been sitting in the bottom of a desk drawer back in my office.”  
 
    Zack wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “Your senior season in college was my first as general manager of the Argos,” Beene explained. “Our club held the top pick in the Cruiser League amateur draft that next spring. We intended to use that selection on you, Zackery James Monahan.”  
 
    Zack allowed himself a moment to let that sink in. “Then I got hurt in the playoffs.”   
 
    Beene gave a small nod. “You were always meant to be an Argonaut, Zack… always. It just took you a little extra time to get here.” 
 
    Zack watched in disbelief as his new boss turned on the heels of his fancy shoes and vanished from sight. I’ll be a son of a gun.  
 
    Fresh thrusters zoomed toward the marina parking lot roughly thirty seconds after Beene’s craft departed the area. By the sound of the engine, it was a bigger craft, too.  
 
    Zack watched from the Bengal’s bow as a boxy transport zoomed to a halt just past the staircase leading down to the dock.  
 
    “Okay, you crazy idiots. Where’s the grill?” King asked, climbing out.  
 
    “Meat is fine, but vegetables are not,” Byorne said, following the Martian out. “Kravthor says I do not need the extra calories.” 
 
    Mash’s jaw fell open as most of the starting lineup of the Akalla City Argonauts piled out of the transport and started toward the Bengal. 
 
    “I brought hindabeast steaks that would pair great with some bacon-wrapped shellies if you’ve got them.” King presented a cooler.  
 
    “Below deck in the galley, left-side freezer,” Zack said.  
 
    “All right, all right, all right,” the Martian said with a slick smile.   
 
    Deek was the next one over. “Nice boat, Coach M. I’m glad I finally got to see her.”  
 
    “No, you’re not,” Zack smirked.  
 
    “You’re right. I’m not.” Deek regarded the vessel. “It’s really kind of a squathole.”  
 
    “How about you buy me a new one with that shiny new contract of yours, Mr. Franchise Quarterback.”  
 
    Deek’s expression turned sheepish. “You heard about that, did ya?”  
 
    “Kid, the entire galaxy heard about that.” Zack slapped the other’s shoulder. “Come on, I’ll show you and the others around the Bengal. That’s provided, of course, that at least one of you knuckleheads brought some beer.”  
 
    “That would be me,” a familiar voice said.  
 
    Gemma Kanoci exited the transport, her emerald skin glistening in the sun as the soft coastal breeze caught the ends of her hair.  
 
    “I hope you like blondes.” She presented a six-pack. 
 
    “Honestly, I think green is a bit more my color these days,” Zack answered.  
 
    “Oh, now that’s nicely played.” Gemma stabbed a finger into his chest. “And without missing a beat, I’d add. Impressive.”  
 
    “What can I say? I aim to please.” Zack pointed to the beer. “What sort of suds did you bring me?”  
 
    “This is one of my own personal recipes, actually,” Gemma explained. “I call it Starfire Sunset Ale. To make it, I blend a healthy dose of kenzig malt and flaked oats from a grower I know in the Oakenfahl system, then I top the whole thing off with silvafruit hops for citrus notes and a nice, clean summery finish.” 
 
    Zack inspected the bottles. “So, you’re a brewmaster, too, huh?”  
 
    “Does that surprise you?” Gemma asked.  
 
    Zack cocked his head. “Not even a little. Mostly because I get the impression you’re full of those.”  
 
    Gemma flashed a grin then sashayed past her host toward his boat. “You have no idea, sweetie. No idea at all.”  
 
    Zack traded looks with Rev as the Schooner’s bartender walked away. No, but I’d sure as frex like to. He whistled to his buddy down on the dock. “Hey, Mash! Grab the cutting boards and the filet knives from the galley so I can start some prep work. After that, you can help Eldean ice down the coolers. Today, we’re drinkin’ on a boat.” 
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    On approaching our training sector, an empty patch of space marked only by the coordinates in our astrogation computers, I called, “Sector Control, this is Searcher Element entering sector Nevus-Indigo, proceeding to point oh-niner-two.” 
 
    Sector Control acknowledged, and Kota made a half-roll so his ship flew inverted at my wing. In low planetary orbit, where “right side up” and “upside down” were irrelevant, flying inverted to one another provided near-complete visibility of our surrounding space. 
 
    At an altitude of four hundred ranges, Solienne’s sun sparkled on the North Strelna Sea and cast the mountains into relief, shadowing their western slopes in blue. Clouds blurred the ragged cliffs of the coastline, as if a clumsy finger had smeared wet paint. 
 
    From the edge of space, I scrutinized clouds of stars. I had learned Solienne’s constellations, of both northern and southern hemispheres, during Astrogation. The Sitting Dog, the Giant King, the Two Ships. Supremacy fighters could appear anywhere among them, in attack formation or as lone reconnaissance probes. 
 
    We searched the dark, constantly shifting our heads inside our helmets. Our faceplates’ metallic coatings sharpened images and reduced the glare of reflected light. 
 
    We spoke little, except to answer Sector Control’s requests for position checks. Minimal cockpit chatter broke the distant buzz in our earphones. 
 
    As we completed the third lap of our patrol track and began the fourth, my alert level ratcheted up. Any minute. They’ll expect us to be relaxed by now. They’ll try to catch us when they think we’ve given up paying attention. 
 
    “Lead,” Kota said, “I’ve got something, two-point-three-four and two-seven-six, distance six-two-niner ranges.” 
 
    “Right on time,” I said under my breath when the blip appeared in my threat scope, too. “He’s all yours. I’m on your wing as Two.” 
 
    That was the rule. Whoever spotted the enemy got the first shot. I dropped back, maintaining cover from the inverted wing position, and let Kota take Lead. 
 
    “Targeting active,” I ordered my computer, and tracked the incoming bogey’s trajectory, a bright line of blips in my threat scope. “Check energy cannon charge.” 
 
    We peeled out of our patrol loop and Kota said, “Two, I’m vectoring for lead pursuit, activating energy cannon for warning burst.” 
 
    “Copy, Lead,” I answered. I glanced at my weapons display. All lights glowed solid green. 
 
    I expected the single blip to split into two, maybe four, or even six as we closed to five hundred ranges. It didn’t. It simply swelled on my scope, driving fast as if late for an appointment. 
 
    Kota opened the universal radio channel. “Incoming ship,” he said, “identify yourself. I repeat, incoming ship, identify yourself.” I heard tension in his clipped words. 
 
    Coarse static answered, through which I made out a faint voice. The words consisted of harsh consonants and a guttural growl, but nothing I could understand. 
 
    Now they’re even simulating lump head radio chatter. Anything to make War Phase more authentic. I chuckled. 
 
    As we completed our arc to intercept the bogey and began to close on him, red pulses like the heartbeat of a machine became visible against the dark. Wingtip running lights. 
 
    “Got a visual,” I told Kota. “Forty degrees and low.” 
 
    “Got it, too,” Kota said. He switched again to the universal frequency. “Incoming ship, identify yourself and withdraw from Soliennese space.” 
 
    Static-garbled words rattled in my earphones. I detected a defiant tone, the only thing I could understand. 
 
    “Split now,” Kota ordered, and I rolled clear. 
 
    He passed above the bogey, and I shot beneath it. As I did, I got a brief but clear view of it. 
 
    For training, veteran pilots experienced with Supremacy tactics acted as hostiles. They flew old Rohr-39 Spikes painted with the Velika crest and carried orange sim-missiles in their wing racks. 
 
    This ship resembled a thick carpentry screw, minus the threads. Its blunt nose, covered with sensor pods like blisters from a burn, contrasted with its three pointed canards. Too small to be real wings, they were mounted around the exhaust nozzle like an arrow’s feathers. 
 
    My breath caught. On the spacecraft recognition chart in the intel shop, it was labeled as a Kn-T18 Asp, the Supremacy’s one-man reconnaissance ship. Asps were lightly armed, with a single energy cannon in the nose, but they could inflict lethal damage. 
 
    My pulse jumped. My palms dampened in my suit’s leather-lined gloves. Our only weapons were electronic simulators to light up the aggressor’s damage display. 
 
    As required by regulations under the circumstances, I reclaimed my role as Lead. “Two, form it up.” I gulped it as adrenaline quickened my breaths. 
 
    Kota had recognized the Asp, too. He locked in at my wing with a stiff, “Yes, sir.” He sounded as if he’d gone pale. 
 
    “Sector Control,” I called, “this is Searcher Lead. We have a real-world incursion in sector Nevus-Indigo. I repeat, real-world incursion.” 
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   Excerpt from “Gods of War:” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mathison said. Sometimes it was worth arguing, sometimes it wasn’t. Stevenson wasn’t a butter bar. He was a veteran from a line infantry platoon that had made it through Critical Skills Operator School and earned his Raider pin. He was also on the short list for captain. Major Beckett might pin the railroad tracks on Stevenson’s collar before they left for space. 
 
    “Well, enough chatting,” Stevenson said, the smile in his voice grating on Mathison’s nerves. “Gotta go check our boys.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mathison said, and later he would check on the men while the lieutenant rested. “Please keep your head down, sir. Don’t leave me in charge of this cluster fuck. I would be tempted to tell that company commander to go fuck a duck.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. You will do your job and take care of our Marines, but I’ll keep my head down,” Stevenson said. “Asian socialists aren’t good enough to kill me. It’s going to have to be some green alien bastard that kills me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mathison said as the lieutenant tapped on Jennings’ shoulder and pointed up. The lance corporal understood and cupped his hands together to boost the lieutenant out of the hole. He launched the lieutenant out of the hole and went back to digging as Mathison went back to looking at the spy eyes scrutinizing the distant jungle. 
 
    A shot rang out. On Mathison’s heads-up display, the icon for Lieutenant Stevenson flashed and went red, indicating death. 
 
    “You are now acting platoon commander,” Freya reported. 
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   Excerpt from “The Moon and Beyond:” 
 
      
 
    “So, what have we got?” The chief had no patience for inter-agency squabbles.  
 
    The FBI man turned to him with a scowl. “We’ve got some abandoned buildings, a lot of abandoned stuff—none of which has anything to do with spaceships—and about a hundred and sixty scientists, maintenance people, and dependents left behind, all of whom claim they knew nothing at all about what was really going on until today. Oh, yeah, and we have some stripped computer hardware with all memory and processor sections removed. I mean physically taken out, not a chip left, nothing for the techies to work with. And not a scrap of paper around that will give us any more information…at least, not that we’ve found so far. My people are still looking.” 
 
    “What about that underground complex on the other side of the hill?” 
 
    “That place is wiped out. It looks like somebody set off a nuke in there. The concrete walls are partly fused! The floor is still too hot to walk on. Our people say they aren’t sure how you could even do something like that. They’re working on it, but I doubt they’re going to find anything.” 
 
    “What about our man inside, the guy who set up the computer tap?” 
 
    “Not a trace, chief,” one of the NSA men said. “Either he managed to keep his cover and stayed with them, or they’re holding him prisoner, or else…” The agent shrugged. 
 
    “You think they terminated him?” The chief lifted an eyebrow. “A bunch of rocket scientists?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past them. Look at what Homeland Security ran into. Those motion-sensing chain guns are nasty, and the area between the inner and outer perimeter fence is mined! Of course, they posted warning signs, even marked the fire zones for the guns. Nobody would have gotten hurt if the troops had taken the signs seriously.” 
 
    The Homeland Security colonel favored the NSA man with an icy look. “That’s bullshit. How did we know they weren’t bluffing? You’d feel pretty stupid if we’d played it safe and then found out there were no defenses, just a bunch of signs!” 
 
    “Forget it!” snarled the chief. “Their whole purpose was to delay us, and it worked. What about the Air Force?” 
 
    “It might as well have been a UFO sighting as far as they’re concerned. Two of their F-25s went after that spaceship, or whatever it was we saw leaving. The damned thing went straight up, over eighty thousand meters per minute, they say. That’s nearly Mach Two, in a vertical climb. No aircraft in anybody’s arsenal can sustain a climb like that. Thirty seconds after they picked it up, it was well above their service ceiling and still accelerating. Ordinary ground radar couldn’t find it, but NORAD thinks they might have caught a short glimpse with one of their satellite-watch systems, a hundred miles up and still going.” 
 
    “So where did they go?” 
 
    “Well, chief, if we believe what those leftover scientists are telling us, I guess they went to the Moon.” 
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   Excerpt from “Cherry Drop:” 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” 
 
    A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path. 
 
    The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced. 
 
    Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.” 
 
    Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.” 
 
    Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward. 
 
    After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife. 
 
    Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased. 
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers. 
 
    Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them. 
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