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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Admiral El’Jyiurma of the Serpentes Royal Navy vessel SRN Parya, an Iderith-class large carrier, emerged from the alter reality between gates into her home system of Strorix along with Eca, a Vatta-class troop transport ship. Their mission to the Gieliv system had been a success, but it was a rough way to meet the neighbors. Gieliv was only three hours transit from Strorix. El’Jyiurma and her fleet had been sent to eliminate a traitor and prevent their gate from being closed permanently by the Bith, who controlled all the transit gates. 
 
    “Admiral, incoming comm from Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso,” Lieutenant Commander Vi’Zsuto said from his communications station. 
 
    “On screen,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso appeared on the screen. His 20-foot length was coiled under him, and his hood was, thankfully, not spread. If it had been, El’Jyiurma would have known he was angry or upset. His scales shone in the light, so he must have just shed his old skin. “Welcome back, Admiral, and well done. I trust there were no…complications?” 
 
    “The traitor launched the missiles at the planet, and all but one were intercepted,” El’Jyiurma responded. “We sent the medical teams, as planned, and they administered the antivenom. The Gielivians did suffer some losses, but we managed to save the majority of the humans.” 
 
    “And there was no retaliation or demands from them?” 
 
    “No, Fleet Admiral. They welcomed our assistance, once they realized we were actually there to help them. The traitor took his escape pod to the planet and killed some of their citizens. A detachment from the enforcement division was dispatched and eliminated him. All those who followed the traitor were terminated, and their ships destroyed. The Gielivians’ leader, the one they call their president, came on board the Parya. We broadcast a press conference on their video channels from the landing bay, where he assured his people we meant no harm. I have a copy for your review.” 
 
    “Very good, Admiral. This could have turned very ugly for us,” El’Syaaso said. “Transmit that video, along with all details from the combat and encounter log, for review.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral. Right away.” 
 
    The screen went black as El’Syaaso cut the connection. 
 
    “Vi’Zsuto, assemble the requested logs and video, and transmit them to fleet headquarters immediately,” El’Jyiurma ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. It will be done.” 
 
    Commander Vi’Kshalu, the Parya’s executive officer, approached El’Jyiurma. 
 
    “Something on your mind, Commander?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “I thought, perhaps, something was on yours, Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said. On most Serpentes ships, such a question would have earned the wrath of the admiral, but they had worked together since her first command and had a good relationship. 
 
    “I was thinking that the next Szuraar will be completed soon,” she said. 
 
    The Szuraar-class vessels were the largest military vessels in the Serpentes fleet—dreadnoughts capable of launching 50 missiles simultaneously at a single target. They also had much better shielding, armor, and defensive lasers than any other ship in the fleet. El’Jyiurma, though she commanded one of the second largest—an Iderith-class large carrier—still yearned for the massive and powerful Szuraar. 
 
    “They are impressive, I agree…” Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    “But?” El’Jyiurma looked down at him. 
 
    His tail rattled once. “I’m unsure if they are actually more powerful, Admiral. You have proven how dangerous the Parya can be on more than one occasion. I hear the pilots. They do not want another commander. They fear your promotion to a Szuraar, and that someone less capable would be appointed to the Parya.” 
 
    “They should not speak of such things. Viperidae would do well to remember their place,” she said, but her comment lacked the bite she knew the fleet admiral certainly would have added. Vi’Kshalu was right, though. There had been very few attempts on the Serpentes system, thanks to a well-managed campaign that kept them out of the galactic media, and hopefully, under everyone’s radar. Those attempts, at least in the last several years, had all been put down during her time in command of the Parya and her fleet. 
 
    “Of course, Admiral,” her XO said and returned to his station. 
 
    The Viperidae were the most numerous Serpentes in space. They acted as primary crew for the Serpentes Royal Navy’s ships, as well as pilots for their Ashika fighters and Adhida bombers, of which the Iderith-class vessels carried 50. The only ships with similar numbers were the Vatta-class troop transports, which carried crews of multiple types of Serpentes who could utilize the 30 Praya transport shuttles to descend to a planet or to board another ship. 
 
    “Strorix Control has assigned the fleet to Ring Three on Strorix Prime Station for rearming and post-engagement inspection, Admiral,” Commander Vi’Hrartala reported from the navigation station. 
 
    “Very good. Take us in, Commander,” El’Jyiurma said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma remained on the bridge and watched the sensor returns as the Eca and the Parya moved together, side-by-side, toward the massive station in orbit over Strorix Prime. In a coordinated effort, which was harder than it looked, the ships connected to the station within seconds of each other. It was enough to make the station controller’s scales itch, but El’Jyiurma enjoyed watching the precision of her ships’ movements. 
 
    “Vi’Zsuto, raise the Eca, on ship speakers,” she ordered her communications officer.  
 
    “Channel open, Admiral.” 
 
    “Well done, everyone,” she said. Her voice came from every speaker on both ships. “As always, I am proud of each and every one of you. Another successful mission. Standard refueling and rearming rotation. Non-essential personnel may take leave.” 
 
    She closed the channel before turning to Vi’Kshalu. “Commander Vi’Kshalu, you have the ship. I’m going to visit the planet for a bit prior to my debriefing with the fleet admiral.” 
 
    “Of course, Admiral.” Vi’Kshalu and the rest of the bridge crew turned toward El’Jyiurma and came to attention, stiffening their upper bodies perpendicular to the deck and holding their heads perfectly parallel to it, as she left the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma piloted her shuttle down to the surface. Most admirals would have used a Viperidae pilot, but she liked to be at the controls. It kept her in touch with her ship. For years, she had been encouraged to bring on a captain to handle the Parya while she dealt with overall fleet tactics, but she found she could easily do both. They saw her as foolish for not focusing on the fleet; she saw them as weak for not being able to command a ship and a fleet simultaneously. Results were what mattered, and when there was conflict, it was her fleet that was called upon. 
 
    She landed at the fleet headquarters landing pad and left the facility to wander the city. Serpentes rarely, if ever, used land vehicles except in combat. They could move quickly and efficiently without the need for vehicles such as those the humans used. They were available to her, of course, but she liked the feel of the planet under her scutes and the sun on her scales.  
 
    Serpentes preferred natural materials, so there were very few buildings made of metal and glass in their cities. In many cases, large pieces of solid rock were landed, and then a home was carved out of it. The humans, at first, saw the Serpentes’ cities as primitive, until they came to understand them. Like the snakes the humans were familiar with, the Serpentes regulated their own body temperatures, and they felt that natural materials like stone were the best for that. 
 
    Around the fleet’s headquarters, where mostly officers lived, there was some experimentation with more modern materials, but the structures were always crafted to look like natural rock. El’Jyiurma was rarely off her ship for long, so she didn’t keep a home on the planet. Her home was the Parya, with its steel corridors sculpted to look like the natural materials of home.  
 
    As she wandered the streets, she saw one of her pilots, who was on leave after her hatchlings were born. She was overseeing her hatchlings in front of her home as they practiced hunting a remote-controlled prey animal, in this case, a foreign animal that had been introduced by the humans called a rabbit.  
 
    Lieutenant Vi’Sidit snapped to attention as El’Jyiurma approached. “Admiral! I’m sorry, I didn’t taste you coming.” Her hatchlings hissed in triumph as the rabbit stopped moving, and they attacked. 
 
    “Rest, Lieutenant. It’s not a formal visit. I’m just wandering a bit while I wait to debrief with Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso.” 
 
    “A successful mission, I assume, Admiral?” Vi’Sidit asked as her hatchlings noticed El’Jyiurma and came to their own small version of attention. They ignored the rabbit which was now pierced with multiple bite marks. Venom from their fangs glistened on the toy’s fur. 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed in amusement. “Rest, hatchlings.” She turned her attention back to Vi’Sidit. “Yes, it was, of course. You were missed. I see you have your scales full of battles of your own.” 
 
    Vi’Sidit rattled in agreement. “It is rewarding, and they are learning quickly.” 
 
    “I want to be a pilot like Mom!” one of the hatchlings said. 
 
    “Me too!” several others chimed in. 
 
    “You could do much worse, little hatchlings. Your mother is one of my best pilots. We look forward to her return to the Parya.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral. I’m flattered,” Vi’Sidit said and bowed. 
 
    “Do not stop your training on my account. Let me see what your hatchlings can do.” 
 
    Vi’Sidit rattled her tail, and her hatchlings moved into what El’Jyiurma recognized as a standard fighter attack formation, and the rabbit started moving again.  
 
    El’Jyiurma watched the hatchlings chase the prey and use many of the same tactics that would be used in space to isolate an enemy. She sighed mentally and thought about the fact that her own mating cycle approached again. She was certain she could find an appropriate mate if she took the time to look, but her life was in space, on her ship. She knew that if she had her own young, she would have to pass command of the Parya over to another Elapidae. Still, perhaps this was the year she should have her young. 
 
    The hatchlings completed their exercise and stood at attention again before El’Jyiurma.  
 
    “Well done, little ones. Keep at it, and you might just earn a spot in Captain Vi’Asez’ squadron on the Parya,” El’Jyiurma said approvingly. 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral!” one of them exclaimed. 
 
    “Carry on,” El’Jyiurma said and moved on. 
 
    She continued her wandering while the hatchlings played. In the distance, she could see one of the human cities. They were obvious, with their tall steel and glass buildings. Very few humans had their own domiciles. Most were housed in what they called apartment buildings. The Serpentes allowed them to have certain areas near to where they worked. The humans also had their own food supply chain, which overlapped the Serpentes’ very little, as Serpentes did not eat plants.  
 
    El’Jyiurma saw that as proof the Serpentes could work with other races…but there was resistance, even now, among the higher ranks and offices of the system. She was a member of the growing population that believed it was time for them to open their system and contact the other races and systems of the galaxy. But they were still the minority. Even now, she had to carefully guard that feeling, lest it hurt her career and see her assigned to an office rather than commanding a fleet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Five days travel by stargate away, on the planet Neithea, Mining Overseer Ewaidi stepped into High Emperor Gashu’s office and tossed a data chip on the desk. “The miners are dying faster, and we’re not even close to meeting our production goals.” He scowled as he sat heavily in a chair facing the desk. “These creatures are weak.” 
 
    “They’re what we have,” Assistant Reesa said from her place standing beside the desk. “It’s your job to make production goals. The high emperor doesn’t want excuses!” 
 
    “Then give me slaves that can actually work!” Ewaidi growled. 
 
    Ewaidi and Reesa glared at each other while High Emperor Gashu slotted the chip into his computer and reviewed the results. As the high emperor of the Gnevusin, an eight-foot-tall, red-skinned humanoid species, all final decisions fell to him. 
 
    “This is…disappointing, Overseer,” Gashu said as he read the screen. “We need that gold.” 
 
    “I told you he wasn’t fit for the position,” Reesa said smugly. 
 
    “How can I meet goals, when you give me weaklings as slaves?” Ewaidi asked and leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    “Enough, both of you,” Gashu said. “We’re only at half of our goal for the month, and the—” He cut himself off before he said too much. “How many slaves have you lost?” 
 
    “More than half. They simply can’t survive in the temperatures of the mines. They keep wanting more water, more rest, cool air. They are weak, and they don’t reproduce quickly enough!” Ewaidi complained and threw up his hands. 
 
    “A good overseer should be able to get the results,” Reesa spat. 
 
    “Enough!” Gashu slammed his hand on the desk. “The overseer is right. The fleet’s last mission was not what I would deem a success given the results. We need more hearty slaves. We must prepare a scout mission to replenish the slave pens as soon as possible.” 
 
    “There has been some news on the Net of late, High Emperor. A few systems have eluded our attention in the past,” Reesa offered. 
 
    “Hmm. Very well, show me.” He gestured to the computer terminal. 
 
    She bowed and stepped around the desk to pull up a video. “This shows a race called the Serpentes and a system of humans. The video seems to have been recorded on board a Serpentes’ ship after a battle in a system called Gieliv. The Serpentes, based on my research, own a system known as Strorix. Those two systems are only three hours’ travel away from each other through the gates.” 
 
    “Those Serpentes…they are massive! Look at the large one in the background,” Gashu said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes, High Emperor. I was going to bring it to your attention this afternoon, but perhaps they could be of use in the mines.” Reesa glanced up and grinned in triumph at Ewaidi. 
 
    “Yes…we will scout those systems. Send a reconnaissance element to gather information on their defenses, though I’m not sure how useful these Serpentes will be since they have no arms or hands,” Gashu said. “Good find, Reesa. As for you, Overseer, make the goals with what you have. Your life depends on it.” 
 
    “Yes, High Emperor.” Ewaidi rose and bowed before leaving the office. 
 
    “I will arrange the reconnaissance mission, High Emperor,” Reesa said and walked toward the door. 
 
    “One thing, Assistant,” Gashu said, and Reesa turned to face him. “If neither of these planets yields efficient slaves, you may find yourself in the mines making up for it.” 
 
    Reesa gulped and bowed again, more deeply, before quickly leaving the office. 
 
    Gashu frowned and opened a screen he’d had open before Reesa and Ewaidi had arrived. The benefactors who had funded the acquisition of his latest ships wanted their payment in a month, and he wasn’t going to have it. Worse, he didn’t know for sure who they were. All he knew was that they had plenty of credit to throw around, they wanted several transport loads of gold, and Neithea was rich with it. 
 
    He pulled up a second report and frowned more deeply. The latest system they had invaded cost them too many ships. They would need more soon, and he didn’t have the credit or the resources to build them. If one of the systems they were about to scout didn’t work out, it could be the end of his reign. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back in her office, Reesa took a few moments to allow her hearts to slow down. The Gnevusin were a hearty species, but their reproductive cycles were extremely long. For that reason, they relied on slave labor for the mines, since they did not want to risk accidental deaths. Once, it had been suggested that the mining could be automated. That overseer hadn’t lasted long and had found his end in the arena fighting for the entertainment of the crowd. Slaving and having them work the mines was just what they did. No High Emperor wanted to spend the credit to go to a more complicated, and expensive, mining operation.  
 
    She paged through the available ships, settled on one, and summoned its captain to her office. While she waited, she loaded the navigation data on the Gieliv and Strorix systems onto a data chip. Within a few moments, there was a knock on the door, and Captain Phaban entered. 
 
    “You summoned me, Assistant?” Phaban asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain. Sit down.” 
 
    Phaban sat and waited patiently while Reesa finished loading the data chip. 
 
    “I have a mission for you. You will take the Manik along with the Iktan and the Tepin on a reconnaissance mission.” She slid the data chip across her desk. “You are scouting the Strorix and Gieliv systems. Strorix is home to a race we have not yet encountered called the Serpentes. Gieliv is home to another planet of humans. We need slaves, and the need is dire.” 
 
    Phaban nodded and picked up the data chip. 
 
    “Scout the defenses and gather as much information as you can. You are not to respond to any challenges, as usual. Defend yourself only if attacked; you are not to initiate combat. It should be an easy reconnaissance. Am I understood, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, Assistant.” 
 
    “Good, leave as soon as your ships are ready. Dismissed.” 
 
    Phaban stood, saluted, and left the office. 
 
    Reesa pulled up her limited view of the system’s accounts and shook her head. They should have been rich, given all the gold on the planet. But somehow, the High Emperor managed to spend every credit they earned, and they hadn’t sold any gold in many months. She wasn’t stupid enough to ask about it, but it concerned her nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Captain Phaban leaned back in the command chair of his scout vessel, the Manik. “Lieutenant Faza, raise the Iktan and the Tepin.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    A few moments later, a small screen attached to Phaban’s chair lit up. 
 
    “Captain Nire, Captain Atan, I assume you’ve received your orders?” Phaban asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Atan said, “we get to ride along and waste time.” 
 
    “Hey, at least we get out of this shit hole of a system,” Nire said. 
 
    “That’s true.” Atan nodded. 
 
    “Shut up, both of you. This is my scout mission, and don’t forget it. If anyone shoots at us, it’s your job to stop them while the Manik escapes with valuable intelligence,” Phaban said sternly. 
 
    “Ever wonder why he’s not in a combat ship?” Atan asked. 
 
    “I said shut up!” Phaban yelled at the display. 
 
    “Right, whatever. Let’s get this over with. Where are we going?” Nire asked and yawned. 
 
    “Master Yashsii will be transmitting the destinations. We will scout the Strorix system, then Gieliv. Captain Atan, you will take Tepin in the lead, Manik will follow, then you with the Iktan, Captain Nire,” Phaban said. “We will go in at low speed so we can transition quickly to move back to the gate and leave the system, hopefully before any picket forces can engage.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Setting course for the gate,” Atan said and cut the channel. 
 
    Nire cut his end as well, which left Phaban staring at the now blank display, shaking his head.  
 
    “Master Yashsii, set course for the gate; we will follow Tepin through, with Iktan covering our rear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Admiral El’Jyiurma finally received the call on her sub-scalar communication device five days later; Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso was ready to see her. She had stayed in temporary quarters in the fleet’s headquarters compound that were available for high ranking officers who spent most of their time in space, so she didn’t have far to go. She made her way quickly to the fleet admiral’s office. 
 
    Captain Bo’Szazsa was in the hallway outside the office. “It is well to see you again, Admiral El’Jyiurma,” he said. 
 
    “And you, Captain.” 
 
    “He is awaiting you. Go on in…and good luck.” The massive Boa winked and moved out of the way of the door. 
 
    El’Jyiurma stretched her hood, then collapsed it before she entered the office. She noticed that the fleet admiral’s human secretary, Susan, was noticeably absent. 
 
    “Welcome home, again, Admiral El’Jyiurma,” Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso said. 
 
    “Thank you, Fleet Admiral,” she said as she came to attention. 
 
    “Rest, Admiral. I have reviewed your report, as well as all the video and communications. Tactically, all of your decisions were sound and well executed,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you,” El’Jyiurma replied with pride.  
 
    “I had no doubt you could handle the situation, Admiral. My concern is with the humans.” 
 
    Now she understood why Susan was not present. “What, exactly, is the concern Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “You admitted to the humans, to their leader, that our food supplies are low. You exposed a weakness to a potential enemy, Admiral.” 
 
    She took a moment to compose her thoughts. “Honesty is best, is it not, Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “Honesty is well and good but admitting to weakness is not the Serpentes’ way!” El’Syaaso spread his hood and rose above El’Jyiurma. 
 
    El’Jyiurma was afraid, but she refused to show fear. She did not dare spread her own hood, but she did not lower herself in submission either. “I believed it was the right thing to do at the time. The admission, and the discussion that followed, resulted in their president having enough trust to come onto my ship, where he knew he would be vulnerable, and telling his people not to fear us. That, even after the traitor made his way to the planet and killed more of their civilians.” 
 
    “What is done, is done,” El’Syaaso said and allowed his hood to partially collapse. “You have exposed us. For all we know, they are gathering allies to assault our system as we speak.” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, I believe them to be an honorable people—” 
 
    “What you believe is irrelevant, Admiral!” El’Syaaso snapped. “I had been considering giving you command of the next Szuraar, but this lapse in judgment has caused me to reconsider. Consider yourself fortunate to maintain your rank and command of the Parya.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma thought about her executive officer’s reminder of the power of the Parya and did not feel disappointment, though she knew she was expected to, and lowered her head. “Thank you, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Your past victories, and this most recent one, are all that have saved your career. Now, you must take on the most important mission of your life. You are to be given the mission of finding a new home for the Serpentes, or at the very least, a source of herds to feed us. The king will be appointing a Lampros to act as a diplomatic liaison to handle negotiations and finances. Take some time off and allow your crews their leave. I will have your final fleet listing and assignments before you depart.” 
 
    “We will be ready, Fleet Admiral,” she said and bowed again. 
 
    “Dismissed.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma left the office and slid past Bo’Szazsa without a word. She opened a communication link to her ship. 
 
    “SRN Parya, Lieutenant Commander Vi’Zsuto,” her comm officer answered. 
 
    “Get me Commander Vi’Kshalu,” she said. 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds and then Vi’Kshalu came on the comm. “Yes, Admiral?” 
 
    “Go to a maintenance crew only. We are permitted full leave before our next mission, but everyone should be ready for recall immediately, as usual,” she said. 
 
    “I take it the meeting went…about as expected?” he asked, careful of his word choice. 
 
    “Yes. We have been denied the Szuraar. I was cautioned against placing too much trust in humans; however, we will be assigned the mission of locating a new system or source of food to trade…under the supervision of a Lampros diplomat.” 
 
    “Still, an honorable mission to be assigned, Admiral. May I relate our next orders to the crew?” 
 
    “You may, and thank you, Commander,” she said. 
 
    “It is my honor to serve, Admiral. Parya out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes to arrival, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Yashsii,” Captain Phaban said from his command chair on the scout ship Manik. 
 
    Phaban watched the clock at the corner of the bridge’s main display as it counted down to zero, and they emerged from alter reality into the Strorix system, home of the Serpentes. If all went according to plan, the Tepin should already be in the system and slowing to return to the gate. 
 
    “Beginning sweep,” Master Haawllae said as his hands flew over his console. 
 
    “Incoming communication requesting identification and intentions,” Lieutenant Faza said from communications. 
 
    “Ignore it,” Phaban said. 
 
    “Turning the ship and beginning deceleration,” Master Yashsii said. 
 
    “I’m seeing two defensive platforms; they are coming online and targeting us. The Iktan and the Tepin are in position. They are decelerating and raising shields. There are five destroyer-sized vessels incoming,” Commander Zuwo reported. 
 
    “Raise shields. Get us back to the gate,” Phaban ordered calmly. He had done this sort of mission more times than he could count. He couldn’t say the same for Captains Atan and Nire. 
 
    “Shields up,” Zuwo said. 
 
    “We are being challenged again; they will begin firing if we do not respond in one minute,” Faza reported. 
 
    “Time to gate?” Phaban asked. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes to complete our deceleration, turn over, and accelerate back through the gate again,” Yashsii reported. 
 
    “Clear the Iktan and the Tepin to engage the platforms.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’re in deep shit this time,” Captain Nire said on the bridge of the Iktan. “Engage the nearest platform.” 
 
    “Launching now. We’ll have to turn the ship to bring the lasers to bear,” Commander Thosul said from the weapons console. 
 
    “Missiles only,” Nire said. “We’re not here for a prolonged engagement.” He felt the ship jolt as all 10 missile launchers fired. 
 
    “Missiles away,” Thosul reported tensely. “The Tepin has launched as well.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Strorix Prime Command to DESRON 2. You are weapons free. Incoming vessels flagged as aggressive. Platforms are engaging.” 
 
    Captain Vi’Xilhar rattled his tail on the bridge of SRN Krarkit, the lead ship of Destroyer Squadron 2. “Attain combat speed and bring them into weapons range of the squadron.” 
 
    He watched on the sensor display as each of the system’s defensive platforms fired 20 missiles, putting 40 missiles into space. The destroyers were targeted by 15 each, leaving 10 for the smaller ship. 
 
    “The ships are registered to the Neithea system. The inhabitants are Gnevusin—eight-foot-tall, red-skinned humanoids. Flagged as potential slavers,” Commander Vi’Lestha said from her console. 
 
    Vi’Xilhar hissed dangerously. He hated slavers and most humanoids. He had even refused humans on his vessel as assistants. “Time to weapons range?” 
 
    “Twelve minutes until Oscol is in range. One minute later for the rest of us,” Vi’Lestha reported. 
 
    “They are firing on the platforms with missiles,” Lieutenant Vi’Oxu said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Missiles incoming!” Haawllae yelled on the bridge of the Manik. 
 
    “Oh, calm down!” Captain Phaban ordered. “How many?” 
 
    “Umm…none at us, 15 each at the destroyers.” 
 
    “Shit! Activate countermeasures,” Phaban said as he tried, and failed, to sound calm. 
 
    All three ships of the Gnevusin scouting group went defensive and started evasive maneuvers. Counter-missiles were launched, and anti-missile lasers fired.  
 
    The Manik shuddered as a missile got through and impacted the shields.  
 
    “Starboard shields down to 30 percent,” Commander Zuwo reported calmly. 
 
    “Status on Iktan and Tepin?” Phaban asked. 
 
    “The Iktan has eliminated all but two of the missiles that were after it. They report both starboard and port shields are down to 50 percent. The Tepin…is breaking up. Their defensive missiles never fired, Captain.” 
 
    “Idiot. Get us out of here!” Phaban ordered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “One ship destroyed, Captain,” Commander Vi’Lestha said on the Krarkit. 
 
    Captain Vi’Xilhar watched in triumph as one of the enemy vessels broke apart after being impacted by multiple missiles from the defense platforms. The missiles fired by the enemy ships were picked off by the multiple anti-missile laser turrets that were set up around the platforms for that exact reason. 
 
    “DESRON 2 from Strorix Prime Control,” said a voice over the intercoms of every ship in the squadron, “cease pursuit. Enemies are fleeing. Resume patrol pattern.” 
 
    Vi’Xilhar rattled in frustration. “Understood, control. DESRON 2 calling off pursuit,” Vi’Xilhar said and closed the communication. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Our missiles had no effect; they were all destroyed by laser defenses,” Commander Thosul said and turned to Captain Nire on the bridge of the Iktan. “The Tepin is breaking up.” 
 
    “Good, I didn’t like Atan anyway. Get us to the gate,” Nire ordered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On Strorix Prime, all military personnel were put on alert. Admiral El’Jyiurma raced to her shuttle and took off for orbit. “Parya, this is the Admiral. Sound the recall. All personnel report to their ships immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral; sending the recall order. The bay is ready for your arrival, Admiral,” Commander Vi’Kshalu responded. 
 
    “Have a status report ready when I get on board, Commander.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. Parya out.” 
 
    She opened a channel to Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso.  
 
    “Yes, Admiral? As you can imagine, I’m rather busy,” El’Syaaso answered, annoyed. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, we should notify Gieliv that we were scouted, in case whoever did so attempts to go there next,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Admiral. They have already lost one of their three ships. They will turn tail and run home.” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, I just think—” 
 
    “That is enough, Admiral! Gieliv is not your responsibility. I am, as I said, busy. There has been an incident on Strorix Den; you will be briefed if it becomes necessary.” 
 
    She lashed her tail in frustration as the communication ended abruptly, and she focused on taking her shuttle into the open bay of the Parya. 
 
    Once the bay was pressurized, she exited her shuttle and went straight to the bridge. 
 
    “Status report?” El’Jyiurma asked as she entered. 
 
    “Ships should be fully crewed within the hour, Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    “Very good, Commander. Anything about Strorix Den? The fleet admiral indicated there had been an incident.”  
 
    “Nothing, Admiral. Should I inquire?” 
 
    “No. Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso was clear that we would be briefed if it became necessary. I’ll be in my office.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma was surprised to see Sofia, her human secretary on the ship, already in the office. “I assumed you would be on the planet, taking advantage of your leave time.” 
 
    Sofia looked up and smiled. “My family all works on Strorix Den, and I didn’t think there would be enough time, Admiral. So I just stayed.” 
 
    “I could have arranged a shuttle for you. It is quite an honor that they are able to work there.” 
 
    Sofia shrugged. “It’s okay, Admiral. I was able to talk to them for a while…until they shut the comms on the planet down.” 
 
    “Odd. Did they say why?” 
 
    “Mom said some of the cattle had been sick lately, and they couldn’t figure out why. We were just talking, and then it cut off, and a message came up that said communications with the planet were restricted.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you, Sofia.” 
 
    “Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said over the intercom, “a Praya-class transport has just launched from the Eca headed to Strorix Den.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma quickly moved back onto the bridge. “Get me Captain Bo’Ritesyo.” 
 
    “He is already on the line, Admiral. He just asked for you,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “Captain, would you care to explain the launch of a Praya without authorization?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “My apologies, Admiral. The order came directly from Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso, with no further explanation. I was ordered to launch the Praya with five Lampros to Strorix Den.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you, Captain. Parya out.” El’Jyiurma went to her command post and examined the system’s sensor data. She disliked waiting, but that was all she could do until the fleet admiral deemed her worthy of an explanation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A short time later, as El’Jyiurma watched the last of her fleet register fully loaded and ready in her office, her comm screen came on with the image of King El’Xakelu. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” She bowed low. “I was not informed you had established a channel to the ship.” 
 
    “Do not punish your communications officer. I had him put me through without announcement. I do not want attention drawn to the fact that I have reached out to you directly, rather than through Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso.” 
 
    “I understand, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Not yet, you don’t, but you will, Admiral. The investigation on Strorix Den is still underway, so I do not yet know the breadth of the damage. But I have been informed that it is significant. I need you and your crews to carefully research potential destinations for trade, or potentially, for a new system for us to add to our kingdom.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty. We are honored to be selected for the task.” 
 
    “I understand Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso is…against working with other races. There are reasons for this that I am aware of which do not concern you. While we are, historically, very private, we must finally lift the veil and reach out for assistance. El’Syaaso had intended to pull you from this mission, but I have decided you are the best choice. I want you to trust your instincts on this matter, Admiral. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” she said and bowed again. 
 
    “Good. This conversation will remain between you and me, Admiral. It never happened.” 
 
    The screen went black, and El’Jyiurma stared at it for a moment as she collected her thoughts. She found it odd that the king had essentially related the same order she had already received from the fleet admiral. And it was obvious to her that the king had wanted to say more but didn’t. He did stress that she was to trust her instincts, and that’s what she held onto as she got back to work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    King El’Xakelu went to his council chamber where his advisors waited. “It is done,” he said as he coiled on a cushion.  
 
    He looked around the room at his advisors, El’Scarha, El’Asash, and El’Ascexo. The king of Strorix had always had close advisors, normally other Elapidae he had known most of his life. Their identities were known only to the king and the guards who saw to their security.  
 
    The room was circular, and each advisor was coiled on a cushioned surface around the edge of the room. The king’s position was a bit higher, but also along the edge. 
 
    “Good. It is necessary,” El’Scarha said. “We must finally lift the veil on Strorix.” 
 
    “I’m still not entirely sure,” El’Ascexo said doubtfully and shifted his coils. 
 
    “We agreed,” El’Asash hissed. “It is too late for regrets. This move on Strorix Den solidifies our need to reach beyond our own system.” 
 
    “I am not convinced this is what it appears to be,” El’Ascexo said. 
 
    “Are you ever convinced of anything?” El’Scarha asked with a touch of humor. 
 
    “Enough,” El’Xakelu said. “It is done, and there is no turning back. We must decide who will be our emissary.” 
 
    “An Elapidae, obviously,” El’Ascexo pointed out. 
 
    “I think not,” El’Scarha countered.  
 
    “What?” El’Ascexo was immediately outraged. “Of course it should be one of us.” 
 
    “Calm down, old friend,” El’Xakelu said. “I would hear what El’Scarha has to say.” 
 
    “Whoever we send will be dealing directly with humans. And not just the military. This Serpentes will be dealing with civilians. Those are much more likely to fear our appearance. We must send one who is, and looks, less threatening. A Lampros perhaps.” 
 
    El’Xakelu could sense that El’Ascexo wanted to argue, but to his credit, he remained silent and appeared to actually consider the proposal. 
 
    “I understand that you want an Elapidae,” El’Asash said to El’Ascexo. “But we must begin to shed the old ways like our skins. Times are changing.” 
 
    “Fine. I accept that times are changing, but we have all seen what happens if you try to shed your old skin too soon,” El’Ascexo warned. 
 
    “Point taken,” El’Xakelu said. “But I don’t think sending a Lampros is making a huge bound. This is an unprecedented event.” 
 
    El’Ascexo hissed in frustration. “Very well. If it is to be a Lampros, I suggest La’Kema.” 
 
    The king pondered for a moment. “The name does not seem familiar.” 
 
    “He’s on my staff. And don’t worry, he’s not as stubborn as I am,” El’Ascexo said, looking around the room. 
 
    There was a round of hissed amusement at the last statement. 
 
    “I just need to be sure whoever is chosen understands the needs of our system and will work in our best interest,” El’Xakelu said. 
 
    “He will,” El’Ascexo confirmed. 
 
    “I’ve met him,” El’Scarha said. “Seems to have a smooth set of scales. He should do well working with the humans on Gieliv.” 
 
    “Approved. Have him report to me for instructions,” El’Xakelu said. 
 
    “Have we heard anything more of the incident on Strorix Den?” El’Asash asked. 
 
    “No. There are several teams going over the area. Current indications are that it may have been an intentional act.” 
 
    “Do you think…?” El’Asash began but did not complete his thought out loud. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. We will see,” El’Xakelu said quietly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma toured the ship as she normally did when preparing for a patrol, only this time they would be leaving the system. Where they were going was yet to be determined. Given the size of the ship, it took several hours for her to check in on each department. It wasn’t because she didn’t trust her crew. She felt it was good for them to see that she did not forget how to do the various tasks.  
 
    She not only toured the ship but lent assistance if she saw something that needed doing. It was rare, due to her crew’s efficiency, but she was not below any level of work that was necessary to get her ship ready for anything. It also helped keep her mind temporarily off the troubles her people faced. 
 
    When she arrived back in her office, Sofia was there, and she looked up from her desk. “Admiral, I’ve found something you should see.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma slid over and looked over Sofia’s shoulder. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s all over the Net. A new system called Salvage System. Odd name, I know, but they have established a new planet. They might be open to trade.” 
 
    “Interesting, what is that video?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “They circulated it themselves—I suppose to warn off anyone who might think about attacking them,” Sofia said. 
 
    El’Jyiurma watched the edited video of the defense of Salvage System. The imagery was crystal clear. The first section of the video showed images of the invading fleet—at least 30 ships of varying sizes, including a carrier. The second section of the video showed a moving defense platform, and it was spitting out missiles as fast as their own ships could. The display showed missile impacts on at least 10 ships—she would have to watch it several times to be sure—before the view shifted again. The last video segment showed both missile and laser engagements, always favoring Salvage System. 
 
    The video footage also indicated to El’Jyiurma that some of their ships and crews were able to withstand similar tolerances to gravities as the Serpentes, or their dampeners were better. One thing was certain based on what she observed; Salvage Fleet’s laser range was much better than theirs. 
 
    “Impressive,” El’Jyiurma said after the video ended. “Quite something for a new system.” 
 
    “Their leader, President Harmon Tomeral, originally from a planet called Joth, has quite a track record. That planet has several resident races, and apparently so will this new system. It would appear that he has even given an entire planet to another race.” 
 
    “This definitely sounds like the kind of system we should establish relations with…though I fear it may be difficult to convince the fleet admiral.” El’Jyiurma knew it was a dangerous thing to say, but she also knew Sofia. Sofia had been her secretary since her first command over a decade ago. Most ship’s commanders saw their secretaries as nothing more than an assistant, but Sofia was more. She was trusted. “We will likely be leaving soon. You should go spend a bit of time with the man you have been mating with in engineering.” 
 
    Sofia looked up at El’Jyiurma, surprised and embarrassed. 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed in amusement. “You didn’t think such a thing would happen on my ship without my knowledge, did you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Admiral…” 
 
    “It is okay, Sofia. Go, enjoy yourself. I fear there will be little time or reason to find enjoyment once we leave the system again.” 
 
    Sofia stood and bowed before she left the office. 
 
    El’Jyiurma turned her attention back to the screen and replayed the video. If this was truly their system defense capability, it was indeed impressive. She pulled up the charts and saw that Salvage System was approximately 10 days away through the gate. It was a long way to travel without being sure they would find useful information. She filed the information away as something to research later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The alarm sounded from the sensor console on the bridge of the GSS Termite, the lone destroyer on picket duty in the Gieliv system. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Sarah Berger leaned forward in her command chair. “What have we got, Logan?” 
 
    Lieutenant Logan Haley tapped on his console. “Looks like two ships, ma’am. I’d classify one as a destroyer, the other is…not sure, maybe a recon ship?” 
 
    “Send standard challenge, Anna,” Berger ordered. 
 
    “Incoming vessels. This is the GSS Termite. We have you on our sensors; please state your identity and intentions.”  
 
    Anna turned to Lieutenant Commander Berger and shook her head. 
 
    Berger frowned. “Combat readiness. Shields up; arm weapons. Notify Admiral Gallagher. Time to missile range?” 
 
    “Missile range in five minutes,” Lieutenant Kate Cline reported without taking her eyes off her console. Around the ship, alarms sounded as the ship was redied for combat. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, message from the Termite. Two vessels have entered the system and are not responding to challenges. She’s going to combat status,” Lieutenant Mosely reported and turned to face Admiral Gallagher on the bridge of the GSS Ravager, the flagship of the Gielivian Navy. 
 
    “Who’s closest?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “The Saber is twenty minutes away, Admiral,” Commander Brock said. 
 
    Gallagher swore under his breath. Berger was good, but she had a green crew. “Tell the Saber to get there as quickly as possible, and inform the Termite they’re on the way.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    Gallagher leaned back and looked at the sensor display. While the Termite was only a destroyer, the Saber was a light battlecruiser, and commanded by a battle-tested captain. He willed the ship to move faster. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “No platforms on sensors. One destroyer nearby,” Lieutenant Gali reported on the bridge of Iktan just after emerging into Gielivian space. 
 
    “Engage as necessary and get us turned around. Hopefully Phaban has his shit together,” Captain Nire said. He was ready to get back to Neithea. Sending only three ships on a long-range scan was a stupid idea. 
 
    “Destroyer has raised shields and powered up weapons, Captain.” 
 
    “Time to range?” Nire asked and leaned forward in his command seat. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” Gali reported. 
 
    “Fire when ready.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Missile separation! Ten inbound!” Lieutenant Haley called out. 
 
    “Defensive lasers engage. Are we in missile range yet?” Berger asked. 
 
    “Defensive lasers engaging,” Ensign Hopkins said. He tried to sound calm but lost that battle. 
 
    “Just now in range, firing missiles,” Lieutenant Cline reported. 
 
    The ship rocked as the incoming missiles impacted the shields. 
 
    “Status!” Berger yelled. 
 
    “Two got through; forward shields down to ten percent. They’re firing lasers!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Admiral Stephen Gallagher watched helplessly as the Termite disappeared from his sensor display, and the two enemy ships made for the gate. 
 
    “Any escape pods?” Gallagher asked, but he wasn’t hopeful. 
 
    “No, Admiral,” Commander Brock said quietly. “The Termite was lost with all hands. The enemy ships will get through the gate before the Saber arrives.” 
 
    “Have them sweep the area…just in case there are survivors.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What do we know about the attackers?” 
 
    “Registration is from the Neithea system, Admiral,” Lieutenant Commander Margaret Crane answered. 
 
    “And?” Gallagher looked over at her. 
 
    “The system belongs to the Gnevusin. Everything I can find on them indicates they’re slavers. They don’t sell. They buy and capture. I’d say we were just scouted for possible invasion,” Crane said. 
 
    “I concur, Admiral,” Brock, his XO, added. 
 
    Gallagher sighed. “Okay, get the Pelican up to join the Saber at the gate. They’re to remain on station until further notice. Gina, get me the President and General Stevens. I’ll take it in my office.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Gina Mosley responded. 
 
    Gallagher made his way to his office just off the bridge and thought about the crew of the Termite. Lieutenant Commander Berger had been a member of his bridge crew before he gave her the destroyer Termite as her first command. They’d never expected anything after they’d survived the last assault on their system. Much like the Serpentes, he thought, Gieliv did its best to stay off the galactic radar. Apparently, they hadn’t done a good enough job. 
 
    He sat behind his desk just as General Bryan Stevens and President Juan Frazier appeared split screen on his display.  
 
    “What’s going on, Admiral?” General Stevens asked. 
 
    “We just had an incursion. Two ships from Neithea. A destroyer and some sort of sensor or recon vessel. The Termite was at the gate and attempted to intercept. Both enemy ships made it back to the gate. The Termite was lost, presumably with all hands.” 
 
    “Damn…I’m sorry, Stephen,” Stevens said. 
 
    “So, what was this? A probe?” President Frazier asked. 
 
    “The Gnevusin, who own Neithea, are slavers, Mister President. We believe it was a scouting mission to decide whether or not to invade, and if that’s the case…” Gallagher’s voice faded off. 
 
    Stevens completed his thought. “Then they’ll be back.” 
 
    Gallagher nodded. “That is my belief, General.” 
 
    Frazier stared at the screen. “We don’t have the ability to fend off an invasion right now, do we?” 
 
    “In space, no sir,” General Stevens said. “Once they hit the planet, we could give them a good fight…if they actually attempt to come to the planet.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Frazier demanded. 
 
    “It means, sir, that they could bombard the planet from orbit until we surrender,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Okay, gentlemen. What do we do?” 
 
    “Sir, I see three options,” Stevens said. “One, prepare to surrender. We’ll call that one a big fat no. Two, hire mercenaries to assist in defending our system. That’s possible, but expensive. Three, we reach out to the Serpentes and see if they have the ability, and desire, to help a neighbor. The way I see it they kind of owe us one.” 
 
    Gallagher nodded. “I think it wouldn’t hurt to reach out to the Serpentes, sir.” 
 
    “All right…I’ll see what I can do. Until then, reinforce the gate with whatever we have,” Frazier said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma watched in satisfaction as both the Parya and the Eca reported ready. She was frustrated by the lack of information from the fleet admiral about why one of the assault transports from her fleet was sent to Strorix Den, but thanks to Sofia she had an idea. She could feel her own frustration mirrored in her bridge crew. They were all loyal to her and the king, but the fleet admiral had been increasingly guarded lately. They would follow his orders, of course, but she had differing ideas on the best way to serve the Serpentes.  
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso for you, Admiral,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “On screen,” she said. 
 
    El’Syaaso’s image appeared on the main bridge screen. “Admiral El’Jyiurma, your Praya will be back to Eca shortly. It was the closest resource with the best trained Lampros. Unfortunately, there has been a significant incident on Strorix Den. Some of the herds have become ill lately, and we were finally able to trace the source. A group of humans introduced a disease to the herds. Many are being put down and cannot be consumed. In addition, the land used by them will have to be sterilized before it can be used again.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma’s jaw dropped open. 
 
    “The losses have been…significant.” 
 
    “How bad is it, Fleet Admiral?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “I must stress to you and your crew that this information must be kept close for now.” He paused for a long moment. “The king has ordered that the Kehash be powered up; loading will begin soon. I am building your fleet to include a Rilu, five Nava, and an Askish. In addition, Minister La’Kema, appointed by the king, will be boarding the Parya and accompanying you on your mission which has, of course, just become much more vital.” 
 
    “Of course, Fleet Admiral. We will prepare.” 
 
    “I hope so, Admiral,” El’Syaaso said, no longer strong and forceful. “As of this moment, a moratorium has been put on new births. All existing eggs, all of them, are being consumed. All because of humans and their treachery.”  
 
    El’Jyiurma stared at the screen in silence. Such a moratorium had been included in the laws in case of an event that threatened the race’s existence, but no one ever thought it would be used. She noted the admiral’s emphasis was on the fact that humans were to blame. She wanted to point out that it was one of their own who almost lost them the Bith gate but restrained herself. 
 
    “I encourage you to consider just how much you should trust the human assistants you have on board your ship, Admiral. Consider it carefully before it is too late. Headquarters out.” 
 
    The screen went black, and El’Jyiurma hissed quietly. 
 
    “Admiral, what’s the Kehash?” Vi’Zsuto asked and turned to face her. 
 
    “Good question, Commander. I forgot that not everyone has been briefed on the Kehash. In an eggshell, it’s a colonization ship. It will be loaded with food stock and multiples of every type of Serpentes. The temperatures in their compartments aboard the vessel will be lowered to force them into brumation, and they will colonize a new system…should we find one.” 
 
    Vi’Zsuto’s mouth dropped open and he stared at her. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said and turned her attention to Vi’Kshalu. “Commander Vi’Kshalu, undock and get us away from the station. Have the additional ships for the fleet join the formation and see what you can dig up on their commanders.” El’Jyiurma knew Vi’Kshalu would understand exactly what she wanted to know. 
 
    “Of course, Admiral. I’ll get on it immediately.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A short time later, Vi’Kshalu and El’Jyiurma reviewed the information on the ships that were being assigned to her fleet. She was not being forced to hand over control of the fleet; that much was assured. The next highest ranking commander would be Vice Admiral El’Dhrila on the SRN Hama, which was the Rilu-class light battlecruiser assigned to her fleet. Unfortunately, the data showed that El’Dhrila did not exactly have a soft spot for humans. 
 
    “Admiral, I have an incoming, real-time transmission from Gieliv. It’s President Frazier,” Vi’Zsuto said and turned toward El’Jyiurma. 
 
    El’Jyiurma looked up in surprise. Real-time communications were expensive. “I’ll take it in my office.” She looked at Vi’Kshalu before she left. “Stay on it, Commander.” 
 
    In her office, she noted that Sofia was still away, which was fine with her. She activated her console and accepted the transmission. “President Frazier, I am surprised to hear from you.” 
 
    “Admiral El’Jyiurma, I’ll get right to the point.” She noticed he looked very distressed. “Our system was scouted by two ships from a race who seem to be slavers. As you know, our navy isn’t exactly in shape to fend off an invasion right now. I’m reaching out on the recommendation of Admiral Gallagher and General Stevens to see if you can help.” 
 
    “I…” Her mind raced with possible responses, but she knew she had to be careful about what she said. She was sure the fleet admiral would not approve if she let on about their own dire situation, and she wasn’t sure if she should disclose that their system had been scouted, likely by the same ships. “When did this happen?” 
 
    “About an hour ago.” 
 
    She did the quick math—that would have been three hours after the ships left Strorix. It had to be the two ships they hadn’t destroyed. In that instant, she decided. “Yes, that would be about right. Three of their ships came into our system. We were able to destroy one of them with our defense platforms before they escaped.” 
 
    “You knew about them? They destroyed one of our destroyers and killed the entire crew!” Frazier’s eyes widened, and his demeanor turned to anger. “Why didn’t you let us know there were slavers in the region?” he demanded. 
 
    El’Jyiurma looked away from the pickup for a moment, then turned back. “The decision was made by my superiors, President Frazier. I’m sorry for your losses. The best I can do is pass your request on to my superior and the king.” 
 
    “You do that. Frazier out.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma lashed her tail and hissed aggressively in frustration. If she had warned them, they likely could have had more ships in place and destroyed the enemy’s ships with no losses.  
 
    Sofia cleared her throat from the door to the office. “Should I come back later, Admiral?” 
 
    El’Jyiurma turned quickly toward the door and spread her hood as she rose higher. Sofia stood her ground and didn’t run, as most humans would in the face of such a display. After a moment, El’Jyiurma collapsed her hood and settled down. “No, it is okay.” 
 
    Sofia walked in, and the door slid shut behind her. “Anything I can do, Admiral?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, Sofia. I just received a communication from the President of Gieliv. They were attacked by the same ships that scouted Strorix…only they lost a destroyer with all hands. Now they have requested our help to defend their system,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “What did Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso say?” 
 
    “I haven’t commed him yet. I just finished speaking with the president. We could have prevented those deaths if we had warned them.” 
 
    Sofia nodded. “What will you do?” 
 
    “I must pass the request along to the fleet admiral, of course.” 
 
    “Good luck, Admiral. I’ll be back in a while.” Sofia turned and left. 
 
    El’Jyiurma knew that delaying would only compound the situation, so she commed the fleet admiral directly. 
 
    El’Syaaso answered immediately. “Admiral El’Jyiurma. I see your fleet is coming together well. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Not regarding the fleet. I just received a real-time communication from President Frazier of Gieliv. The two ships that escaped our defenses scouted them as well…and managed to take out one of their destroyers and all of its crew.” 
 
    “I see. That is unfortunate for them,” El’Syaaso said. She could feel him daring her to bring up the fact that she wanted to warn them, but she didn’t bite. 
 
    “He directly requested the assistance of our navy. He feels they will likely be a target for the slavers given their inability to defend themselves.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure he has. Unfortunately for them, we have our own problems. Have you forgotten our situation already, Admiral?” 
 
    “Of course not, Fleet Admiral. I feel that assisting them could benefit us. They are a planet of humans who likely breed animals for food. It is possible they have a surplus or know of other systems that do,” El’Jyiurma said calmly. 
 
    “You suggest revealing our situation to them?” El’Syaaso’s hood spread. 
 
    She found herself glad she was not there in person. She considered for a moment and then decided to assert herself. “Yes, Fleet Admiral, I do. Remaining isolated is not going to save us. We must reveal ourselves and ask for help. Gieliv is in no condition to pose a threat to us.” 
 
    “Humans are always a threat!” El’Syaaso hissed. 
 
    “It was one of our own who almost cost us the gate and killed us all! The traitor never should have commanded a vessel again after his crime!” El’Jyiurma shot back before she stopped herself. 
 
    El’Syaaso reared back from the video pickup and stared at her through it. “I will be in contact soon to inform you of your future with the fleet,” he said, and the screen went blank. 
 
    El’Jyiurma left her office and went to her quarters which were just down the hall from the bridge. She coiled herself in the nest she had built there and considered her actions. She knew she was right, but she also knew she should have controlled her temper. As she settled in, she reflected on the impact of their troubles on her. She would not be permitted to breed this season. She closed her eyes to rest as she waited for the fleet admiral to determine her fate.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As King El’Xakelu reviewed the report on Strorix Den, he received a request from Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso for an immediate meeting. He had a feeling he knew what it was about, so he approved it. 
 
    El’Syaaso bowed low after entering the king’s chambers and then rose. “Thank you for seeing me so quickly, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “What is so urgent, Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “Admiral El’Jyiurma. Her insubordination can no longer be tolerated. She must be removed from command.” 
 
    “I see. What about Admiral El’Jyiurma has your scales rubbed the wrong way?” 
 
    “These are troubling times, Your Majesty. I believe we must be in alignment for the protection and safety of the Serpentes. Her fascination with the humans of Gieliv is distracting her from her proper concerns here, at home. I believe her loyalty to the Serpentes is in question.” 
 
    “That…is a serious accusation, Fleet Admiral. What information do you have to support this assertion?” El’Xakelu had ideas, but he was curious to see how far El’Jyiurma had actually gone. 
 
    El’Syaaso gave a voice command, and the display in the king’s chambers replayed the most recent communication between him and El’Jyiurma. 
 
    El’Xakelu watched and listened to the conversation, but his frustration was not with El’Jyiurma. She made salient points, though she did let her temper get the best of her. What he couldn’t do was appear to be too sympathetic with her position. El’Syaaso was right; these were troubling times. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, I understand your frustration with her insubordination. She certainly could have stated her point more respectfully. But did she say anything that was untrue?” El’Xakelu asked. 
 
    When El’Syaaso did not respond, El’Xakelu continued. “I submit that she is exactly what we need in these times. Her passion can be useful, and she is not wrong about the traitor. Had he been able to carry out his full plans, we would have lost the Bith gate.” 
 
    “Your Majesty…” 
 
    “I believe, perhaps, your past may be clouding your judgment, El’Syaaso. Think about that. El’Jyiurma will remain in her command.” 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Your Majesty,” El’Syaaso said and withdrew from the chamber. 
 
    El’Xakelu looked at the closed door after El’Syaaso left. What he knew, that few others did, was that El’Syaaso’s mate’s hatchlings had been destroyed, still in their eggs, by a human. It had been an accident—a human shuttle had a technical problem and crashed—but it had changed El’Syaaso’s view of humans forever.  
 
    El’Asash came in from the side room where he had observed the exchange. “He is becoming dangerous.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” El’Xakelu said. 
 
    “He is letting the accident cloud his judgment so many years later and doesn’t take the traitor’s actions as seriously as he should. We can recover from the Strorix Den incident with time. Losing the gate would have meant the death of our species.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Remove him.” 
 
    “No. At least not yet. His natural successor would be El’Jyiurma, and we need her in Gieliv.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “I will call El’Jyiurma down and speak to her myself. I believe it would be best if I went around the Fleet Admiral in this instance.” 
 
    “A dangerous precedent to set, old friend,” El’Asash warned. 
 
    “For the future of Strorix, I will take that chance,” El’Xakelu responded confidently. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the planet Gieliv, in a conference room in the planetary headquarters, President Frazier, Brigadier General Copeland, General Stevens, Admiral Gallagher, and several civilian advisors and representatives watched the blurry video of the scout ship. 
 
    “I reached out to the Serpentes, and they were scouted by the same ships. I have requested that they assist us,” President Frazier said. 
 
    General Stevens, the overall leader of the system’s military, nodded. “Probably scouted them first, then took the short trip here.” 
 
    Heads around the table nodded. 
 
    “That was confirmed by Admiral El’Jyiurma. What’s the status of our ship building?” President Frazier asked. 
 
    “The yards are building as fast as they can, Mister President,” Gallagher said. “At present, we have only 10 operational warships. We’ll be commissioning the first new carrier in a few weeks. The fighters are already built, and the pilots are ready, but building ships takes time.”  
 
    “I don’t know about asking them for help, Mister President,” Representative Macey Manning said. 
 
    Several of the civilians seated around the table shifted in their chairs.  
 
    “I’ve seen them up close and personal,” Copeland said. He had been there for part of the incident with the Serpentes. “They’re certainly intimidating, and they could have done a lot of damage if they’d wanted to, but they didn’t.” 
 
    “They were covering their asses!” Manning exclaimed and threw her arms up in the air. “Of course they helped! If they hadn’t, they knew the Bith would have closed their gate. Hell, it might have all been planned!” 
 
    “Oh, good grief,” Gallagher said and rolled his eyes. “They destroyed five of their own destroyers. Do you have any idea how much credit that was? Not to mention the crews killed?” 
 
     “That’s enough,” Frazier said before Manning could retort, which she was clearly ready to do. “Lest you forget…I have been up close with them, on one of their ships.” He looked pointedly at Manning, who found something interesting outside the window to look at. 
 
    “Great, so next time, they send an invasion force,” Manning muttered. 
 
    Frazier sighed. “Macey, you’re here as a courtesy. Unless and until the Serpentes give me a reason not to trust them, we will work with them in good faith. But—” he turned his attention to General Stevens, “—let’s keep an eye on them. Just in case.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The new missile defense platform was activated this morning so we have a better view of the gate,” Stevens said. 
 
    Frazier nodded. “Okay. That’s all for now.” He stood up to indicate the end of the meeting. “Thank you all for coming.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, the console on the desk in El’Jyiurma’s quarters chimed. She rose slowly and went over to accept the request. “Yes?” 
 
    “Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said on the screen, “the king has requested that you attend an audience in his private chambers on Strorix Prime immediately.” 
 
    “Did he say anything about emptying my quarters first?”  
 
    Vi’Kshalu rattled his tail and appeared confused. “No, Admiral…just that you should head down immediately. You will be cleared to land on the palace grounds and see the king personally.” 
 
    “Very well. Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    She was confused and concerned but made haste to the shuttle bay and flew her shuttle down to the planet’s surface. She was cleared to land where she had never even been permitted to fly over—the palace. 
 
    Once she landed, she exited and was escorted by the largest Boa she had ever seen. The palace was impressive, as it should be, she thought. It was stone, coated in many places with a decorative clay. The ceilings were open to the sky, but she saw they could be closed off by clear steel panels if the king wished it, or if it were necessary. 
 
    After about 15 minutes of winding through passages, the Boa indicated a door and took up a position outside it with two Lampros who were already there. El’Jyiurma entered and bowed so low her upper body almost touched the floor when she saw King El’Xakelu coiled on a cushion. 
 
    “Rise, Admiral. Welcome to the palace. Quite something isn’t it?” 
 
    She lifted her head but was careful to keep it below the height of his, which was easy since he was on a raised platform. “Yes, Your Majesty. Very impressive.” 
 
    “I assume you know why I have summoned you?” 
 
    “Am I to be removed from my ship?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “No,” El’Xakelu said. “Much to Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso’s disappointment. You see, Admiral, I believe you are right in everything you said…though I caution you never to repeat that to El’Syaaso. We should have notified Gieliv of the intrusion. I asked your communications officer to send me a copy of the president’s conversation with you. He had every right to be angry that we did not warn them. We should have.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma tried to conceal her surprise that the king would admit she was right over her superior. 
 
    “I also believe it is time for us to open ourselves to contact with the rest of the galaxy. It is, in my estimation, as well as that of my advisors, the only way we will grow. It is certainly possible we could survive at a lower population…but if we are to survive in the long-term, we must grow. That means finding new food sources and a new planet to colonize.” His tail swayed back and forth. 
 
    “I prefer to do that peacefully. With that in mind, I am overriding El’Syaaso, and I am sending you to Gieliv. You will assist them in the defense of their system should it come to that. In exchange, we will ask them for assistance with resources and finding a new home.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “Don’t thank me, Admiral. This will not be an easy task. Humans, as you likely know, do not expand as quickly as we do. They require much less space and can accommodate more by building up. Taller and taller buildings. We could do such things, but it is against our nature to live in such structures. It also does not resolve the food shortage we now face. 
 
    “Minister La’Kema thinks much like you do. And like I do. I believe you will work well together. His first task will be to establish a formal alliance with the people of Gieliv.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma’s jaw dropped slightly before she snapped it shut. She felt sorry for anyone within range of the fleet admiral when he heard that news. 
 
    “I know this will not sit well with El’Syaaso, but I must do what is best for all Serpentes, and I believe this is the correct course. You will leave as soon as your fleet is ready. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    She considered carefully. She was concerned about the reliability of some of the ships being assigned to her fleet, but that really didn’t seem like the kind of thing the king would involve himself with. 
 
    “No, My King.” 
 
    “Very good then. Be safe out there, Admiral.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma bowed again and left the chamber to return to her shuttle and the Parya. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    As El’Jyiurma entered the bridge of the Parya after meeting with the king, Commander Vi’Kshalu turned on his post to face her. “Admiral, all ships are in formation. The fleet is ready as soon as we have our orders.” 
 
    “We have them. Set course for the gate. By the king’s command, we are to travel to Gieliv to establish official diplomatic relations between our systems,” El’Jyiurma said as she took her position. 
 
    Vi’Kshalu paused for a moment, then bowed and turned to his console to enter the orders. “Commander Vi’Hrartala, set course for the gate and have all ships maintain formation through transit. Standard speed.” 
 
    “Course plotted; instructions sent to the fleet. Time to the gate, five hours,” Vi’Hrartala reported. 
 
    El’Jyiurma watched the plot with satisfaction as something as routine as moving to the gate for transit was handled as seriously, and with as much attention, as entering combat. She hissed quietly as she saw several of the ships not holding formation. She tapped on her screen with the tip of her tail to get the identities of the vessels. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Kshalu, find out what the issue is with those two ships. Put it on audio so I can hear their excuses,” she said. She knew he would know which ones she meant. She was practicing for what she felt was her future; delegating smaller issues. She wanted these new ships to know that when her XO gave an order, it came from her. 
 
    “Amkha, Dhivitra, this is Commander Vi’Kshalu on the Parya. Maintain formation,” he said into his comm pickup. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Kshalu, this is Captain El’Adgas on the Amkha. It’s just a gate transit. We will be fine,” came the response. 
 
    “Captain, Admiral El’Jyiurma prides herself on her fleet’s every operation, even one so simple. Please take your places in formation.” 
 
    “Commander, I suggest you remember your place,” El’Adgas said with a hiss. 
 
    Vi’Kshalu jerked his head around to face El’Jyiurma.  
 
    She knew he didn’t want to overstep, but she also knew he would realize her reason for having him reach out and why the communication was on the bridge speakers. This was the moment where she would drive the point home. “Captain El’Adgas,” El’Jyiurma said, “my executive officer is correct. I take a great amount of pride in my fleet’s maneuvers, even moving in the system toward the gate. The commander was relaying my orders. I suggest you remember your place. Am I understood, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. I apologize for my navigator’s inability to maintain formation. I will correct her behavior immediately,” El’Adgas replied in a much more cordial tone than before. 
 
    “Worry about your own behavior, Captain,” El’Jyiurma said dangerously. “A bridge crew reflects their leader, and thus far, you are not impressing me. Captain El’Crixso, I assume you understand as well?” she asked the captain of the Dhivitra. 
 
    “Of course, Admiral!” 
 
    El’Jyiurma watched in satisfaction as the ships took their positions in the formation. “Very good. Parya out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eight hours later, the nine ships that made up El’Jyiurma’s fleet emerged into Gielivian space.  
 
    “Challenge received and answered, Admiral,” Vi’Zsuto said. “I have Admiral Gallagher for you.” 
 
    “On screen. Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    Admiral Gallagher appeared on the screen. “Welcome back, Admiral. It’s good to see you. I’m glad you were able to come, and it looks like you brought quite a few friends.” 
 
    “It is pleasurable to see you as well, Admiral,” El’Jyiurma responded. “Yes, my fleet was reinforced with extra ships before we departed. I am on a multi-pronged mission. I have instructions to assist you with the defense of your system. I also have an envoy, sent by our king, to meet with your president.” 
 
    “That certainly sounds encouraging. I’ll get the message planet-side.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral. If it is acceptable, I will leave most of my fleet here, to cover your gate, and bring the rest in-system.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect to me. The help is much appreciated. I’m afraid it’s going to get busy here in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Yes, I concur with your analysis, Admiral. We will speak again soon.” 
 
    She cut the channel and opened a fleet-wide communication. “This is Admiral El’Jyiurma. For those of you who have not been here previously, welcome to Gieliv. The Eca and the Detshacka will accompany the Parya to the planet and establish orbit. The rest of you will take up positions to secure the gate. Your positions will be transmitted by Commander Vi’Kshalu, and you will adhere to them. Parya out.” 
 
    She closed the channel without waiting for a response and turned to Vi’Kshalu. “Commander Vi’Kshalu, you will draw up a defense plan for the gate. Have it ready for me to look at in 15 minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” he said and turned to his station to get to work. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Hrartala, take us to the planet, please.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, positions for each ship in defense of the gate appeared on her display, and Vi’Kshalu approached. “I believe this will be efficient and effective, Admiral.” 
 
    She looked over the deployment he suggested. “I see you have the Hama keeping its fighters deployed on rotation at all times,” she observed. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. I believe it would be wise, especially since we are confident an attack is coming.” 
 
    She motioned for him to join her and used her tail to change a few of the ship’s positions, but not by much. “Here, and here, you had the potential for crossing fire. It is small…but especially with the fighters involved early, the risk is there. You see?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral; I’m sorry, I missed that,” he said and lowered his head. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Vi’Kshalu. It is the first time you have attempted such a deployment, and the modifications I made were minor. I am pleased.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral!” he said proudly and moved back to his station. Several of his fellow bridge crew rattled their tails in approval and congratulations. 
 
    “Send the plan to the fleet, please, Commander.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral,” he said and sent the orders. 
 
    She watched him with satisfaction. Perhaps it was time to have a captain on the bridge after all. And she would shock the fleet by making it a Viperidae. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We will make orbit in 30 minutes, Admiral,” Vi’Hrartala said. 
 
    “I have President Frazier for you, Admiral,” Vi’Zsuto quickly followed. 
 
    “On screen, Commander.” 
 
    President Frazier’s image appeared on the screen. “Welcome back to Gieliv, Admiral El’Jyiurma. I apologize for not welcoming you back sooner, but we have been busy preparing for your visit.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma bowed slightly. “Thank you. I hope our minister’s request to meet with you has not caused undue difficulty.”  
 
    “The simple fact is that I don’t think we can fit you and whatever security detail you require in any of my normal conference rooms. So, we’ve had to set something up quickly.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. I had not considered that. This is rather new for us.” 
 
    “Of course! Well, it’s not something my people are used to either, I assure you. We’ve converted one of the hangars at the military base near the capital for use so you won’t have far to go once you land.” 
 
    “Thank you, President Frazier. We should be in orbit around your planet in approximately 30 minutes. When would you like the minister to come down?” 
 
    He looked off screen for a moment, then turned back. “Would an hour from now be acceptable?” 
 
    “That will be fine. I will inform Minister La’Kema.” 
 
    “Will you be coming as well, Admiral?” 
 
    “The mission is a diplomatic one, President Frazier, not a military one.” 
 
    “All the same…General Stevens will be there, and he has requested that you be present if that is acceptable.” 
 
    “I see no reason why not. We will see you in one hour.” 
 
    Frazier nodded, and the screen went black. 
 
    “That is unexpected,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “It’s not, really,” Sofia said from the doorway to El’Jyiurma’s office. 
 
    “Why is that?” El’Jyiurma shifted to face her. 
 
    “You saved thousands of their people, and they admitted it last time, they’re scared of snakes. This way, there’s someone they know there.” She shrugged. 
 
    “This, my crew, is why it is good to have a human you trust with you. They often see things we do not.” 
 
    Her crew rattled their tails and gave Sofia an almost-human nod of recognition.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Just before the appointed time, coordinates for the landing zone were transmitted. Admiral El’Jyiurma, Minister La’Kema, four Elapidae and two Boas, descended to the planet on an assault shuttle from Parya’s bay. The original plan had been to use El’Jyiurma’s shuttle, but Major Bo’Coshith, who oversaw the protection detail, had changed the plan once he found out El’Jyiurma was going. The minister had objected, but Bo’Coshith had put his tail down and said either the assault shuttle went or they didn’t land. So, an assault shuttle had come over from the Eca and picked them up. 
 
    El’Jyiurma watched through the clear steel portals as the shuttle landed at a military base in Gieliv’s capital city, Linia. The ramp at the rear of the shuttle went down, and Major Bo’Coshith and the rest of his detail exited the shuttle first. El’Jyiurma looked around and saw many of the humans holding laser rifles. 
 
    Minister La’Kema looked at her hesitantly. 
 
    “Do not worry, Minister. They are to protect us, not harm us,” El’Jyiurma said. She’d had a conversation with La’Kema when they were on the way and understood that he had not had many interactions with humans.  
 
    La’Kema maintained his composure and proceeded down the ramp with El’Jyiurma to meet the gathering of humans who waited for them. The Serpentes’ security detail set a perimeter around them with their bodies, leaving an opening in the direction they were headed. 
 
    General Stevens stepped forward. “Welcome to Fort Linia.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma bowed slightly. “Good afternoon, General. Please meet Minister La’Kema. And do pardon my detail; Major Bo’Coshith is a bit paranoid.” 
 
    “It’s nothing more than I would have our troops do for our president, as I’m sure you remember.” He chuckled, referring to when President Frazier had traveled to El’Jyiurma’s ship. 
 
    “We’ve set up the hangar in front of us. There is plenty of room, and it requires you to be in the open for the least amount of time,” Stevens said and gestured toward the hangar. 
 
    El’Jyiurma, La’Kema, and their detail moved slowly forward to match the pace of the general and the other humans.  
 
    “Is being in the open something we should be concerned about, General?” Bo’Coshith asked. 
 
    “Hopefully not, Major,” Stevens responded. “But the truth is that some people are still pretty pissed about the bombs and associated casualties.” 
 
    “I can understand this,” Bo’Coshith said and continued toward the hangar. 
 
    As they approached, the doors parted at the center and opened enough for everyone to enter. As soon as the last Boa’s tail was through, the doors closed behind them. 
 
    Set up in the center of the hangar was a large green rug, on which was a conference table and several chairs. President Frazier and Brigadier General Copeland stood when the Serpentes entered and waited. 
 
    “Minister La’Kema,” General Stevens said as they approached, “may I introduce President Frazier and Brigadier General Copeland, who commands our ground forces on Gieliv.” He turned to Frazier and Copeland. “Of course, you both already know Admiral El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    “Admiral, welcome to the planet. Minister, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” President Frazier said. 
 
    “And you, President Frazier. King El’Xakelu sends his regrets that he could not come personally,” La’Kema said. 
 
    “I understand completely. Please make yourself comfortable.” He gestured to the table. 
 
    El’Jyiurma and La’Kema coiled themselves casually at the table while their detail spread out around the hangar. 
 
    “First,” Frazier began, “I’d like to thank you, and your king, for permitting Admiral El’Jyiurma to assist in our defense. I hope inviting her along wasn’t some sort of breach of protocol.” 
 
    “Of course not. Admiral El’Jyiurma is well respected. She is, after all, second in command of our navy. As for the king’s decision…we are neighbors. While we have been very…private, for most of our existence, times must change, and we must begin looking outward rather than inward.” 
 
    “Your assistance has the potential to be of great help to us. General, I think we should just put our cards on the table.” 
 
    La’Kema twitched his tail. “I do not understand this expression.” She looked at the table. 
 
    Stevens clarified. “He means, tell you everything. In this case, he’s referring to our naval strength. A few years ago, there was an attempted invasion of our system. We managed to hold them off, but we sustained heavy losses, and we’re still rebuilding our fleet. Currently, we only have 10 ships in the system capable of battle.” 
 
    La’Kema glanced over at Bo’Coshith and then returned his attention to General Stevens. “This is…troubling. Our small fleet is nearly as strong as your entire fleet?” 
 
    “That’s a small fleet?” President Frazier asked. 
 
    “Yes. It is a portion of our fleet strength. You see, President Frazier, the Serpentes have remained very isolated over the past centuries, so we have not dealt with many losses. Granted, most of our ships are merely Navas. Sad as it is to say, perhaps if we had experienced more, we would not be in the situation we are in.” 
 
    “What situation is that?” President Frazier asked. 
 
    “I must stress the sensitivity of the information I am about to share.” La’Kema paused for a moment and looked each of the humans at the table in the eye. “The ruse used by the traitor Admiral El’Jyiurma so effectively eliminated is not truly a ruse in the grand scheme. Our food stocks are indeed dwindling in relation to our population due to growth. In addition, we lost a great number of resources just before we left the system. The king has put a moratorium on new births. If we cannot find a new planet to colonize or a source of large amounts of food, our race is in danger.” 
 
    “That’s…” Frazier leaned back in his chair. “I had no idea. Admiral El’Jyiurma told us you were nearing a shortage, but I had no idea your situation was this dire.” 
 
    “It wasn’t, until just before we left,” El’Jyiurma explained. “Unfortunately, even in our home system, some of the human residents still see us as the enemy. It seems that some of them introduced a disease of some sort into several of our herds.” 
 
    She noticed reactions of surprise from several of the guards and realized she should have briefed them beforehand. 
 
    “Hmm. I will certainly get in touch with our Council of Farmers to see if they can lend any aid,” Frazier said. “I, well…you need live animals, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” La’Kema responded. “Once a food stock dies, decay begins, and that can cause issues. One of our healers could explain in more detail if you require.” 
 
    “No, no, no. That’s fine. I’ll take your word for it,” Frazier said. 
 
    El’Jyiurma spotted Frazier’s discomfort and directed her attention to General Stevens. “General, we have deployed our ships in what should be an effective defensive perimeter around your gate. Should anyone arrive who is not welcome, they will be met with significant force. If you would like to reposition them, simply let me know.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that to Admiral Gallagher,” Stevens said. “Thank you, again, for your help.” 
 
    “Admiral El’Jyiurma also has a secondary mission to attend to,” La’Kema said. “We must begin the search for a new system or a new significant food source.” 
 
    Frazier nodded. “Understandable. Where do you plan to go?” 
 
    “We hoped you would have recommendations or, perhaps, be able to assist us in our search.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to have some of my people do some research, but I’m afraid we only have access to the same data you do.” 
 
    “I understand. Any help you can provide would be most welcome.” 
 
    One of the Gielivian guards stuck his head in a small door on the side of the hangar. “Sir, we have a situation out here.” 
 
    General Stevens stood up. “What kind of situation, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Um…you’d better see for yourself, sir.” 
 
    Stevens sighed. “Excuse me, I’ll go see what this is about.” 
 
    Frazier nodded as Stevens walked away from the table and out the door. 
 
    Everyone watched the door and waited. 
 
    A few minutes later, Stevens ran back in. “Begging your pardon, I think it might be best if our guests leave now, Mister President.” 
 
    “What’s going on, General?” Frazier asked as he stood. 
 
    “It would seem that Representative Manning got wind they’re here and is staging a protest outside the gates.” 
 
    “Shit!” Frazier exclaimed. “I’m sorry. Please understand that we have a representative government, and while I can speak for most of the population, there are always some who like to make noise.” 
 
    “In Strorix, such people are consumed. The king’s word is law,” La’Kema stated. 
 
    “Their ways are different, Minister,” El’Jyiurma explained quickly.  
 
    “I see. Very well, let us return to your ship, Admiral.” 
 
    The Serpentes delegation moved quickly back to their assault shuttle. Major Bo’Coshith made certain El’Jyiurma and La’Kema were shielded from the humans at the gate. As they crossed the tarmac, the humans started chanting. 
 
    “What are they saying?” La’Kema asked El’Jyiurma. 
 
    “Snakes go home…” El’Jyiurma said as she entered the shuttle. 
 
    “What’s a snake?” La’Kema asked as he boarded behind her. 
 
    On the way back to the ship, El’Jyiurma explained how humans saw them. Much of that mentality on the part of the humans had been lost to memory in Strorix, but it was alive and well in Gieliv. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, El’Jyiurma watched a media broadcast from the planet in her quarters. She felt it was important to understand the people she and her ships would be interacting with. What she saw was not what she expected. 
 
    “Good morning. This is Maxine Hanson for the Gieliv Broadcasting Network, with an exclusive interview with Representative Macey Manning on the arrival of Serpentes ships in our system. What we’re seeing is footage obtained by GBN of what appears to be an armed shuttle, landing at Linia Military Forces Base yesterday.” 
 
    The screen switched to show their assault shuttle, with a clear focus on the laser turrets. El’Jyiurma growled, “I knew that was a mistake.” 
 
    “Representative Manning, we know that you were present at a protest outside the gates of the base. What were you there to say?” Hanson asked as the screen changed back to show Hanson, and Representative Manning sitting at a table. 
 
    “Thanks for having me, Maxine,” Manning said and turned to look at the camera. “I think it’s important for the public to know that, against my advice, President Frazier has invited these…Serpentes…to our system. The last time they were here, hundreds died in an illegal chemical weapons attack, and now he’s invited them back! Not only that, he has had a secret meeting with some of them! None of your duly elected representatives were invited to attend.” 
 
    “That is indeed alarming, but I’ve been told by a source who wishes to remain anonymous, that our system was scouted, and a ship destroyed, in a recent incursion. Isn’t it a good idea to ask for help from our neighbors?” Hanson asked. 
 
    “If we cannot protect ourselves, then perhaps you should be talking to General Stevens and Admiral Gallagher. The budget certainly allows for plenty of credit to be spent on defense. If that isn’t enough, it seems like a full audit of military spending is needed, or new leadership. We don’t need, or want, these snakes on our planet! I mean, look at them! Do you have the video?” 
 
    “In fact, we do,” Hanson said to the camera, and the video changed to show the Serpentes leaving the meeting with President Frazier, with the Boas between the camera and the rest of the delegation. “This footage, obtained exclusively by GBN, shows what appear to be absolutely massive snakes making their way back to their shuttle.” 
 
    “Look at them!” Manning said as the footage continued. “I’ve had my analysts look at the footage. Those things are at least 50-feet long! Look at that one, looking at those of us who were lawfully present outside the gates. It’s looking at us like we could be its next meal! I’m telling you, they’re not here to help; they’re here to invade and turn us into their next food source!” 
 
    The screen shifted again to show Manning and Hanson at the desk, but a zoomed-in picture of Major Bo’Coshith’s face remained in the corner. Hanson looked concerned. “Do you have information the public needs to know, Representative Manning?” 
 
    “I do, Maxine. My sources tell me the Serpentes eat the humans who live on their planet, and they are dealing with a food shortage! What’s to stop them from doing the same with us?! I also found out the fleet they sent—yes, I said fleet—is only a small portion of their overall military power. This isn’t assistance. It’s the precursor to an invasion, and they need to go!” 
 
    “What do you think, Gieliv? Are the Serpentes here to help or harm? Let us know what you think. I’m Maxine Hanson, and this has been a GBN exclusive. As always, we want to hear both sides, so we will be extending an invitation to President Frazier to appear and respond. Tune in tomorrow to see if he accepts our offer.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma lashed her tail back and forth after she turned off the screen. Such questioning of leadership would never be accepted in Strorix. Certainly, the population had avenues to present concerns, but such open hostility toward the king would be met with swift reprisal. Worse, from a strategic point of view, this information would now be available to everyone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Frazier sighed as he sat behind his desk several hours later and accepted the incoming call from General Stevens. “Morning, Bryan,” Frazier said. 
 
    “I assume you saw, Mister President?” Stevens asked without preamble. 
 
    “Yeah…I saw it. Everyone saw it.” Frazier grumbled. “We need to find out who the hell these unnamed sources are.” 
 
    “I agree, but the gate is already open. Frankly, I’m more concerned with what the Serpentes are going to do. They could decide to say screw it and go home, then we’d be well and truly screwed.” 
 
    “Do you think they saw it?” 
 
    “I know if I were in another system, I’d be monitoring their broadcasts to get to know them better.” 
 
    “Shit. We have to let them know Manning is in the minority.” 
 
    “Is she, though?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look, even some of my troops aren’t too happy about this,” Stephens said frankly. “I’ve heard the same from Gallagher, but they will follow orders.” 
 
    “Dammit, Bryan, I’m not going to expose this system to invasion and slavery to appease the sensitivities of some fringe element!” 
 
    “I’m not saying you should. I’m just saying we have to come up with a way to reassure Manning, and everyone who might believe her, that this is the right move.” 
 
    “So…you think we should grant their interview request?” 
 
    “I think we should, and up the ante. Bring in Doctors Gibson and Cole, who saw first-hand how the Serpentes saved thousands of lives. Hell, bring in Admiral El’Jyiurma and their Minister! Let this damn reporter get some up-close experience with them.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Bryan. They’d probably bring their guards, and well, they’re pretty intimidating.” Frazier shook his head. 
 
    “Of course they are! Guards are supposed to be intimidating. But let the people see that they’re not as dangerous as they appear, unprovoked, and that they really are here to help. That, or send them home and hope for the best if we get invaded.” General Stevens shrugged. 
 
    Frazier sighed. “Okay, okay. I’ll have my secretary reach out to the network. We’ll grant their interview in two days. I’d prefer to do it sooner, but we need time to prepare. I’ll reach out to the Serpentes and extend the invitation. We won’t be able to get into the studio though, and I don’t want to do it on the base. I want the interview done in public to show that we trust the Serpentes.” 
 
    Stevens rubbed his chin. “Linia Citizens Park? It’s public, accessible to everyone, and we could section off an area for their shuttle to land fairly easily.”  
 
    Frazier nodded. “That’s good. I want Gallagher down here for it as well.” 
 
    “Done,” Stevens said. “I’ll start working on the logistics.” 
 
    “Keep this close to the vest until I confirm the Serpentes will come…” 
 
    “Understood. Don’t worry, we’ll get through this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bryan,” Frazier said and ended the call. 
 
    He stared at the screen displaying the crest of the President of Gieliv for a moment before hitting a button to get his secretary. This was not going to be pleasant. 
 
    “Yes, Mister President?” 
 
    “Get me Admiral El’Jyiurma please, Ed.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma accepted the incoming communication from President Frazier from her quarters. She had had discussions with several of her ship’s commanders and crew over the past few hours, and most of them were not good. Several had voiced the opinion that they should leave Gieliv and let the humans deal with their own problems. Her crew and that of Eca, on the other hand, had said nothing other than that they supported her decision, whatever it was. 
 
    “Yes, President Frazier. What can I do for you?” El’Jyiurma asked, still annoyed. 
 
    “Admiral…may I assume by your tone that you saw the news this morning?” 
 
    “Yes, you may. Quite a few of my commanders feel very unwelcome.” 
 
    “I have no doubt. I can only imagine how it feels to be on the receiving end of such vitriol, and I assure you that Representative Manning does not speak for me. I’ve also spoken to General Stevens, and he is as appalled as I am.” 
 
    “My people are unused to such outspoken contradiction to the leader of a system.” 
 
    “I cannot apologize enough, Admiral. I can assure you that you have my absolute confidence in your motives and intentions, and I know I speak for General Stevens and Admiral Gallagher as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, President Frazier. Now, what will you do about this…Representative Manning?” 
 
    Frazier spread his hands and shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do, Admiral. She’s perfectly free to express her opinions; however, I do think we should respond to the GBN’s request for an interview.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma stared at the screen for a moment. “You mean answer these ludicrous accusations on this…news?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s how things are done here, Admiral. It’s the only way to get the truth out there where people might actually pay attention.” 
 
    “I will speak to Minister La’Kema and get back to you, President Frazier. I’m afraid I have my own bit of turmoil, caused by your Representative Manning, that I must deal with,” El’Jyiurma said and ended the transmission.  
 
    She glanced at the clock in the corner of the display. By now, the broadcast would likely be viewable in Strorix, and she was certain the fleet admiral would see it. Her hope was that the king would prevent him from recalling her fleet. She had no doubt that, were it up to the fleet admiral alone, they would be home within the day. 
 
    El’Jyiurma spent the remainder of the day speaking with individual ship commanders, as well as her crew. Her largest challenge was explaining why someone could so openly defy the system’s leader. She also consulted with Minster La’Kema. They decided they would agree to the President’s request to go to the planet to respond to the accusations.  
 
    There was some pushback, of course. Why should they have to justify themselves when they were putting their lives at risk to protect Gieliv. It was a question that bothered El’Jyiurma, and one she did not have the answer to.  
 
    Instead of focusing on that though, she focused on their more vital mission—finding a new home or a new, reliable food source. There were many systems out there, and finding one that might work or had an excess of goods to trade would take a lot of time. That time could be cut down with the assistance of the people on the planet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the small shuttle bay on the Parya two days later, El’Jyiurma faced off with Major Bo’Coshith. 
 
    “All due respect, Admiral, but you’re not going down there without an escort, especially after the recent transmissions from the planet,” Bo’Coshith stated firmly. 
 
    “Major, do you honestly think there will be an attempt on my life down there?” 
 
    “Admiral, it’s my job to think there will be an attempt on your life outside this ship. If there is, and you weren’t appropriately protected, the fleet admiral would skin me alive.” 
 
    On Strorix, that was a very real possibility. The punishment was on the books, but very rarely carried out. She supposed allowing an admiral who was also second in command of the entire Serpentes Navy to die on a foreign planet would likely earn it though, and skinning a 50-foot long Boa was a lengthy process. 
 
    She could order him to stay behind, and he would have no choice but to obey, but that wasn’t the kind of thing she liked to do.  
 
    “Very well, Major. You, only, and we take my shuttle,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Bo’Coshith flicked his tongue out to taste the air. “I sense you will not budge further, so I agree. I would like an assault shuttle loaded and ready, just in case it is needed.” 
 
    “Fine,” she agreed. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma, Major Bo’Coshith, and Minister La’Kema boarded her personal shuttle and flew down to the planet. She did a low pass over the area to allow Bo’Coshith to analyze the layout of the area before she landed. 
 
    “There are many humans, Admiral,” Bo’Coshith said doubtfully. 
 
    “It is their planet, Major,” El’Jyiurma pointed out. 
 
    “Would you at least wait on the shuttle while I disembark and look over the area? I would like to taste for trouble.” 
 
    “As you wish, Major. But do not be surprised if there are some who are unhappy with our presence. It is to be expected, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bo’Coshith hissed and opened the shuttle door to slide out. It took almost a minute for him to remove his entire bulk from the vessel. He coiled and rose until his head was easily 20 feet above the ground to look down on the mass of humans. Several of them screamed and ran away; many just pointed and stayed where they were. He sensed many things in the air as he flicked his tongue out to taste it. Fear and anger were there, but he was surprised to also sense hope and relief. At least, that was how he reasoned what he tasted in the air. It wasn’t exact, but humans tended to put off signals that he was trained to read. There were humans who wanted them there. Above all, there was curiosity. 
 
    A significant number of uniformed humans with weapons were spread around and in front of a platform that was obviously meant for the interview. Many were the same people he had seen several days ago at their military base. This reassured him a bit, but he was still uneasy about allowing his Admiral to go out onto the platform without him in front of her for protection. 
 
    As he continued to survey the surroundings, he noticed a group in a corner carrying digital signs led by a human he recognized…Macey Manning. He had to fight back the primal urge to make his way over and consume her for the lies she had put forth about his admiral and her crews. 
 
    Finally, he was satisfied and turned back to the shuttle. “It appears to be as safe as it will be, Admiral.” 
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
    El’Jyiurma made her way down the ramp, followed closely by Minister La’Kema.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” La’Kema asked. 
 
    “Yes, Minister. It is an unfortunate necessity,” El’Jyiurma replied. She had begun to doubt La’Kema’s appropriateness for this mission. 
 
    They moved over to the platform and took their places where indicated. The conversations in the large crowd that had gathered died down, and the interview began. 
 
    “This is Maxine Hanson, coming to you live from Linia Citizens Park. As you can see, not only did President Frazier accept our invitation, but he brought quite a collection of guests! With us, we have General Bryan Stevens, who you will all recognize as the leader of our system’s military forces.” 
 
    There was a loud roar of applause and cheering from the audience. 
 
    “Next to him, we welcome Admiral Stephen Gallagher, who is the commander of our systems’ space fleet.” 
 
    Another round of applause from the crowd. 
 
    “The next few individuals you may not recognize, but they are quite germane to today’s discussion. Doctors Lucia Gibson and Charles Cole from the Citizen Health Department. They were integral to handling the injuries from the attack several weeks ago.” 
 
    There was a small amount of applause at their introduction, and El’Jyiurma fought the urge to turn and stare at Manning, but La’Kema didn’t resist. At least he kept his mouth shut, El’Jyiurma thought. 
 
    “Now, the guests I’m sure you’re the most anxious to hear from. I hope I get these names right…Minister La’Kema and Admiral El’Jyiurma from the Strorix system.” 
 
    There were a handful of claps and more than a few ‘boos’ from the crowd.  
 
    “Before we begin, President Frazier, we were informed you have a prepared statement you wish to read?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Maxine,” Frazier replied. “The freedom to express one’s opinions has always been, and will continue to be, important to Gieliv; however, I feel it’s important that officials who are elected to office and represent the people of this great system speak on facts, not on fear-mongering talking points that are completely manufactured. That said, I can confirm that several days ago two ships registered to the Neithea system came into our system. They did not respond to repeated requests for identification and fired on one of our destroyers, completely unprovoked.” 
 
    There were quite a few gasps from the crowd as the attack was confirmed. 
 
    “The destroyer in question, the GSS Termite, was lost with all hands. We did not reveal this publicly earlier because we wanted time to appropriately notify the family of the crew members who were lost. In my office, and those of General Stevens and Admiral Gallagher, we consider the needs of others rather than trying to garner political gain by using the loss of life as a fear-mongering tactic. 
 
    “Following that attack, an assessment was made using our knowledge of the Gnevusin, who own and reside in the Neithea system. Based on that analysis, I was counseled by Admiral Gallagher and General Stevens that it would be in our best interest to request assistance from our neighbors, the Serpentes. I agreed completely with that request, so I personally reached out to Admiral El’Jyiurma. Their fleet is here at our request to assist us with the defense of Gieliv.” 
 
    Frazier nodded, indicating the end of his prepared remarks. 
 
    “Thank you, President Frazier,” Hanson said. “There is much concern out there about the presence of the Serpentes, especially after their last visit to our system. What is your response to that?” 
 
    “Maxine, I think I made it pretty clear when I addressed the system before they departed,” Frazier replied. “As with every system and every race, there are bad actors. They had one who managed to obtain illegal weapons, and he used them. As soon as the attack was discovered, Admiral El’Jyiurma arrived not only to stop him, but with the necessary medical equipment to help save lives. Doctor Gibson can speak more to that.” He gestured to Gibson. 
 
    “Doctor Gibson?” Hanson said and looked at her. 
 
    “Yes, President Frazier is absolutely correct,” Gibson said as she pushed her hair back behind her ear. “The death toll from the Stranta attack came in at 214. If Admiral El’Jyiurma had not brought the antivenom, it would have been thousands. Nothing we had in our medical arsenal could have handled such a large incident involving such potent venom.” 
 
    “If I may,” General Gallagher said after Gibson finished. “The suggestion I heard on your program a few days ago, that it was all a setup, was laughable. Once the missiles ceased and the treatments were delivered, I gave Admiral El’Jyiurma leave to handle the rest of the ships from their system as she wished. She could have taken them back to Strorix and promised to punish the crews there. Instead, she immediately destroyed them. I have no doubt they were traitors, exactly as described.” 
 
    “Thank you both.” Hanson resumed control effortlessly. “I feel it is only fair to our viewers, and the Serpentes, to allow El’Jyiurma to speak—" 
 
    “That’s Admiral El’Jyiurma,” General Stevens interrupted. 
 
    “Of course, my apologies, Admiral El’Jyiurma to speak. For those who do not have universal translators, subtitles will be added to the broadcast and displayed on the screen behind us.” 
 
    “What has been said, today, by President Frazier, General Stevens, and Admiral Gallagher, is completely correct,” El’Jyiurma said. “Our previous introduction was, unfortunately, under duress. My crews and I made every effort to save as many lives as possible on your planet. We deeply regret the loss of life caused by the traitor.” 
 
    “Thank y—” Hanson started, but El’Jyiurma wasn’t done. 
 
    “I would like to make it very clear that we are here at President Frazier’s request, to assist with the defense of your system against a very likely attack. If your people do not want our help, we will leave. Tactically, it would have been better had our presence not been announced, and I will still keep the exact makeup of my fleet confidential.” 
 
    Hanson seemed a bit put out at being interrupted. “Admiral El’Jyiurma, what of the reports that your people eat humans and that you have a food shortage?” 
 
    The silence in the park could have been pierced by a bee buzzing as everyone waited for the response. 
 
    “First, you must understand that our home is different. Humans and Serpentes live in peace, together. In fact, several humans work on my ship; however, if a human or Serpentes is guilty of a major crime, primarily one that causes harm or the death of another, the guilty party is consumed.” 
 
    The discomfort in the air was clear enough for El’Jyiurma to taste, and Hanson stared at her.  
 
    “On the second matter, which was confidential information…yes, we are facing a dire situation regarding food stocks. I believe you would refer to them as herds. I made this known to President Frazier, and we have requested assistance in finding a source of trade.” 
 
    Hanson recovered from her shock and pressed the question. “So, you’re saying you have no intentions of invading Gieliv?” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed her version of laughter, which didn’t seem to translate as the crowd backed away from the platform. “Your people have nothing to fear from me or my crews. With the possibility of an attack from Neithea a near certainty, cooperation is what is necessary. It is unfortunate that my fleet’s presence could not be kept quiet, because now the enemy will likely send a much larger invasion force. 
 
    “Fortunately for Strorix, we have plenty of ships there to defend as well. We do, indeed, have a much larger fleet. If we wished to invade your system, we would not need a ruse, and I would not expose myself as I am today, against the urgings of my chief of security. We would simply do it.” She knew they were actually short on ships in Strorix, but didn’t want to make Strorix a target. 
 
    “That sounds an awful lot like a threat, Admiral,” Hanson said. 
 
    “A threat? No…it is simply a statement of fact. We intend you no harm.” El’Jyiurma looked out into the crowd, who slowly filled the gap that had been made when she laughed. One person seemed to be waving his hands to get their attention. “I believe that human wishes to speak.” 
 
    “That’s not really how this show works, Admiral,” Hanson said. 
 
    “If one of our citizens wishes to be heard, I believe we should hear them,” President Frazier said. “Good or bad, everyone’s voice should be heard.” 
 
    Hanson seemed flustered for a moment, but the crowd began clapping, and someone ran over from a nearby vehicle, carrying a small microphone. 
 
    “Okay, then…yes, sir? What’s your name? Do you have a question?” Hanson recovered and smiled. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m Ervin West. I’m from Stranta.” 
 
    The crowd grew quiet. 
 
    “I was there when that gas stuff came down. I got sick; so did my wife and my little girl. We was close to one of them ships that came down, and the doctor that came with ‘em gave us all shots, and we’re all fine. They even saved my little baby and my huntin’ dog!” There were a few chuckles from those closest to him at the mention of his dog. “We got bad people here, just like everywhere. I say they’re okay. In fact, I got a surplus of cattle. We had a real good breeding year. I was gonna sell some of them cheap but…I’ll give some to ‘em to take home if they need ‘em.” 
 
    A small group around West patted him on the back and cheered. 
 
    “The government will compensate you, Mr. West. Thank you,” Frazier said. 
 
    West shook his head and grabbed the microphone back from the young man who had taken it from him. “Ain’t doin’ this for credit, Mister President. It’s just the right thing to do.” 
 
    Frazier smiled and nodded, as did the rest of the panel, except for Hanson. 
 
    El’Jyiurma’s head jerked up as she tasted anger in the air and saw Representative Manning shove her way through the crowd. She hissed quietly, but it was picked up by her microphone, and many followed her eyes to see what she saw. 
 
    Major Bo’Coshith had also seen because El’Jyiurma saw him uncoil quickly and move closer to where she and Minister La’Kema were. 
 
    “It’s okay, Major…I’m sure she means no harm,” El’Jyiurma said, no longer concerned with the microphone. Her concern was making sure the major didn’t consume Manning. 
 
    “I am not so convinced, Admiral,” Bo’Coshith said. He was close enough that his comment was picked up and transmitted to the crowd, and the translation was displayed on a large screen behind them. 
 
    Hanson spoke quickly. “Okay, everyone calm down. We’re here to talk. Representative Manning, you had your opportunity. Today we are here to hear from the President and the Serpentes delegation.” 
 
    Manning made it to West and snatched the microphone out of his hand. “You’re all fools! They’re here to invade and turn us into their next food source. Just wait and see. As for you, President Frazier, I’ll be making an official request to remove the Serpentes from Gielivian space immediately!” 
 
    “That’s certainly your right, Representative Manning,” Frazier said calmly.  
 
    Manning threw the microphone to the ground and stormed off. 
 
    “I think that’s as good a place as any to conclude our broadcast. President Frazier, any closing comments?” Hanson asked. 
 
    “I just ask that we all try to remain calm and think rationally. In the end, I believe, with all my heart, that our relationship with the Serpentes and the Strorix system will be beneficial for all the residents of our system and theirs.” 
 
    “Thank you, President Frazier. This has been Maxine Hanson. Until tomorrow.” 
 
    Hanson bolted from the stage as soon as she could, and the rest exited the stage and stood near El’Jyiurma’s shuttle, surrounded by the bulk of Major Bo’Coshith. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Frazier said. “I had a feeling it would be rough, but…” He shook his head. 
 
    “Yes…it is not exactly the welcome one would expect when providing assistance,” Minister La’Kema said. “This will not be viewed well in Strorix.” 
 
    “I fear Minister La’Kema is correct,” El’Jyiurma said. “It is within the realm of possibility that Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso will order us to return to Strorix if he feels we are not welcome.” 
 
    Stevens and Gallagher exchanged glances and grimaced. 
 
    “Maybe, if we could get a shipment of food stock to send back, it would soften the blow,” La’Kema said thoughtfully. 
 
    “I know Ervin,” Doctor Cole said. “I could meet you at his property and introduce you. The valley near there had an amazing year with their cattle.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor Cole. That’s a great idea,” Frazier said. 
 
    “Sounds good. Charles, get with Jan. She’ll liaise between you and their ship and arrange a landing zone for a shuttle,” General Stevens said. 
 
    “Okay, we have a plan, and my detail is probably going to start yelling if I don’t get out of here.” Frazier chuckled, along with the other humans. 
 
    “After you,” Major Bo’Coshith said to El’Jyiurma and La’Kema as he uncoiled and opened the path around them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, Captain Phaban thought, as the Manik and the Iktan left the alter-reality of the gate system and re-emerged in Neithea. He drummed his fingers on the arm of his command chair and waited for the inevitable inquisition on why they were missing a ship. 
 
    Without notice, Assistant Reesa appeared on the screen of the bridge. “Welcome back, Captain. I see you are missing a ship. I do hope it’s staying behind to do further reconnaissance?” 
 
    Phaban sneered. “No, it’s in pieces around the arrival point of the Strorix system. Apparently, someone’s intelligence estimates didn’t include two missile platforms guarding the system entrance.” 
 
    “What a shame,” she said, but obviously didn’t mean it. “Oh well, at least it wasn’t much of a loss. I assume you were able to scout both systems?” 
 
    “Yes, Assistant. The Strorix system is well defended. We encountered the two platforms, and there were five destroyers close enough that they could have engaged if we had not been planning to turn around immediately. Our sensors also picked up five other destroyer-size vessels, several that were likely carriers or heavy cruisers, and at least one that had to have been a dreadnought. The ship designs were unlike anything we’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    “And the human system?” Reesa said, sounding bored. 
 
    “Essentially undefended. There were only two ships in scanning range. One, likely a destroyer, the Iktan was able to destroy. Another was on the way; a battlecruiser most likely. There were a handful of other ships in range, battlecruisers or carriers, but no defense platforms of any kind.” 
 
    “It seems you managed to salvage some decent information after all. Send your sensor logs, and I will review them with the high emperor. Establish orbit and await your next mission.” 
 
    Phaban extended his middle finger at the display after it went dark. He disliked the assistant, but he wasn’t suicidal.  
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
    Assistant Reesa reviewed the sensor logs and shrugged to herself. It was an easy call. Gieliv was hardly defended and would be easy to take unless they were stupid enough to have left most of their forces out of range of the gate.  
 
    They were humans, which wasn’t optimal, but based on the information on the Net, the planet seemed to be large, so there would be plenty of population to put to work. She packaged up the results and sent them to High Emperor Gashu’s attention, then left her desk to go to his office. 
 
    She took a deep breath before she knocked on the door. Gashu had been in a bad mood lately since Overseer Ewaidi hadn’t been able to up the returns from the mines. 
 
    “What?!” Gashu bellowed from inside the office.  
 
    Reesa winced and pushed the intercom button on the wall. “It’s Assistant Reesa, High Emperor. The Manik has returned with the reconnaissance results. I thought you’d like to look over them.” 
 
    She heard him grunt, and the door slid open. She walked in an found Gashu behind his desk, tossing a small lizard into his mouth and chewing sloppily. There was a large bowl on the desk holding more of the delicacy.  
 
    “What have you found for me?” Gashu asked around the mouthful of lizard. 
 
    “High Emperor, based on the results of the system scans, Gieliv would be our best option.” 
 
    “More humans?!” he bellowed and stared at her. Bits of chewed up lizard hit his desk, and her. 
 
    She winced and tried to keep her voice steady. “High Emperor, the planet is large and should support many humans for use and breeding. It is, unfortunately, the best target. The Strorix system appears very well defended, including at least one dreadnought. Besides, the Serpentes are just long bodies with mouths and teeth. They have no hands to operate the machinery.” 
 
    Gashu grunted and swallowed. “Fine. Have Admiral Saatil assemble the fleet and get me that system.” 
 
    “Yes, High Emperor.” Reesa bowed and quickly left to go back to her office, where she quickly changed clothes. Saatil was attractive and powerful, and she intended to look her best. 
 
    She spent a while going through the roster of available ships and their latest fitness reports, such as they were. The Gnevusin weren’t exactly driven by bureaucracy and paperwork, so what was there was often difficult reading; not that she knew any differently. Finally, she was ready and summoned Saatil. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After he arrived on the planet from his flagship, Admiral Saatil strode confidently through the hallways of the Neithea System Headquarters. With every step, the array of medals pinned to his uniform jacked rattled together. Each one represented a successful invasion of a system or a victory in a battle in the home system. There were 15 medals on his chest, and he had a feeling it was time to make it 16. 
 
    He straightened his already perfect uniform jacket and hit the intercom button beside the door of Assistant Reesa’s office. “Assistant Reesa, it’s Admiral Saatil. You sent for me?” 
 
    The door slid open, and he walked in. Reesa came around her desk and smiled. “Admiral Saatil, thank you for coming so quickly. Would you like a refreshment?” She gestured at a small side table. 
 
    “No, thank you. What can the fleet do for Neithea?” 
 
    “Oh…okay.” She gestured to a chair and went to sit behind her desk.  
 
    He sat, straightened his jacket again, and folded his hands in his lap. 
 
    “The high emperor has determined that we must take a new system. The slave pens are doing poorly under Overseer Ewaidi’s leadership. Completely his fault of course,” she smiled. 
 
    Saatil raised an eyebrow and continued to wait. 
 
    She cleared her throat and activated the display mounted to the wall. “Your target is the Gieliv system. It is a single-star system with six planets. Only one is inhabited, by humans.” 
 
    “Humans? Are they not sub-par slaves for the mines?” Saatil frowned. 
 
    “Well, yes, but our other option is a race called the Serpentes, who look like legless lizards. They have no hands, so they’d be useless in the mines. Not to mention, their system is heavily defended by a large number of ships, including a dreadnought.” 
 
    He nodded. “I see. You understand I cannot be held responsible for losses if they attempt to resist, nor for their unsuitability for the mines.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, Admiral!” She smiled again.  
 
    He considered her for a moment. Her skin was a lovely deep red color, but she was entirely too ready to please. If he ever took a mate, she would have to have some spirit. He shook his head slightly and looked up at the display. “What do we know about the defenses in Gieliv?” 
 
    “We know that one of our destroyers was able to destroy one of theirs before they even fired. They have no fixed defenses at the gate, and there were few ships in range of the gate at the time of the recon.” She tapped a few keys on her computer, and the view on the display showed the sensor returns from the Manik. 
 
    “What ship killed one of their destroyers?” 
 
    “It was the…” She paused to look at her screen, “The Iktan, under Captain Nire.” 
 
    He smirked. “If that idiot can get the jump on them, they will be easy prey. What am I allocated?” 
 
    “The high emperor was not specific,” she said and winked. “His instructions are to take the fleet and get him the system.” 
 
    “I see. Very well. Send me the sensor data, and I’ll put together a requisition for the high emperor’s review,” he said and stood. 
 
    She stood quickly. “Oh, I mean, maybe you’d like to get dinner before you do all that boring planning?” 
 
    He frowned and looked at her sternly. “There is nothing boring about planning an invasion to ensure we have the slaves we need. The materials we can mine and sell mean more ships, which means we can take larger systems.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I didn’t mean…let me know when you have your roster ready, and I’ll approve it.” She hit the switch on her desk to open the door to her office. 
 
    He nodded, turned, and left quickly. As he walked down the hallway, he could have sworn he could feel her watching him, but he refused to look behind him to check. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Minister La’Kema waited on the shuttle while two Dendro scouted the area for threats. The farmer, Ervin West, had invited the Serpentes to come down to check the stock he had available, and La’Kema had been given the task by Admiral El’Jyiurma. The Admiral was busy with Admiral Gallagher discussing defense plans for the system. La’Kema and El’Jyiurma had finally convinced Major Bo’Coshith that his size was too intimidating, and he had assigned the Dendro. 
 
    The Dendro were smaller, at only 20 feet long, but their venom was potent, and they were fast. They were the primary front-line infantry for the Serpentes. For reference, El’Jyiurma had told La’Kema the humans would refer to them as mambas. 
 
    Finally, the Dendro came back to give the all-clear, and La’Kema left the shuttle. 
 
    West approached cautiously under the watchful eyes of the Dendro. 
 
    “Do not worry. They will not harm you as long as no moves are made to harm me,” La’Kema reassured him. 
 
    “Yeah…okay. If you say so. Anyway, sorry you had to land so far away, but this is where I do the loading, and it’s the only landing pad on my property,” West said. 
 
    “It is fine. I am quite capable of covering ground quickly.” 
 
    “Oh, well, okay then. Just follow me.” 
 
    West climbed into a utility hover-vehicle and started down a dirt road between two fields. La’Kema, flanked by the Dendro, kept up easily. After what he considered a short trip, they came upon several corrals with a herd food she was familiar with, called cows, and another she wasn’t. 
 
    “What are those?” She asked and pointed with her tail. 
 
    “Oh, those are pigs. Lots of protein packed in those little bodies.” 
 
    La’Kema flicked her tongue out and tasted the air. “They do taste good, but they are so small.” 
 
    “Yeah…I guess to you they would be. But they breed fast. One good sow can have two litters a year, each one around ten piglets.” 
 
    “Something did not translate. One good what?” La’Kema looked at him. 
 
    “Sow. Them’s the female pigs.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. And how many of these can you provide?” 
 
    “I know what I need to keep for food for the area, and I always keep a bit extra for sellin’, but I’ve had a lot of good litters this year. All these here, prolly about a hundred of ‘em, you can have. And about fifty cattle. A good mix of breeders in both,” West said and smiled proudly. 
 
    La’Kema moved closer to West, and looked him in the eyes, which caused him to shrink back a bit. “Why would you give these to us?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I got plenty. My family was one of the first to settle the planet way back, so we got a lot of land as a grant. Like I said, your doctors saved my family. Besides, we’re neighbors ain’t we?” 
 
    Another man came running up the path, which caused the Dendro to quickly shift position and hiss loudly. 
 
    “Whoah!” he yelled as he skidded to a halt. He yelled to be heard rather than coming any closer. “Mr. West! Them boars are back. They’re tearin’ up field three again!” 
 
    “Shit!” West exclaimed. “Alright, we’ll get some of the boys together and hunt ‘em down again.” 
 
    “Something did not translate. What is it you are hunting?” La’Kema asked with interest. 
 
    “Boars. Um…kinda like pigs there—” He pointed at the pigs. “—but bigger and meaner, and they destroy my crops.” 
 
    “And you need to be rid of them?” La’Kema asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah! Damn things always tearin’ things up, and best we can usually do is kill one before the rest run away.” 
 
    “I believe we may be able to assist you with your problem in a mutually beneficial manner. Show us where these things are.” 
 
    “It’s near ‘bout 10 miles away…” 
 
    “Show us on your display device where it is in relation to here.” 
 
    West shrugged and pulled a tablet computer from his hovercraft. He pulled up a satellite picture of the area and pointed. “That’s the field they’re in.” 
 
    “Very well. We will meet you there. We can maneuver through the intervening area rather than using your roads.” 
 
    “Umm. I guess that’s okay. Just, uhm, don’t eat anything on the way?” West asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Very well. Understood?” La’Kema said and looked at each of the Dendro, who responded that they understood. 
 
    The Dendro led the way, and they took off. West watched after them, surprised at their speed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, only a few minutes after West arrived, La’Kema and the Dendro emerged from the field of corn they had traveled through. 
 
    “Wow, y’all are fast!” 
 
    “We can be, when the need arises,” La’Kema explained. 
 
    “Ya see over there where all my crops is trampled and dug up? That’s what they done.” He pointed toward an area of low-growing plants. 
 
    La’Kema didn’t recognize the plants, nor did he really care what they were. They weren’t anything he or any other Serpentes would consume.  
 
    All three of the Serpentes flicked their tongues out to taste the air. One of the Dendro pointed with his tail. “There. I can taste them. They are coming this way.” 
 
    West blinked and pulled a pair of binoculars from the hovercraft and looked in the direction indicated. “Yep, that’s some of ‘em. Damn things.” 
 
    “You wish them gone?” La’Kema asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah!” 
 
    La’Kema hissed low, and one of the Dendro took off across the field. He moved carefully down the row and didn’t crush any of the plants that hadn’t already been destroyed. 
 
    “What’s that one doin’?” West asked. 
 
    “Taking care of your problem. I would have sent them both, but they will not leave me unguarded.” 
 
    They watched as the Dendro covered the ground quickly. Suddenly, West shouted, “Shit! Just gobbled it up in one bite! And bit the other one! Damn, got two more wrapped up! I ain’t never seen nothin’ like it! Heeeeee! Get them damn boars!” He cackled. 
 
    The other Dendro twitched its tail and looked at La’Kema. 
 
    “Go ahead,” La’Kema said. “I am confident we are in no danger.” 
 
    The other Dendro took off and consumed the two boars the first held in his coils. The process of working them down their bodies took some time due to the size of the boars. The Serpentes were much slower to return, each with two bulges where the consumed boars worked their way down their bodies. 
 
    “Slap my head and call me silly! Our best hunters can’t get ‘em that fast.” 
 
    “Why would I slap you?” La’Kema asked. 
 
    West laughed so hard he doubled over. Once he recovered, he said, “It’s just an expression. Means I’m impressed.” 
 
    “I see. I think. It seems our translators are not completely updated with human dialects.” 
 
    West shook his head as the Dendro finally arrived. “Thanks! That saves me a mess of trouble. Course, there’ll be more, but we’ll deal with ‘em.” 
 
    “Is this a significant problem across your planet?” La’Kema asked. 
 
    West shrugged. “Yeah. It comes with the territory. Hell, even in the cities they got…well, we call ‘em rats, they’re probably not really rats, but that’s what we call ‘em.” 
 
    “I believe you have just identified a way we can repay you for your generosity.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We are dealing with a food shortage. The things you see as pests are food to us,” La’Kema explained. 
 
    “Ohhhhhh.” West’s eyes grew wide. “Well. Just goes to show ya, there’s more than one way to skin a cat.” 
 
    “We don’t skin our food…” La’Kema said slowly. 
 
    West shook his head and chuckled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma waited while Admiral Gallagher’s shuttle landed in the small bay and the access portal was closed so the bay could be pressurized with a breathable atmosphere. Once that was complete, Gallagher’s shuttle hatch opened, and he walked down the ramp, while El’Jyiurma slid over to meet him. 
 
    “Permission to come aboard?” Gallagher requested from the bottom of the ramp. 
 
    “Granted. Welcome to the Parya, Admiral Gallagher,” El’Jyiurma responded. 
 
    He looked around the bay. “I expected a much larger bay; isn’t this a carrier?” 
 
    “It is. We have 50 fighters ready for operations at any time.” 
 
    “So, you have another bay for the fighters?” 
 
    She hissed in laughter. “No, Admiral. We have a different way of doing things. Our fighters are on the outside of the ship.” 
 
    “I see…well, I guess this meeting was a good idea then.” 
 
    “Yes. Since we will be working together to protect your system, I thought it best that you understand our capabilities. We have gone to great lengths to ensure that the things you are going to learn today are not well known outside our system.” 
 
    “That you have. And since my team has been able to find out essentially nothing, you’ve done a damn fine job.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral. I will show you one of the closer fighters.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma led Gallagher down a hallway and up one level. Gallagher climbed a ladder attached to the wall, while El’Jyiurma made her way up a pole that resembled a tree trunk and waited for him. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said as he examined the pole once he had climbed up. “I never thought about the differences in getting around.” 
 
    “Yes. We do have a few lifts on the ship, primarily near the core, for engineers to get around, since there are two engine rooms and separate power plants.” 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you. And, here we are. Admiral Gallagher meet Captain Vi’Asez. Captain Vi’Asez is the commander of the fighter wing for the Parya.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Captain,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “And you, Admiral Gallagher,” Vi’Asez replied.  
 
    “Captain, would you mind showing the Admiral how you access your fighter? He’s unfamiliar with our systems,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. Each pilot bunks next to their fighter, which decreases readiness time. There, to your left, is the door to my quarters. And, to your right, is the entry to my Ashika.” Vi’Asez approached a concave opening, and when he reached a certain point, the wall opened like an iris. 
 
    Gallagher blinked and walked over to examine the opening. “I didn’t realize it was there,” he said in wonder. Once he approached the opening, he could see into the fighter mounted to the exterior of the ship. “And you have 50 of these?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” Vi’Asez said. “Spread out around the ship. From the initial alert, we can have all 50 launched within two minutes. Each of them is individually controlled by the pilot. As long as we are released for launch, we can take off and return as needed.” 
 
    Gallagher whipped his head around. “Two minutes?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “What about rearming? How can you access the fighter for that or repair?” 
 
    Vi’Asez hesitated and looked at El’Jyiurma. 
 
    “It’s okay, Captain. Go ahead. It is necessary for Admiral Gallagher to understand our operational capabilities. I trust he will not spread the details around,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “We carry six spare Ashikas. They are kept in small landing bays around the circumference of the ship, like the one you landed in. Those are only used should we need to land a fighter for repairs and bring a new one into service. Rearming can be handled here. When the Ashika is docked, the missile launchers line up with a feeding system that is concealed behind the bulkhead. Should there be a problem, any of these panels can be quickly removed so that the issue can be remedied, but that is incredibly rare.” 
 
    Gallagher shook his head. “Damn…that’s impressive.” 
 
    “Additionally,” El’Jyiurma went on, “any Ashika can use any docking port to rearm. On the level above us is the storage area for the munitions and common crew space for the pilots. So, missiles can be moved around the ship as needed.” 
 
    “If you’ll pardon my saying so…for a system that hasn’t had to fight much, you’re certainly well equipped for it.” 
 
    “It is precisely because we haven’t, that we are so ready, Admiral,” El’Jyiurma said. “This is the newest generation of carrier. One thing we do not lack is Serpentes who are willing to join the Navy. Our third dreadnought will be operational within the week.” 
 
    “Three dreadnoughts?” Gallagher’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Yes, each capable of launching 50 missiles simultaneously.” 
 
    “I’m afraid to ask…what’s your cycle time?” 
 
    “Ten seconds.” 
 
    “You can fire 50 missiles, every ten seconds?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “If I may, Admiral, this ship is much more impressive and dangerous,” Vi’Asez said. 
 
    Gallagher turned back to Vi’Asez. “How so?” 
 
    “My Ashikas can fire four missiles each.” 
 
    Gallagher stared at him for a moment. “So, theoretically, you could launch a 200-missile salvo.” 
 
    “Correct,” Vi’Asez said proudly. 
 
    “Well…okay then,” Gallagher said. 
 
    El’Jyiurma and Gallagher proceeded to a nearby conference room to compare notes on their strengths and how best to protect the system. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Commander El’Onshtra bided her time in the bay. She had hoped for such an opportunity but hadn’t expected it so soon. The Serpentes should take care of their own system and leave the humans to themselves. One of the ungrateful humans had even openly accused her people of planning to invade. It wasn’t a bad idea as she saw it, but it wouldn’t happen, unfortunately.  
 
    She made her way over to the human’s shuttle with the appearance of wanting a closer look at the difference in ship designs. As an Elapidae, none would dare question her right to be there. The human pilot sat in the cockpit of the shuttle and waited for his Admiral to return. El’Onshtra decided it was time. 
 
    She moved over to a stack of crates and used her coils to move one of the crates to the shuttle.  
 
    The pilot noticed and came to the open hatch. “What’s that?” 
 
    El’Onshtra left the crate at the bottom of the shuttle’s ramp and coiled. “A gift from the Admiral. It is to be a surprise.” 
 
    He grunted. “Huh, okay then. I’ll get it on board before we leave. Apparently, they’re going to be a while.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Bo’Coshith slid down a transit tube into the bay and paused when he saw El’Onshtra, the human pilot, and the crate. He tasted the air and knew immediately something was off. 
 
    He made his way over to the shuttle. “Need help with anything, Commander?” 
 
    “No, Major, thank you. I was just delivering this gift to the human admiral’s shuttle,” El’Onshtra said. 
 
    “Gift? I wasn’t informed anything would be loaded.” 
 
    “Perhaps because it’s none of your business!” El’Onshtra said sharply. 
 
    Bo’Coshith was skeptical, and he could sense the commander was nervous. “I’ll just double check with the Admiral.” 
 
    The human pilot looked between them and frowned.  
 
    “You’ll do no such thing. Move along, Major,” El’Onshtra commanded. 
 
    “Commander, I find it difficult to understand why the admiral would send someone from munitions to deliver a gift.” 
 
    “All right, I’ve had about enough of this. What the hell is that?” The pilot pointed at the crate. 
 
    El’Onshtra reared up and spread her hood as she hissed dangerously at the human. 
 
    Bo’Coshith moved more quickly than his huge size should have allowed between El’Onshtra and the pilot, who retreated deeper into the shuttle. He turned his head toward El’Onshtra and stared at her. “You will be taken into custody pending an investigation, Commander. Stand down.” 
 
    She struck at Bo’Coshith, but he shifted enough to avoid her bite. He wrapped his body around her and tightened his coils to restrain her. Before he could lock her in, she twisted her head and sank her fangs into her own skin. 
 
    Two Elapidae and a Viperidae came into the bay from different access chutes, summoned by Bo’Coshith’s alert. They arrived to assist, only to find that the fight was already over. The venom acted quickly, and El’Onshtra was already dead. 
 
    “What happened?” Commander Vi’Kshalu asked. 
 
    “She was attempting to load this crate onto the shuttle. I believe it to be something dangerous to humans. She claimed it was a gift from the admiral, but I had not been notified of any gifts,” Bo’Coshith said. 
 
    “Nor had I, Major,” Vi’Kshalu said. He moved over to examine El’Onshtra’s body. “She killed herself?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. As soon as I questioned her, she tried to attack the human pilot, so I intervened. Before I could control her, she killed herself.” 
 
    “A sign of guilt, for certain,” Vi’Kshalu said.  
 
    The other Elapidae who had arrived moved over to examine the scene more closely. “Agreed,” one of them said, and they left the bay. 
 
    “What the hell!” the pilot said as he re-emerged from deeper within the shuttle. 
 
    “I apologize for the incident. I assure you we will get to the bottom of this,” Vi’Kshalu said. “Major, you are authorized to search Commander El’Onshtra’s quarters and interrogate those she worked with in munitions. I will inform the admiral.” 
 
    “Of course, Commander,” Bo’Coshith said and left the bay to carry out his inspection. 
 
    The human pilot stared at them with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “We will notify you once we have gotten to the bottom of this,” Vi’Kshalu said and pushed the crate into a corner. Within a minute, a Dendro arrived and coiled himself around the crate. “Get a team and find out what is inside.” 
 
    “Understood, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A short while later, Major Bo’Coshith joined Admirals El’Jyiurma and Gallagher in the conference room they had used to discuss their defense plans. 
 
    “Report, Major,” El’Jyiurma commanded. 
 
    Bo’Coshith filled them in on the events in the bay and his investigation which had yielded very little information. 
 
    “There is definite evidence that El’Onshtra was unhappy we are in Gieliv, but I found no evidence of any co-conspirators.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma growled. “There must be. I find it unlikely she orchestrated this on her own.” 
 
    “Agreed, Admiral. Unfortunately, there is nothing indicating who else might have been involved.” 
 
    Gallagher rubbed his chin and shook his head. “This is…troubling, to say the least.” 
 
    “I understand. I cannot express how frustrated I am,” El’Jyiurma said. Her tail whipped behind her. “Unfortunately, as with your people, there are those among us who believe we should stay at home in our own system. But I can assure you, the king personally pushed for this mission.” 
 
    He nodded. “I believe you. I think, maybe, we’ll keep this to ourselves for now. My pilot is my nephew, so he’ll do what I say. There’s no need to give Representative Manning any more ammunition for her crusade. The fact is I think we’re going to be attacked, and we need you.” 
 
    “Major, anything on what was in the crate?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “I was just notified that it was a proximity explosive device. It would have activated upon leaving our bay and exploded when the mounting magnets were disengaged.” 
 
    “So, as soon as someone picked it up to unload it,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “Thank you for stopping that from happening, Major,” Gallagher said.  
 
    “Just doing my job,” Bo’Coshith said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Admiral El’Jyiurma met with Minister La’Kema. La’Kema briefed her on his interaction with Ervin West and the size of his donation to their system. 
 
    “That is quite something,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “There is more, Admiral. They have a situation with creatures who damage their crops, kill their livestock, and even live in their cities. I thought, perhaps, a mutually beneficial arrangement could come of that.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “The small rodents in the cities would be perfect prey for our young, or even mature Thamnos, Pantherops, or Agkistrodons.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma pulled up the comparison built by her intelligence section. “That would be, to them, garter snakes, corn snakes, and moccasins. The first two may be acceptable, but there would likely be much fear of the Agkistrodons due to their venom. What of the creatures in the fields, what did you call them?” 
 
    “Boars. They require the larger of us to consume.” 
 
    “I see. And you believe they would welcome us?” 
 
    “I have set a meeting with President Frazier for tomorrow morning to discuss such an arrangement. This could go a long way toward helping our shortage, Admiral, and toward easing any concerns by the people of Gieliv.” 
 
    “I can see the king was wise to send you, Minister La’Kema. The selection process for candidates to move to Gieliv would have to be very cautious to avoid those who might turn and harm our relationship.” 
 
    “I believe the ministry can handle it. We will begin loading the livestock tomorrow morning. The farmer, West, has indicated he will come along to assist in keeping the livestock calm during transit and to look over Strorix Den to provide assistance. If the president agrees with my suggestion, we can bring back the first wave on the ship when it comes back to the system. I believe, as a start, West will be agreeable to the help.” 
 
    “Excellent thinking. Very good. Proceed with your preparations and let me know if you need any assistance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, while the livestock was being loaded under Ervin’s supervision and taken up to the Detshacka, Minister La’Kema met with President Frazier. Major Bo’Coshith escorted him to the hangar where they had previously met. 
 
    “Minister, good to see you again,” President Frazier said as they entered. “I thought it would be a good idea to have Kelsey here as well,” he gestured to a female human. “Kelsey Maddox is the head of the Council of Farmers. Kelsey this is Minister La’Kema.” 
 
    Kelsey stood still for a moment and looked between La’Kema and the massive Bo’Coshith. “Wow…” 
 
    Frazier cleared his throat, and she shook her head. “Sorry…I’ve seen you on the broadcasts, but not in person. Just a little…okay, never mind. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “I understand our appearance can be intimidating. We mean you no harm,” La’Kema said. 
 
    “That’s good to know!” she said and smiled. “Shall we get started, Mister President?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” he said and gestured to the table.  
 
    After the humans sat, and La’Kema took her place, Frazier began. “Minister, I’ve spoken with Ervin, and they’re loading up his livestock as we speak. I understand you also helped him out with some nuisance animals?” 
 
    “Yes. My guards did, actually. I would have, but I’m afraid they would not have liked my putting myself in danger.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Frazier said. 
 
    “Yeah, Ervin told me they took care of four boars who were tearing up one of his fields. That’s impressive. They’re tough to track down and get rid of,” Kelsey said. 
 
    “Which gave me the idea,” La’Kema said. “What if we could help you with those issues long-term? Both in your fields and in your cities.” 
 
    Frazier leaned back in his chair. “What’ve you got in mind?” 
 
    “As you know, we have a food shortage. Though your donation will help, it will take time for the animals to breed. You have animals you do not want, and we consume such creatures as food. Would it not benefit us both if we were to rid you of your problem, while at the same time feeding some of our citizens?” 
 
    “Talk about effective pest control,” Kelsey said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Frazier said doubtfully. “I mean, I see the positives for both of our systems, but I’m not sure the population is ready to see Serpentes roaming around freely. I’d hate to have a situation where I had to dictate where they could or couldn’t go. That just wouldn’t feel right.” 
 
    “There are always limitations on movement,” La’Kema said. “I am certain some of our citizens would be interested in seeing a new world and tasting new prey. We do not need homes, as you see them. We can live quite well in most environments. Some of us are very much at home in water.” 
 
    “I never thought about that,” Kelsey said. “Mister President, this could really be a good idea. I know Ervin would be on board for it as like a…what’s the phrase…pilot project? Like a test run.” 
 
    “Okay, but what about the people who make their living doing what the Serpentes would start doing? A whole industry is built around hunting pests, and some rely on them for their own food.” 
 
    Kelsey frowned. “Well shit, there’s that too.” 
 
    “I would have to consult with King El’Xakelu, but perhaps we could compensate them for any losses,” La’Kema suggested. 
 
    “I know Ervin doesn’t hire anyone to do that stuff, it’s his own crew. So he, at least, won’t care. He’s got a ton of acreage,” Kelsey said. 
 
    Frazier nodded after a moment. “Okay. As long as Mr. West is on board, I’ll approve it as a test.” 
 
    “Sounds like a deal!” Kelsey said and stood up. She turned to La’Kema and extended her hand, then looked down at it and laughed. 
 
    La’Kema could taste the amusement in the air as Frazier grinned, but was confused. “I do not understand what is amusing.” 
 
    “Well, we seal a deal with a handshake but…you don’t have hands,” Kelsey said and shook her head. 
 
    “Is it required?” 
 
    Kelsey laughed again and shook her head. “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Ah, that is good. I’m afraid that tradition was not in my briefing,” La’Kema said very seriously. 
 
    “It’s fine, Minister,” Frazier said as he stood. “I’ll have my staff draw up the official paperwork and send it up to you.” 
 
    “Thank you both for your time,” La’Kema said as they left the hangar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma watched the sensor display on the bridge of the Parya as the Detshacka left orbit for the gate several hours later. 
 
    “It is a momentous day, Admiral,” Commander Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    “Yes, Commander, it is. On that ship is enough livestock to make up for what was lost, and more, along with the first human from outside Strorix to visit in memory.” 
 
    “How do you suppose the fleet admiral will react?” 
 
    She glanced at him, then looked back at the display. “It is difficult to say, but I believe the king will be pleased with Minister La’Kema’s progress. I was unsure at first, but he has adjusted quickly.” A chime went off on her panel. “Commander, prepare for the simulations with the Gielivians.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    For the first time, El’Jyiurma would show the humans how her system had been able to defend itself despite very little actual combat experience. Their simulation systems were, in her opinion, incredibly realistic, and it was time to see how the Gielivians would handle themselves in combat. Her team had provided the software, and the Gielivian techs had modified it to work with their ships. 
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
    Admiral Saatil was not in a good mood as he once again made his way to Assistant Reesa’s office in the Neithea System Headquarters. He had nearly completed the invasion plan when he received a message to report immediately. Again, he was sure, it would be something that could easily have been taken care of from orbit. 
 
    The door was open when he arrived, so he stepped inside. “You wished to see me, Assistant Reesa?” 
 
    “Yes, we have new intelligence I thought you should see. Have a seat, Admiral.” She gestured to a chair and activated the display on the wall. 
 
    Saatil watched the two broadcasts. One was an interview with a single human woman, and the other with humans and Serpentes.  
 
    “Okay…you could simply have sent these up to my ship,” he said, annoyed. 
 
    “We need to discuss the plans again. The shift in force may make taking Gieliv more difficult.” 
 
    Saatil smirked. “Do you really think a few ships will make a difference against the power of my fleet?” 
 
    “They may have taken a dreadnought with them,” Reesa said. 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. The idea did concern him, but he was loathe to admit that to Reesa. “Is the high emperor changing my target?” 
 
    “No, I wanted to discuss this with you before I went to him with it.” 
 
    “I see,” he said and frowned. 
 
    “With that in mind, let’s go over what you have planned so far.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen ships have arrived in the system, combat speed. They are not answering hails,” Lieutenant Mosley said on the bridge of the GSS Ravager. 
 
    “All ships to battle stations,” Gallagher said calmly.  
 
    The sensors quickly resolved the the disposition of the enemy fleet to be four heavy battlecruisers, six medium battlecruisers, and five destroyers. The ships’ capabilities had been simulated from data they had obtained from the destroyers that had scouted them and classed up from there. 
 
    Gallagher had their combined system defense fleet arrayed in a semi-circle around the stargate, about three hours from contact. The Serpentes carrier Parya was the farthest away, since its fighters did the bulk of the work. The ship did have a few missile launchers and an impressive array of defensive lasers, but they were last resort weapons. The hope was that they would never have to fire. 
 
    A mere 10 seconds later, Mosley reported, “all ships report ready, Admiral. Serpentes carriers report all fighters launched. Gate patrol is ready to engage.” 
 
    The Serpentes always kept 10 fighters from the carrier, plus the 10 from the Hama, near the emergence point, referred to as the gate patrol. If nothing else, they could instantly harass anyone who chose to do harm to the system, though Gallagher considered 80 missiles a bit more than harassment. 
 
    “Any signs of fighter launches from the enemy?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Negative, sir. Our carriers are launching; full squadrons will be in space in 10 minutes. Enemy is skewing toward the planet,” Lieutenant Commander Crane reported from the sensor station. 
 
    “Have the gate patrol engage their destroyers and return to rearm. Send the rest after the larger ships,” Gallagher ordered. “All ships adjust course to intercept.” 
 
    He watched the overall system readout, absently impressed with how realistic the simulation system was. The sensor returns from the fighters, relayed through the carriers, showed 80 missiles launch nearly simultaneously. Each of the five enemy destroyers was targeted by 16 missiles, and the fighters did what seemed to be an almost immediate change of direction back to their home ships for rearming.  
 
    “Two destroyers out of action; they’re breaking up. The other three took some hits and are slowing down,” Crane reported. 
 
    Gallagher watched intensely as missiles raced away from several of the enemy ships to pursue the fighters. He zoomed in to count, and there were no less than 10 missiles after each of the 20 fighters. 
 
    “Damn, they’ve got a lot of throw weight,” he said absently. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Crane asked as the sensor suddenly showed more Serpentes fighters falling in behind the 20 that were heading back to their ships. 
 
    “Son of a bitch! They didn’t tell me that had anything like that,” Gallagher said and grinned. 
 
    The enemy missiles converged on the new sensor returns and detonated. All 20 of the new returns disappeared. At almost the same time, the 40 fighters that had just launched and were heading away from the Parya disappeared from the display. 
 
    “What the…sir, the other Serpentes fighters just disappeared!” Crane threw up her hands. 
 
    “Get me the Parya, seems they have a few tricks they didn’t tell me about,” Gallagher said. 
 
    A moment later, El’Jyiurma’s voice came over the speakers on the bridge. “Yes, Admiral?” 
 
    “Want to let us in on what’s happening?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re destroying ships,” El’Jyiurma responded. 
 
    Gallagher thought he could hear amusement in her voice even through the translation. “Okay, so that was some kind of decoy system, I assume. Where did your other fighters go?” 
 
    “Each Ashika carries a single high-powered decoy. As for the rest of them, they’re ballistic, running on absolute minimum power until they reach engagement range. The only system currently active on their ships is life support.” 
 
    “That seems dangerous.” 
 
    “It is, but it is also effective.” 
 
    “Time to missile range?” 
 
    “Thirty minutes at their current speed.” 
 
    “Enemy ships are picking up speed! They’re condensing their formation,” Crane called out. 
 
    “They’re overlapping their defensive systems. Smart move,” Gallagher said. 
 
    There was nothing to do for the next 30 minutes but wait. The enemy ships had shifted their formation so close that he was afraid the next missile salvo would be wasted, but the enemy destroyers were still falling back. Then he saw why the fighters were ballistic. 
 
    The 20 fighters who had been part of the first engagement docked and rearmed, as had been explained to him, but once they took off again, they flew at top speed to catch up. Their top speed was impressive, and he recognized that amount of acceleration they used to get to it wouldn’t be possible for a human. He shook his head in awe as 40 fighters suddenly appeared in almost perfect formation with the 20 that had caught up to them. Five minutes later, 240 missiles left the fighters, targeted at the four largest enemy ships. Sixty missiles per ship. 
 
    “Shit…” Crane muttered as she saw the same thing. 
 
    The enemy had used the time wisely. Counter-missiles spat out from the medium battlecruisers. The number of sensor returns was so large, it was impossible to tell exactly what happened. The result was that two of the heavy battlecruisers started to fall behind the formation, and one disappeared from the plot completely, but not before they fired their own missiles. 
 
    The Serpentes fighters, flying back toward the carriers to rearm, were pursued by 120 missiles. The decoys launched again, but the enemy had learned that trick too. The missiles flew past the decoys, and only then activated to seek a target. The defensive lasers on the rear of the fighters did their best, but in the end, 30 fighters were lost. 
 
    As that fight was concluding, 45 fighters from the Gielivian carriers engaged the enemy destroyers that were left. They fired a single missile from each fighter, but their strength was the high-powered laser each carried.  
 
    The 45 missiles targeted one destroyer, which was quickly overcome and broke apart. The enemy formation seemed to have used all their missile power against the dangerous Serpentes fighters, but there were plenty of lasers to deal with. 
 
    The Gielivian fighter formation broke apart and engaged the two remaining destroyers, but the close formation the enemy fleet had adopted put the fighters in range of all the enemy ships. While they succeeded in taking down the two destroyers, they lost 30 fighters before they turned back to their carriers. 
 
    “One hour to missile range. At current closure, we’ll have time for one launch, then we’ll be in laser range,” Crane reported. 
 
    Gallagher shook his head. Their fighters were built to fight other fighters, not kill ships. He made a note to include a discussion with Captain Strong about not trying to have his fighters take on roles that they weren’t built for in the post-simulation debrief. 
 
    As the range closed, it was time for the Gielivian ships to show what they were built for. While the Serpentes seemed to focus on long-range superiority, his ships were built for what came next.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Missile launch!” Crane called out an hour later. 
 
    “Defensive missiles fire,” Gallagher said. 
 
    The five Navas from the Serpentes group, all loaded with counter-missiles, fired. A variety of missile types, including sensor decoys, electronic warfare, and missile killers, launched, 50 in total.  
 
    At the same time, the Gielivians launched 200 offensive missiles, spread around the enemy formation. Gallagher was sure most of them would be intercepted, but what he really wanted was range for his lasers. 
 
    “Missiles away,” Lieutenant Gilmore reported. “Lasers targeted and ready.” 
 
    “Fire at will,” Gallagher said. 
 
    The counter-missiles from the Serpentes were incredibly effective, and only a few of his ships took hits. One took down the GSS Lucky’s power plant. Captain Strong managed to skew his ship away from the battle before it lost power. Good thinking, Gallagher thought. 
 
    A few of their missiles had gotten through, but they only impacted the shields. Seconds later, Gallagher’s five heavy battlecruisers fired their lasers. Lights dimmed on the ships as power was shunted to the lasers. They spread the laser fire around the remaining ships, and they managed to do heavy damage to each of them, for a price. 
 
    The enemy’s lasers fired almost simultaneously, targeted at the Serpentes Nava-class destroyers, to great effect. All five of them were destroyed as the lasers burned through the shields quickly and then their hulls. 
 
    A computerized voice transmitted to all ships in the fleet. “Simulation ended. Analysis pending.” 
 
    Around the fleet, control was returned to the ships that had been locked down after being ‘destroyed.’ The sensor displays changed back to normal, and Gallagher wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. It had been so real, he had forgotten it was only a simulation, and he was still in orbit around Gieliv. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Admirals Gallagher and El’Jyiurma held a conference via secure comms to compare notes. 
 
    “First thing first, we won, and that’s a good thing, but there were problems,” Gallagher said. “In all, though, for the first effort as a combined fleet, I was impressed. Thoughts?” 
 
    “The loss of so many Ashikas was problematic,” she said. “Captain Vi’Asez is already reviewing the detailed reports and working on tactics to overcome the delayed activation of incoming missiles. The Ashika losses also caused some confusion upon return, which delayed their next launch and engagement. I do not seek to make excuses, but I’m afraid Vice Admiral El’Dhrila’s crew is not as seasoned as mine.” 
 
    “That aside, the efficacy of your fighters was impressive, to say the least. Please pass my compliments along to the captain.” 
 
    “I will do so, thank you, Admiral. Aside from that, I believe we may have to re-evaluate the use of the Navas. As you can tell, our doctrine relies heavily on missile engagement from stand-off range.” 
 
    “Yeah. They took a beating at close range; sorry about that.” 
 
    “It is well. It is likely the first time many of them have lost in an engagement, even simulated. We dedicate much of our space and power to a high volume of missiles, to the detriment of shields and other defensive capabilities.” 
 
    “Are all of your ships’ shields that weak?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Yes, except for the Szuraar and the Vattas. The Szuraar could have packed in more missiles, but they are more variable in application, with clusters of large lasers as well as the missile loadout. The Vattas are meant to defend and launch transports at a planet or another ship. They are capable of launching penetration pods, which can penetrate a ship and disgorge marines to the interior of an enemy ship.” 
 
    Gallagher whistled low. “Dangerous.” 
 
    “Very. The calculated survival rate is very low…but when implemented effectively, it leaves the enemy ship mostly intact. That is how we afford the materials for ships. We sell salvage rights of ships we defeat since, thus far, none we have encountered would be of use to us.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I think, perhaps, our squadron commander felt the need to show off and lost most of his squadron. Our fighters are built to fight other fighters, not big ships. I mean, the missiles they carry are ship-killers, and the lasers are big enough to hurt a ship, but going against that tight formation was suicide.” 
 
    “I see. I’m sure, in a situation where they faced my Ashikas, they would likely be victorious. The enemy may indeed have fighters, but we simply do not know. There are many unknowns. My intelligence section has found no systems that have successfully resisted the Gnevusin,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Gallagher nodded. “So, how many gravities can your fighters take? Some of those maneuvers looked…painful.” 
 
    “I am not sure how to answer that question…but the Ashikas are incredibly maneuverable. They carry powerful thrusters that allow them to change direction quickly, and our pilots are capable of withstanding whatever they can do.” 
 
    “However they do it, it’s certainly something I’ll take into consideration for overall strategy. Let’s give the crews a day or two to go over all the data from the simulation.” 
 
    “Yes, that is best,” El’Jyiurma said. “The full analysis will be ready in a few hours and will be delivered upon completion. The software will also learn from this, and the next simulation will give the enemy ships counters to anything we did.” 
 
    “That’s…reassuring. Very well, thank you, Admiral.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    After several hours of tense discussion, Admiral Saatil and Assistant Reesa sat in front of High Emperor Gashu.  
 
    “Well?” Gashu asked. “What have you come to tell me?” 
 
    “I believe we should shift our target, High Emperor,” Reesa said confidently. 
 
    Saatil shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “You disagree, Admiral?” Gashu asked. 
 
    “Yes, High Emperor, I do. The Serpentes have gate defenses in place and a dreadnought. Not to mention, from visual inspection, it appears as though they would be useless in the mines. It would be a waste of ships and personnel to assault their system.” 
 
    “They have humans on their planets as well! They have two planets!” Reesa countered. “Some of them are so huge, I’m sure they’d be of use somehow!” 
 
    Gashu sighed. “So, you’ve come to me to decide which system to invade…wonderful.” 
 
    “Not at all, High Emperor,” Saatil said. “I believe this is purely a military decision, below your notice. It is your assistant who insisted I accompany her to this audience.” 
 
    Gashu shifted his gaze to Reesa. “Well?” 
 
    “High Emperor, the Serpentes sent a fleet to assist Gieliv in their defense! They are likely weak. They must assume we will go after the humans after the scout destroyed one of their ships so easily!” 
 
    “And, they are suffering a food shortage, which means they likely kept the bulk of their fleet at home to defend what they still have,” Saatil added calmly. “Given the choice of targets, the human system is the obvious choice.” 
 
    Reesa rolled her eyes. “You know what I think, Admiral? I think you’re afraid of the Serpentes.” 
 
    Saatil sneered. “I fear nothing, Assistant. Why don’t you take a post on one of my ships and see how you feel about facing a dreadnought. It is not fear to want to keep our military intact; it is common sense.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting idea,” Gashu said and tossed a squirming lizard into his mouth. 
 
    Both Saatil and Reesa snapped their heads around to look at him. 
 
    “Are you confident enough in your choice to go on the attack, Reesa?” he asked as he chewed. 
 
    “I…My…I am not trained in such things. I would be a detriment to the effort, High Emperor,” Reesa said, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Saatil said, an evil grin on his face. “There are stations on every ship for those without training.” 
 
    “You see? There, it’s settled,” Gashu said with a nod after he swallowed. “Admiral, you will invade the Serpentes’ system, what was it? Strorix. Handle it any way you see fit but capture as many as possible to work in the mines. If nothing else, the large ones would be of use for hauling. Perhaps we can force the others to work as guards and relieve our people from that duty. Reesa, you will take a post on Saatil’s ship; whatever he needs, you will do.” 
 
    “But…High Emperor…You need me!” Reesa protested. 
 
    Gashu waved a hand in dismissal. “Bah, I can always get another assistant. Now go, both of you. I need my afternoon nap.” 
 
    Saatil stood and snapped to attention with a salute, then left the office. Reesa followed slowly behind, her shoulders slumped. 
 
    “Report to the Akna in an hour. I’ll have a berth set up for you.” He chuckled as he walked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Bo’Egapas guided the Detshacka into orbit around Strorix Den, and shuttles began to move the livestock to the planet. Ervin West accompanied the first load down and stepped off the shuttle nervously. The first thing he saw was two smiling people walking toward him. 
 
    “Welcome to Strorix Den. I’m Barry Pallesen, this is my wife Wilma. You must be Mr. West?” 
 
    “Oh, eh, just Ervin is fine.” He extended his hand, and Barry, then Wilma, shook it. 
 
    “Feeling okay?” Wilma asked. “The shuttle ride down can sometimes turn my stomach a bit.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, just fine. Just…never been to another planet before,” Ervin said as he looked around in wonder. 
 
    “I imagine that must be kinda weird,” Barry said. “Anyway, here’s the area we’ve picked for the food stocks.” 
 
    “Mm hmm. Mind if I have a look around? They’re kinda used to a certain way of things.” 
 
    “Sure! Come on, we’ll show you around.” 
 
    They led him to a hovercraft and spent the next hour showing him the pens that had been cleaned after the last herds had died. Ervin took samples of the ground and grass and tested them. 
 
    “Everything looks alright,” he said as they arrived back at the shuttle. “But there’s some things that could be improved. I’m guessin’ you’re breedin’ numbers ain’t been what you wanted?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Wilma said, somewhat surprised. 
 
    “Yeah, I can help ya with that,” Ervin said. 
 
    “Is that so?” a new voice asked. 
 
    Ervin whipped around to see a five-foot long garter snake behind him. It looked like snakes he’d seen before but was much bulkier. “Shit!” He shouted and jumped back. 
 
    “Hey, Th’Usyuti. This is Ervin West. He’s brought food stocks from Gieliv,” Barry said with a grin on his face. “Th’Usyuti is in charge of this sector of the den.” 
 
    “Yes,” Th’Usyuti said, “I had intended to be here earlier, but there was an issue in Pen 45.” 
 
    “Damn, that again?” Wilma asked. 
 
    “It is resolved without loss,” Th’Usyuti said. 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe something I can help with? My family’s been farmin’ for generations. Might need to change my shorts though,” Ervin said. 
 
    Barry and Wilma laughed, and Th’Usyuti hissed his own version of laughter. 
 
    They spent the next several hours unloading the livestock Ervin had brought into various pens around the sector. With each group, Ervin would explain how he handled them and the best conditions for breeding as he knew them.  
 
    When they were done, they sat around the table at the Pallesen’s home for dinner.  
 
    “We’ve got a room made up for you, unless you’d rather sleep on the ship,” Wilma said as Ervin pushed his empty plate away and patted his stomach. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds great, thanks,” Ervin said. “Never seen some of the stuff you served, but that was a great dinner.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, if you’re interested, we’ll take you around the planet and show you some of the other sectors. Maybe you’ve got more ideas that would help,” Barry said. 
 
    Ervin nodded. “I can do that. I’m curious about something though. Everyone on Gieliv is curious I guess.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Barry asked. 
 
    “How is it workin’ here? I mean…there’s folks back home that say you’re like…slaves to the snakes.” 
 
    “Snakes?” Wilma asked. “You mean the Serpentes?” 
 
    Ervin nodded. “That’s what we call ‘em. But, well, yours are a lot bigger and smart.” 
 
    “We’ve never known anything else. I mean, look around, would you call this being a slave? Sure, they’re the power, and they’re in charge…but, at least here on the den, we don’t really have problems.” 
 
    “No, you got a really nice home here. There’s an idea bein’ floated around about bringing some of ‘em to Gieliv. We got critters we don’t really want around, cause they tear up the fields and such. I like the idea, myself. I mean, the ones I met seem real nice.” 
 
    “The Serpentes are natural hunters,” Wilma said. “I’m sure, if you have problems like that, they could definitely help!” 
 
    “Well…” Ervin said, and hesitated. 
 
    “You can say whatever you think,” Barry said reassuringly. 
 
    “There’s some folks back home concerned. I mean, they say they eat humans!” 
 
    Barry shrugged. “Sure, but only if they’re convicted of a serious crime. They consume their own if they’re convicted of the same crime. It’s how things are.” 
 
    Wilma sat down after clearing the table. “There are some of them who don’t like us, it’s true. But there are also some of us who don’t like them. I mean, these recent losses were because of a terrorist cell that infected several pens.” 
 
    “That don’t seem right. I mean, why don’t they just leave?” Ervin asked. 
 
    Barry and Wilma exchanged glances. “The Serpentes are very private,” Barry explained. “We’re not allowed to leave the system, but some want to.” 
 
    Ervin frowned. “That don’t seem right.” 
 
    “Maybe that’ll change, now,” Barry said. “It’s up to the king, but maybe those who want to leave could go to your system?” 
 
    “Well that ain’t up to me, of course,” Ervin chuckled. “But I don’t see why not! Would you two go?” 
 
    Wilma shook her head. “No. We love it here. Our daughter even works on one of the navy ships as the secretary to an admiral.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Well, ain’t that somethin’.” 
 
    Barry nodded proudly. “Admiral El’Jyiurma. Sofia always says great things about her.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s the one in our system helpin’ out! Yeah, she seems to be a pretty straight shooter. Came and saved my family when that one tried to poison the planet. She don’t screw around.” 
 
    Wilma nodded. “She’s second in command of the navy. She’ll be fleet admiral one day, and Sofia will go right there with her, I bet.” 
 
    “You must be right proud.” 
 
    “That we are.” Barry smiled. “We have to get up early for…oh, I’m sure you’re used to that too.” He stood up. 
 
    “Yeah, I know all about that,” Ervin said and chuckled as he stood. 
 
    “I’ll show you your room; just let me know if you need anything,” Wilma said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso bowed low before King El’Xakelu. 
 
    “It is a busy time, Fleet Admiral. I received word you wished to speak to me about something urgent,” El’Xakelu said. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you for making the time. I believe we must recall Admiral El’Jyiurma’s fleet to Strorix. Minister La’Kema is obviously making progress on the diplomatic front, as evidenced by the food stock delivery.” 
 
    “Their request, if you will recall, was assistance with the defense of their system, Fleet Admiral. And now, they have assisted us by providing a large number of food stocks. You would repay their generosity by removing the fleet?” 
 
    “Their system’s safety is not my concern. Ours is.” 
 
    “El’Syaaso, the third Szuraar has been completed, and is doing well in trials, is it not?” 
 
    “It is, Your Majesty, but I feel we made a mistake sending our best combat-proven Admiral away.” 
 
    “You mean I made a mistake.” 
 
    El’Syaaso remained silent and looked down at the ground. 
 
    “Were you aware that Gieliv has extended an invitation for Serpentes to move to their planet? A small number for now. They seem to have an issue with some species of creatures that we can use as food, which they cannot control and do not want. We can assist the Gielivians by consuming the creatures and build relations at the same time.” 
 
    “I was not aware of that. I do not believe that would be wise. Your Majesty, my concern is with the safety of our system. Our research on the Gnevusin has shown that we have reason to be concerned. I also have concerns about the safety of our fleet in their system. Have you seen the footage of one of their leaders who accused us of planning to invade?” 
 
    “I have, Fleet Admiral, and I am assured by Minister La’Kema that she represents a minority of their people. The ministry is meeting now to choose two Serpentes to send to Gieliv. They will be residing on the property of the human who brought the food stocks. What I need to know from you, Fleet Admiral, is whether or not you can carry out your duty and protect this system.” 
 
    “We will protect our home, Your Majesty, down to the last scale.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I can honestly say I’ve never seen a critter like that,” Ervin said as he surveyed a pen of animals that looked like hairless moose without antlers. 
 
    “Yoccon. They’re the top of the line, reserved for the navy. Unfortunately, they don’t like to breed in captivity, and they’re dangerous in the wild. They do pretty well on ships, and they’re big enough that they only need to feed every few months,” Barry explained. 
 
    Ervin nodded and started to climb over the fence. 
 
    “I’d be careful,” Wilma said. “They’re a little feisty.” 
 
    He grinned. “Ain’t met a critter yet I can’t calm down.” 
 
    “All the same…” Barry held out a cattle prod. 
 
    Ervin took it and winked. “Much obliged.” He walked toward a yoccon that was off by itself, leaving the prod leaning against the fence. The beast pranced and stomped its hooves as he approached, but he continued slowly. 
 
    The yoccon’s head was as tall as he was, and he figured it could easily take him out if it meant to. He tried to imagine one of the snakes eating this huge thing, but remembered they were a lot bigger than the snakes he was used to. Even though some were the same length, their bodies were a lot bigger and stronger. 
 
    The yoccon turned to face him, and he looked directly into its eyes. “Shhhh. It’s all right there. Just comin’ to say hey,” Ervin said quietly. 
 
    Suddenly, the yoccon stomped and galloped away. 
 
    Ervin shrugged, walked back, and hopped the fence to join Barry and Wilma. “Always takes time.” 
 
    “You got closer than anyone else I’ve seen,” Wilma said. 
 
    Ervin shrugged and scratched the back of his head as he looked over the herd. “Wonder if I could get a few of these over to my farm…be easier to work with ‘em back there.” 
 
    “I suppose we could ask Th’Usyuti,” Barry said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Late the next day, the Detshacka headed toward the gate with a new load. Two Dendros, including a female with fertilized eggs which were ready to lay and would have been consumed on Strorix, were selected. The ship also carried 10 yoccons and two human farmers from Strorix Den who knew the animals and would help Ervin get used to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso coiled himself around the command pole of the newest Szuraar, the SRN Exzisa. He looked at the array of ships around the gate to Strorix on the plot. It was not nearly as large as El’Jyiurma had implied to the humans, but she had done well on that point. At least that time she had not revealed another weakness. 
 
    In total, there were three Szuraar, two Ideriths, one Vatta, two Rilus, and 10 Navas. He questioned again the wisdom of sending El’Jyiurma’s Iderith to Gieliv, but the decision had been made by the king, against his recommendations. It was good to be back on a ship, but he felt fear for the first time in many years.  
 
    The latest report from Admiral El’Jyiurma reported success in Gieliv. The human had taken some of their prime food stock to his planet, and they were settled in. The two Dendro had also made homes for themselves on the planet and reported there was more food in the immediate area than the two of them could consume. That would change once the hatchlings arrived. 
 
    He had to admit to himself that the efforts with Gieliv were not a complete waste. If the human was able to improve the breeding of the yoccons, that would be a welcome change. 
 
    “Ship arriving in system, Fleet Admiral,” Commander Vi’Atotshi announced.  
 
    “What is it?” El’Syaaso asked. 
 
    “Sir, I—you should see this for yourself, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    The imagery from the defense platforms appeared on the screen, and it showed a ship larger than anything any of them had ever seen. He couldn’t estimate the size, but its length was impressive.  
 
    “More arrivals! I count 10 more ships!” Vi’Atotshi called out. “They’re firing on the defensive platforms!” 
 
    “All ships, engage!” El’Syaaso ordered and spread his hood. “Recall Admiral El’Jyiurma. She is needed at home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Admiral Saatil sat back in his command chair on the Akna and grinned as his ships emerged into the Strorix system. Their defense platforms hadn’t even fired when the second wave arrived. As usual, the mass of the slave transport had shocked them into silence. 
 
    “Signal release,” Saatil ordered casually. 
 
    “Frigates releasing now,” Commander Tashul confirmed. 
 
    Saatil watched as the ships that had been attached to the exterior of the Patli detached. Now, instead of 10 warships, the enemy was facing 40. The light and fast frigates sped off in multiple directions to cause confusion, except for the first segment of 10, which had a specific task. 
 
    “First Segment, launch the planetary assault against both planets,” Saatil said. 
 
    The first segment of frigates had maneuvered to face the two inhabited planets, Strorix Den and Strorix Prime. They each fired a single metal alloy slug so that there were five heading toward each planet. The motors on them burned for 20 seconds and then jettisoned, leaving the slugs to finish their journey completely ballistically. It would take hours for them to reach their targets, and it was possible the battle would be over by then, but either way, they would do the job. The slugs would penetrate the atmosphere and devastate the planets’ surfaces without using prohibited nuclear weapons. 
 
    “Admiral! I count three dreadnought-sized vessels!” 
 
    “Three?” Saatil jumped out of his command chair. He growled. “Bring Assistant Reesa to the bridge. What else do they have?” 
 
    “The designs are unlike anything I’ve seen. Based on size, I’d say 10 destroyers, two light battlecruisers, and two heavy battlecruisers,” Tashul said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral,” Vi’Zsuto said on the bridge of the Parya. “Burst message from Strorix. The system is under attack; we are recalled to assist.” 
 
    “Commander Vi’Kshalu, Commander Vi’Hrartala, order all ships to the gate at maximum emergency speed. We will be in formation when we hit the gate. Make it happen,” El’Jyiurma ordered. “Commander Vi’Zsuto, get me Admiral Gallagher on the screen immediately.” 
 
    Admiral Gallagher’s face appeared on the screen a minute later. “This sounds urgent, what can I do for you, Admiral?” 
 
    “We have just received a distress alert from home; Strorix is under attack. We have to go,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Gallagher nodded. “I understand. You know, it could be a bluff, with a force coming here as well.” 
 
    “It could be, but would you risk your home?” 
 
    “No…no, I wouldn’t. Good luck, Admiral. Let us know if we can help,” he said, and the channel closed. 
 
    “Best speed and course, we’ll arrive in Strorix in four hours, Admiral,” Vi’Hrartala said. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” El’Jyiurma said. She watched the countdown clock that appeared in the corner of the main screen and wondered if she would be in time. They were pushing their power plants beyond the maximum, and she could feel the acceleration building.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Missile launch! I’m not sure what their target could be from this range,” Commander Vi’Atotshi reported. 
 
    “Show me,” El’Syaaso said quickly. 
 
    “Defense platforms have been destroyed,” El’Kashtri reported. 
 
    The main screen shifted to show the 10 frigates and missile traces flying away from them. 
 
    “Misfired missiles. They panicked at the sight of our Szuraars,” El’Syaaso said. 
 
    Suddenly, the smaller traces disappeared from the display. 
 
    “What happened?” El’Syaaso asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, Fleet Admiral. I’ve checked the sensors from the other Szuraars, and they show the same thing. They’re just…gone.” 
 
    “Self-destructed when they realized they were useless,” El’Syaaso said. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “I do not share your optimism, Fleet Admiral,” El’Kashtri said. He looked down at his screen and zoomed out the view. “They’ve fired at the planets! Alert the planetary defense fighters at once and fire the jammers!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” El’Syaaso said and twitched his tail in annoyance. 
 
    El’Kashtri put his view up on the screen, showing the trajectory of the short-lived missiles. All of them terminated on either Strorix Prime or Strorix Den. “They’re using a purely ballistic approach, just like our fighters do, to reach the targets undetected. They’re likely large enough to cause massive devastation. We have to alert the planetary defense fighters!” 
 
    Vi’Harshesh rattled his tail and glanced back at El’Kashtri and the fleet admiral. “Sirs?” 
 
    “Do it,” El’Syaaso said. 
 
    “Missile range in three hours. Ashikas from the Eilhu and the Kshirka are launching at their battlecruisers,” El’Kashtri reported. “The Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu request permission to keep their fighters close for defense.” 
 
    “What about the huge behemoth of a ship? Target that!” El’Syaaso growled. 
 
    “Sir, my estimation is that it’s just a transport for the other ships. Best to take out the ships that have fired which we know are dangerous.” 
 
    “No! Fire on the largest ship! Relay that order to the fleet! Send all of the Ashikas!” El’Syaaso said and stared at El’Kashtri. “Be silent, Captain.”  
 
    Vi’Harshesh relayed the order, and 110 fighters, carrying 440 missiles, flew at top speed toward the massive ship. 
 
    “With all due respect, Fleet Admiral, this is a mistake! That ship did not fire on the platforms, which they obviously knew were there! It is a transport!” El’Kashtri argued. 
 
    “I must concur, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Atotshi added. 
 
    The rest of the bridge crew rattled in agreement. 
 
    “You will follow my orders without question or be consumed!” El’Syaaso growled and spread his hood. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On Strorix Prime and Strorix Den, sirens which had never been used blared across the planets, warning of invasion. Twenty Ashikas from the stations above each planet were manned and launched to attempt to intercept whatever was coming toward them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Saatil leaned back in his chair and watched the plot develop. “Time to missile range?” 
 
    “Three hours, Admiral,” Tashul responded quickly. 
 
    Assistant Reesa was shoved onto the bridge and fell to her knees beside Saatil. 
 
    “Ahh, welcome to the bridge, Assistant Reesa. You are about to witness my greatest conquest. The destruction of three dreadnoughts. Or…if I’m wrong, you’ll die here with me.” Saatil looked down at her and grinned.  
 
    “Sir, I count over 100 small craft inbound. Likely fighters,” Tashul reported. 
 
    Saatil looked back at the plot and shook his head. “Damn…have the frigates avoid them and go after their destroyers. That will be their missile screen. Prepare to fire on their fighters as soon as they are in range.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Their frigates are coming in, Fleet Admiral. The likely target would be the Navas. They will be in range in two hours,” El’Kashtri said. 
 
    “If I want your opinion, Captain, I will ask for it!” El’Syaaso said sharply. “Have the Navas, as well as the Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu target them with missiles when they enter range. We will save our missiles for the main battle.” 
 
    That, at least, made sense, El’Kashtri thought. The Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu were light battlecruiser-class vessels, each carrying 12 missiles, and the Navas each carried 10. Hopefully, they would make quick work of the frigates. He watched helplessly as the Ashikas raced toward the huge vessel he knew was a transport. El’Syaaso has been behind a desk for too long, he thought. 
 
    “Ashikas will reach missile range in one hour,” he reported. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, the Kshirka is requesting confirmation on targeting for the Ashikas,” Vi’Harshesh said. 
 
    “They are to attack the largest ship! How is that not clear, Commander?” El’Syaaso snapped. 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Harshesh said and glanced back at El’Kashtri. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Have the Patli fall back,” Saatil ordered on the bridge of the Akna. “No need to allow our transport to be destroyed.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” Commander Irito responded from the communications console. 
 
    Saatil watched as the Patli cut thrust and started to drift back behind his battlecruisers which were still gaining speed. He thought it was a mistake to bring it. While it did cut down on transit costs for the frigates, and it did have sizeable defensive capabilities, it was a large cost to risk. But, that too, had been Reesa’s decision.  
 
    He rubbed his chin as he watched the fighters continue to approach. They had ignored his frigates, which was fine with him. The frigates weren’t as fast, and it would take another two hours for them to reach the enemy destroyers. He estimated the enemy fighters would fire in the next 30 minutes if they had missiles, but he had no idea what their capabilities were. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With 30 minutes until the Ashikas were in range, El’Kashtri reported the change in the enemy’s deployment. “Fleet Admiral, their large vessel is falling back. The battlecruisers will overtake it before the Ashikas are in range.” 
 
    El’Syaaso stared at the main screen.  
 
    “Sir, we must change targets!” El’Kashtri said and turned to face El’Syaaso. 
 
    Minutes ticked by, and the bridge was silent while the crew awaited El’Syaaso’s order.  
 
    “Twenty-five minutes to missile range for the Ashikas,” Vi’Uku reported from the secondary weapons station. 
 
    El’Syaaso continued to watch and realized the entire crew had turned to stare at him. He understood, now, that it was a mistake for him not to have remained in space. He had lost touch with his own fleet, except for the highest ranking members, such as El’Jyiurma. His king and his system depended on him. He would have to shove aside pride and do what was necessary for the Serpentes. 
 
    “Captain El’Kashtri, you are hereby promoted to Rear Admiral. Take command of the system defense,” El’Syaaso said. 
 
    El’Kashtri bowed low, as did the rest of the bridge crew. “Thank you, Fleet Admiral. We will not let you down.” 
 
    El’Syaaso left the bridge, and there was a chorus of rattles as El’Kashtri moved up to the command platform. 
 
    “Target shift. Split the Ashikas between two of the battlecruisers,” he ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral!” Vi’Harshesh said and passed on the order. 
 
    “Have the Navas and the Rilus shift formation and screen for the Ideriths. We must protect the carriers.” 
 
    El’Kashtri watched as his orders were followed, and the formation shifted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Missile launch from their fighters! The Acan and the Ixmacane appear to be the targets. I count 220 missiles heading for each!” Radeh reported. 
 
    Saatil’s eyes grew wide. “How many?” 
 
    “Two hundred and twenty. Each. Sir.” 
 
    Saatil gulped and seriously considered calling off the attack. “What are their fighters doing now?” 
 
    “They’re turning back, sir,” Tashul responded. “I’ve never seen a ship make that kind of maneuver. They stayed out of our range. Counter-missiles firing and lasers are ready.” 
 
    Soft ‘thunk’ sounds reverberated around the ship as counter-missiles fired as quickly as they could. The scene was repeated on the other four battlecruisers in range as they attempted to intercept the incoming missiles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Missiles away. Ashikas are returning to rearm,” Vi’Uku reported calmly.  
 
    El’Kashtri noted how the mood had shifted on the bridge now that El’Syaaso was gone. There was an air of confidence, calm, and assurance that they would be victorious, but he wasn’t so sure. 
 
    He watched as a staggering number of counter-missiles fired from the Gnevusin battlecruisers. “Have them load a jammer in each Ashika upon return. Lace the next wave with them.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” Vi’Harshesh said. 
 
    The transit time for the Ashikas back to their home ships would allow time for a change in the loadout. In a close-in battle, which it would be soon, such changes wouldn’t be possible. 
 
    “Enemy frigates will be in missile range of the Navas in 45 minutes at current closure speed, Admiral.” 
 
    “Thank you, Vi’Uku. Maintain course.” 
 
    He watched as the Gnevusin counter-missiles did their jobs too well for his taste. Only a handful of what he thought would be an overwhelming barrage made it past them, and the enemy’s laser defense, to hit their targets. It was going to come down to a close-in brawl with lasers, and the Szuraars would be tested in combat for the first time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The Acan and the Ixmacane both report forward shields down to 20 percent, and they’re badly shaken up, Admiral,” Tashul said. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” Admiral Saatil said. “Have them shift positions in the formation to the rear. The enemy will shift tactics. Be ready. We don’t know how long it will take them to rearm.” 
 
    “Sir…might they go after the frigates? If the launch ranges for their ships are the same as their fighters, the frigates will be in missile range of their destroyers at about the same time the fighters are coming up behind them toward the carriers,” Lieutenant Radeh said. 
 
    “An interesting thought, Lieutenant, and very good thinking,” Saatil said. He encouraged his bridge crew to think independently, and at times, it paid off. 
 
    He studied the plot, and realized Radeh was right. This could be bad. 
 
    “Nothing we can do about it now. Alert the frigates to keep their eyes open. They can break off, if necessary, and return to the formation,” Saatil said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral. The Eilhu’s squadron commander has requested permission to engage the frigates on their return,” Vi’Harshesh said and turned to face El’Kashtri. 
 
    El’Kashtri pulled up that section of the battle plot and analyzed the timing. I should have thought of that, he thought. “Permission granted. Have the Sceilsil’s and the Hrarmalu’s Ashikas continue to return for rearming.” 
 
    That would make 10 Navas and two Rilus, plus 100 Ashikas, against 30 frigates. He hoped it would be a quick and decisive victory. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Missile range in one minute, Captain,” Commander Vi’Lestha reported on the bridge of the SRN Karkit, the lead ship of the two Nava squadrons that were a part of the defense fleet. 
 
    Captain Vi’Xilhar reviewed the allocation one more time before launch. The initial launch of 124 missiles would be spread along the entire formation coming at them, which would allocate 4 missiles to each frigate. His hope was that, given the loose formation, they would each look out for themself, and some would get through.  
 
    His tail rattled as he noted that the Ashikas would be in laser range only a minute after the missiles impacted. The frigates were about to die. 
 
    “Missiles away from all ships!” Vi’Lestha called out. 
 
    “Missile launch! Each frigate has launched two missiles,” Lieutenant Vi’Oxu reported. 
 
    Vi’Xilhar didn’t bother to give any orders as he felt missiles and then counter-missiles launch from his ship. Each ship would automatically fire their counter-missiles and laser emplacements to eliminate the incoming missiles.  
 
    He hissed as the screen suddenly displayed a large number of returns that were simply impossible. They had decoys or some sort of jamming. “Get through whatever that is!” 
 
    “Working on it, Captain!” Vi’Oxu said. 
 
    The ship rocked as missiles impacted. “Damage report!” 
 
    “Forward and port shields are down! We have structural damage. Missile control link is damaged,” Vi’Lestha said. “I’m unable to reach the rest of the fleet. Comms are down or jammed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Vi’Kralma, the squadron leader from the Eilhu, watched the missiles from the Serpentes ships fly wildly off course and miss, while the Gnevusin missiles slammed into the Navas.  
 
    He opened a channel to both Ashika squadrons. “The Gnevusin are jamming, but it must be directional. They must be destroyed. Break and engage!” 
 
    One hundred Ashikas flew in among the 30 Gnevusin frigates at laser range. Each fighter was equipped with large, fore-mounted, dual lasers meant for just this kind of engagement. The squadrons broke into groups and attacked as groups of four. One frigate after another fell to the power of the Ashikas’ lasers, but they were not without losses on their own side.  
 
    With the Navas and the Rilus essentially out of the fight because of the extremely effective jamming, the frigates were able to launch missiles at will against them and use their closer-in defense capabilities against the Ashikas. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Jamming is finally gone, Admiral,” Vi’Atotshi reported. 
 
    “Status?” El’Kashtri demanded immediately. 
 
    “The Navas are…gone, sir. All destroyed or dead in space. Some of the command spheres managed to survive and are thrusting back toward Strorix Prime. The Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu report heavy damage. They are not combat effective. The Eilhu reports 30 Ashikas returning for rearming; the Kshirka reports 40 returning.” 
 
    “Then it is up to us and the Ideriths. Have the Ashikas reload and hold position. Switch to a half-load of jammers to be fired sequentially. Let us hope we can return the favor,” El’Kashtri ordered. He rose high on his command pole and spread his hood. “Have the Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu do what they can to recover the command crews from the spheres and head back toward Prime.” 
 
    “Sir, I think I’ve isolated the method they were using,” Vi’Atotshi reported. “I can’t be sure until we see it again, but I have no doubt the larger ships will use it as well.” 
 
    “Very good, Commander. I hope you do indeed have it isolated, or this could be a short battle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the jammers paid off, Admiral. We lost the frigates, but we took out all 10 of their destroyers and both battlecruisers, plus a good chunk of their fighters,” Tashul said. 
 
    “Yes…that’ll do. Well executed,” Saatil said. “Range?” 
 
    “Missile range in 30 minutes, Admiral.” 
 
    “Good. Good. Make sure we include some jammers in there.” He chuckled darkly. 
 
    “Oh, yes sir. Already loaded,” Radeh said and grinned. 
 
    Saatil leaned back in his chair, projecting calm, but he was concerned. The Serpentes had held their system for a long time with such small numbers. The power of the dreadnoughts concerned him. “Target the first salvo at the lead dreadnought,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ashikas have launched, Admiral,” Vi’Uku reported. 
 
    “Engage,” El’Kashtri said. 
 
    The remaining 70 fighters sped away from the carriers at less than their max speed. Everything at this point was being carefully timed. The fighters would fire five minutes before the Gnevusin ships reached missile range for the Szuraars. They would fire in a staggered release rather than a single wave. Seventy missiles per minute, for four minutes. The next minute would see the full 150-missile salvo fire from their dreadnoughts. 
 
    El’Kashtri had chosen the timing for several reasons. First, he wanted to test the defenses of the enemy battlecruisers. Second, he wanted them to think their reload time was a full minute, rather than the actual ten seconds. He hoped the jamming would work and their reload time wouldn’t matter, but he had learned from Admiral El’Jyiurma to expect nothing to work as planned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We will arrive in Strorix in five minutes,” Commander Vi’Hrartala reported. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander. Let’s hope there’s nothing in the way,” Admiral El’Jyiurma said as she gripped her command pole tightly. She had no idea how her fleet’s engineering teams had done it, but they had gotten more speed out of their ships than should have been possible.  
 
    It wasn’t without penalty though. Many of the humans, including Sofia, had passed out from the excessive G-pressures forced on their fragile bodies during acceleration. She hoped they would all recover, but it would be a small price if not. Strorix needed them. 
 
    There was also a risk with traveling at such speeds. If there was debris, or worse a ship, in their arrival path, there would be no time to decelerate or change course. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Their fighters have launched, Admiral. They’re jamming!” Tashul yelled. 
 
    “Calm down, Commander. Launch our jammers, Lieutenant Radeh,” Saatil said, projecting calm and confidence. 
 
    “Jammers away, Admiral.” 
 
    Commander Tashul worked feverishly at his console as he tried to defeat the Serpentes jamming. 
 
    “New ships arriving through the gate, Admiral at…damn, they’re fast!” 
 
    “What?” Saatil bolted upright in his command chair. 
 
    “Eight new vessels. Scratch that, they’re launching fighters. I count 55 fighters coming in from the rear!” 
 
    “The fleet from Gieliv,” Reesa said weakly. 
 
    Saatil glanced down; he had forgotten she was there. “Shut up!” he shouted and tried to slap her, but she rolled down to the ground to avoid the blow. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the plot. Suddenly, everything cleared as Tashul broke through the jamming, just in time for him to see the Acan and the Ixmacane start to break apart from countless missile impacts. 
 
    “Fire!” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma watched as her fighters launched and shot toward the enemy battlecruisers with all the speed they could muster. 
 
    “Admiral! The Navas aren’t going to make it. There’s some kind of huge ship in their path.” Commander Vi’Kshalu reported. 
 
    She watched as all five of her Navas impacted the huge vessel at speed, which led to a chain reaction, and the ship started to break up into pieces. 
 
    “We will mourn our losses later. Now, make them pay,” El’Jyiurma hissed. 
 
    Her fleet’s 55 fighters launched a total of 220 missiles simultaneously, 110 each at two of the enemy battlecruisers.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Admiral El’Jyiurma’s fleet has arrived! They’re engaging from the enemy’s rear!” Vi’Uku hissed with satisfaction.  
 
    “They’ve launched jammers, but my solution has worked, Admiral. The jammers are useless,” Vi’Atotshi said and rattled his tail. 
 
    “Excellent. Pay attention to the admiral’s targeting and let’s finish this!” El’Kashtri ordered. He finally tasted victory. 
 
    His fleet’s remaining 70 fighters launched their last 70 missiles at a single enemy battlecruiser and turned back to rearm.  
 
    “Enemy has launched, they appear to have defeated our jamming. I count 240 missiles; the best estimate is that they are targeting us,” Vi’Atotshi said. 
 
    El’Kashtri indicated targets for each of the Szuraar, and they fired 50 missiles each. At that moment, there were a total of 610 missiles in space. The next wave of missiles would fire from his Szuraars before any of them impacted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral! Five of their ships crashed into the Patli. It’s…gone,” Tashul said. 
 
    Saatil nodded absently as he saw the number of missiles heading for his fleet. All but one of his ships were currently facing a daunting wave of incoming missiles. Somehow, he was the one not about to be hit. 
 
    “Cease fire…signal our surrender,” he said weakly. 
 
    “Sir?” Irito turned around to stare at him. 
 
    Saatil shook his head. “We have lost, Commander.” 
 
    “The dreadnoughts have already launched again! Sir, there are 100 missiles incoming at the Akna.” 
 
    Saatil looked down at Reesa. “Congratulations. Your stupidity has killed us all.” 
 
    Missiles started impacting the ship, and an instant later, the Akna was destroyed in a fusion explosion as the reactor took a hit from one of the missiles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The crew of the Exzisa coiled around whatever was closest as the impact alarm sounded, and 50 missiles made it through the counter-fire and impacted the ship’s shields. Thanks to the curvature of the hull, 10 of them impacted the shields and barely did any damage. The other 40 impacted together on one shield facing. 
 
    “Forward shields are down! Major internal damage. Top power plants have shut down; we’re down to half-power,” Vi’Uku reported as the ship shook under the blow, and the lights dimmed. 
 
    El’Kashtri hissed as the plot went blank. He gripped his command pole with his coils and hoped the ship would hold together until El’Jyiurma could finish the fight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The Exzisa has taken heavy damage, Admiral. We received a surrender signal from one of the enemy ships, but the missiles were already in space…and it’s been destroyed. No remaining enemy contacts,” Commander Vi’Kshalu reported. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander. Start gathering status and damage reports from all vessels remaining in the fleet. Have Captain Bo’Ritesyo send the Eca’s Vattas to scout the enemy ships for wreckage,” El’Jyiurma said. She checked the plot and saw that the Exzisa was broadcasting the fleet admiral’s flagship signature. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Zsuto, raise the Exzisa. We must congratulate the fleet admiral on his victory.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, incoming transmission from the Parya. They are requesting Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso,” Vi’Harshesh said and turned to El’Kashtri. “I’ve managed to restore at least voice communications. Video is still down.” 
 
    “I will take it in the office,” El’Kashtri hissed and left his command pole and headed for his office just off the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours flight away, fighters from Strorix Prime and Strorix Den searched the vastness of space for what they had been told were missiles heading for their home planets.  
 
    “I’ve still got nothing on sensors,” Captain Vi’Szezat, the squadron leader from Strorix Prime said. 
 
    “I fear we show nothing either,” Captain Vi’Krarcu of the Strorix Den squadron responded. “We may have to rely on visual pickup.” 
 
    Vi’Szezat would have rattled his tail, but there was no room in the confines of an Ashika. “All fighters, visual search pattern. We must find these projectiles!” 
 
    “There!” one of the pilots from Den Squadron transmitted and fired his lasers. The alloy slug burst apart from the force. “They’re non-explosive…they’re just large metal rods. Very difficult to see.” 
 
    Vi’Krarcu’s squadron used the location of the one that had been found as a guide and tracked down the other four. “Strorix Den should be safe now,” he transmitted. He sent imagery of the objects to the fighters from Prime Squadron so they would know what to look for. 
 
    Vi’Szezat’s squadron was almost as good. They were able to find four of the five, and the last of those four was shot down just before it entered the atmosphere. The fifth one hit the planet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Vi’Sidit had crowded her hatchlings into the alcove beneath her home and waited. They had been there for hours, and her patience had worn thin. As an Ashika pilot, she was used to being in confined spaces…but her hatchlings were not.  
 
    Finally, she had had enough. “Fine, nothing has happened, let us go outside.”  
 
    Her hatchlings shook their tails in excitement, though they had not grown their first rattle yet, and raced outside. 
 
    She followed, not willing to admit how glad she was to be able to stretch and get back out into the sunlight. As she emerged from the alcove and into the light, she looked up, only to realize the alcove would not have saved them anyway.  
 
    The metal alloy slug burned through the atmosphere and impacted the ground. She never felt a thing.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Admiral El’Jyiurma sent all the damaged ships back to the Strorix Prime shipyards to begin repairs and kept the rest at the gate, just in case something else was coming. There had been no survivors from the Gnevusin attack fleet, but the largest ship was in pieces and had not exploded. There was hope that some intelligence could be gathered.  
 
    Vattas from the Eca were shuttling space-suited humans over to the wreckage to attempt to retrieve some of the computers so more information could be obtained about what might be left in the Gnevusin home system.  
 
    Communications from Strorix Prime were still down, but she had ordered troop transports to land in the impact area to search for survivors. The initial reports were not good. The impact zone had included the king’s residence, and they were digging down to the shelter where, hopefully, King El’Xakelu was still alive.  
 
    For that effort, human volunteers had been brought in with their machinery. One thing Serpentes did not do, nor did they have the means to do, was dig into the ground. So, humans with ground moving machines were digging down to the king’s bunker, which had initially been built by humans. 
 
    Rear Admiral El’Kashtri on the Exzisa reported that they had found Fleet Admiral El’Syaaso in his quarters, dead. He had bitten himself and injected a full load of venom. Exzisa was at the shipyards for repair as well.  
 
    Admiral El’Jyiurma was left as the ranking member of the Serpentes Navy, as well as the ranking Serpentes in the system until King El’Xakelu could be found, since they were in a war standing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days after her fleet had arrived in system and finished the battle, El’Jyiurma still had gotten no rest. Repairs had commenced on the Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu, which were the least damaged of their remaining fleet. The Exzisa would take months to repair.  
 
    The Eilhu and the Kshirka had been brought back up to full strength with fresh Ashikas, and they waited at the gate for a follow-up attack, just in case. 
 
    “Admiral…you need rest,” Sofia said. 
 
    El’Jyiurma turned wearily from her desk. “Yes, Sofia, I know, but there is much to be handled until the king is located.” 
 
    She was glad Sofia and the other humans had recovered from the long-term Gs of acceleration they had been forced to endure. It was also useful to know that they could survive it if the need was great. She had seen to it that everyone in the fleet, other than her, had rotated so they could all get necessary rest. She had not left the bridge or her office in nearly three days, considering the call to summon her home came in late in the day in the Gieliv system. 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed weakly. “You are right…I have read the same report three times now, I believe. I will be in my quarters if I am needed. Let the bridge crew know, please, Sofia.”  
 
    Sofia nodded as El’Jyiurma took a path that led from her office directly to her quarters, where she coiled and fell asleep almost instantly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, on the bridge of the Parya, Commander Vi’Kshalu rattled his tail as a new arrival from the gate appeared in the Strorix system. Before he could send an alert, the identification of the ship was transmitted. It was the Saber, from Gieliv. 
 
    “Commander, Captain Briggs from the Saber is hailing us and asking for Admiral El’Jyiurma,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “I’ll take it. The admiral needs to rest. Put it on screen please, Commander,” Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    Captain Briggs’ image appeared on the screen, and she raised her eyebrows. “I was expecting Admiral El’Jyiurma. Is she okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. She is fine but resting. It has been a busy few days.” 
 
    “Apparently so. What in the hell happened? Admiral Gallagher was concerned, so he sent me through to check.” 
 
    Vi’Kshalu spent the next half hour explaining the assault and the end results, including the strike on their home planet. 
 
    “Shit…have you informed the Bith?” Briggs asked. 
 
    “It would do no good. There was no explosive on the projectile. It was simply an extremely dense metal. We have checked, and there are no laws against it.” 
 
    Briggs shook her head. “Is there anything we can do to help?” 
 
    Vi’Kshalu was about to say no, then thought again. “Perhaps there is, Captain. I’m sure your sensors have detected the large pieces of wreckage around the gate. That was the ship our Navas hit upon entering the system. We are hoping to retrieve intelligence from the components, but none of the teams we have sent have recovered anything. Their physiology seems to be similar to yours, though they are larger. Perhaps your recovery crews could take a look and assist our teams?” 
 
    “Be glad to! We’ll send a message back to let Admiral Gallagher know we’re staying a bit to help out. Is there anything else you or your system needs, Commander?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Captain.” 
 
    She nodded, and the screen went black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, after a long rest, El’Jyiurma made her way back to the bridge of the Parya. “Status, Commander Vi’Kshalu?” 
 
    “Admiral. The Saber arrived from Gieliv shortly after you went to rest yesterday. They are assisting in examining the Gnevusin wreckage for intelligence. Efforts on Prime to locate the king continue.” 
 
    “Yes…I should have let Admiral Gallagher know what happened. Thank you for taking care of things, Commander.” 
 
    “Admiral, Captain Briggs’ team has found something,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “On screen, Commander.” 
 
    Captain Briggs’ image appeared on the screen. “Ah, Admiral El’Jyiurma. I hope you’re well rested.” 
 
    “As well as I can be at the moment, Captain. Thank you. You’ve found something?” 
 
    “Yes. One of our salvage teams found an intact central computer system in the wreckage your crews hadn’t gotten to yet. We’ve brought it aboard, but nothing we have will interface with it. We can transport it over to you to take to your home planet…or we can take it back to Gieliv and let our computer experts at it.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma considered. There were human segments of the military that worked on computers for them, but their exposure to alien systems was basically nothing. She didn’t want to denigrate her system’s humans, but she wanted answers fast. 
 
    “I’m afraid, right now, the focus on Prime is locating the king. If you have experts who can work on this, that would be welcome. I would, of course, request that anything found be turned over to us for action.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, Admiral! I’ll be glad to take the unit back and get our intelligence team working on it. They’ve cracked systems from other races who have tried to attack us before, so they have some practice,” Briggs said. 
 
    “Excellent. Yes, please do that. Thank you very much for your assistance, Captain.” 
 
    “No luck finding your king yet? I mean, how will that—” She cut herself off and shook her head. “Sorry, that’s way above my pay grade. I wish you the best of luck in your search.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed in weak amusement at her expression. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be on our way. We’ll let you know as soon as we crack this thing. Could be a while, it’s a little beat up. Saber out.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma looked over the fleet’s deployment around the gate and was satisfied. It hadn’t been changed since she set it up. Not that she expected it to, but she was concerned. By simple progression, she was now the fleet admiral, but she knew there would be those who were unhappy with that. If she was to remain in that station, things were going to change. 
 
    The only ships she had left in Strorix that were capable of defending the system were three carriers, one light battlecruiser, and two dreadnoughts. She also had the three troop transport ships, which were only useful for deploying ground troops or boarding another ship.  
 
    Estimates put the return of the Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu to combat readiness at a month. The Exzisa would take many months, and she considered not repairing it. It would make more sense to build more, smaller ships. 
 
    The first priority, though, was to find the king. She thought that, by now, they should have have reached the bunker. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Zsuto, contact Prime Station and get me an update on the excavation to locate the king.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    She watched the sensor returns of the space around the gate as shuttles and transports were used to push large pieces of wreckage out of the arrival area. That task was almost complete. Eventually, they would send word out and sell the salvage rights to someone who would come in and clean up the ships for good.  
 
    Salvage System came to mind, and she wondered if they did salvage work. It would be good to build a relationship with people of that strength, especially now. She knew from the research Sofia had done that Harmon Tomeral had started his company by doing salvage work, but it seemed that might be beneath him now…still, it was worth checking into. She sent a memo to Sofia to have her check on it quietly. 
 
    “Admiral,” Vi’Zsuto said finally, “they’ve just reached the lowest layer of the sub-surface compound; they should have the entrance cleared within the hour.” 
 
    “Very good, have them keep us informed.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma wanted nothing more than to go there personally, but she knew her place was on her ship. With each day that passed, she felt more sure that there would not be another wave. The analysis of the large ship wreckage seemed to indicate it was a transport. In her mind, that meant they had intended to win, otherwise, they would not have risked having it along. No munitions of any kind had been found. There was evidence that the ship had lasers, likely intended for missile defense, but no offensive armament.  
 
    Once the leadership crisis was over, one way or another, she intended to get more information on the Gnevusin’s home system and planet. If it was suitable for them…perhaps they would eventually go there, eliminate the rest of those who could cause them harm, and claim it as their own. 
 
    She spent the next hour researching how a new king would be chosen if King El’Xakelu had not survived the attack. In the interim, she would be the system’s leader, but she had no desire to maintain that role. Her place was in space on her ship.  
 
    El’Jyiurma considered that, as fleet admiral, she could claim the Zezil or the Chigada as her flagship. In the end, though, she thought it best that the fleet admiral maintain a carrier as the flagship. The dreadnoughts were purposely built to charge in and do damage with their massive laser mounts, which hadn’t been used in the recent engagement. A carrier, on the other hand, would stay back, and thus keep the fleet admiral out of the direct line of fire. 
 
     El’Syaaso, she thought, had been foolish to spend so much credit and resources on a third Szuraar, when what the fleet really needed was more screening ships so the mighty dreadnoughts would survive to get close enough to matter. That had been proven when a single missile salvo had rendered the Exzisa essentially useless in the battle. 
 
    “Admiral! They found him! King El’Xakelu survived! Prime Station just sent the announcement to all ships,” Vi’Zsuto announced. 
 
    The entire bridge crew rattled their tails in celebration. 
 
    “Admiral, King El’Xakelu requests that you make your way to Prime Station immediately. He is being shuttled up now for safety.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander. I’ll take my shuttle. Please send word to have it prepared.” 
 
    The bridge crew turned to face her and came to attention as she left for her shuttle bay. Her mind swam with possibilities about why the king wanted to see her in person. “Best not to guess, El’Jyiurma…just go see how you can best serve Strorix,” she said to herself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma had plenty of time to think on the way to Prime Station. The trip in her shuttle took several hours. By the time she arrived, she had played out multiple scenarios in her mind, but it was time to find out the real situation. 
 
    She was escorted from the landing bay to one of the ready rooms used by the fighter squadron, where King El’Xakelu waited. She entered the room and bowed low.  
 
    “Please rise, Admiral El’Jyiurma. Congratulations on your victory,” El’Xakelu said. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said as she rose. “I cannot take full credit. I believe Rear Admiral El’Kashtri had the battle well in hand when I arrived back in-system.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been filled in on the events that took place on the Exzisa. Disappointing, to say the least. It would seem my confidence in El’Syaaso was misplaced.” 
 
    “I wasn’t there, so I cannot judge for certain.” 
 
    “Very diplomatic of you, El’Jyiurma. Now, tell me what you really think.” 
 
    She looked at the ground for a moment while she considered her words, then looked back up at the king. “I believe he was away from the fleet for too long and did not have a solid grip on the tactics necessary for such a fleet action. I believe that building a third Szuraar was a waste of time, resources, and credit. We would have been much better served to construct more, heavier battlecruisers, or more screening vessels for the dreadnoughts. I also believe that whoever the next fleet admiral is should be in space, not behind a desk at headquarters.” 
 
    “It is fairly obvious that you are the next fleet admiral, is it not?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to presume that would be your choice, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You are an obvious choice, El’Jyiurma. Not to mention, that it is the law. I could override it, yes, but in this case, I see absolutely no need to do so. So, congratulations Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    She bowed low again and rose. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You will have your choice of vessels for your flagship, of course. I assume you will transfer to the Chigada or the Zezil?” 
 
    “Actually, no. I will remain on the Parya, though I will appoint a new captain for the ship.” 
 
    “It is your choice, of course. I am curious as to why, though. All previous fleet admirals have been satisfied staying on the planet, with a Szuraar for their flagship at the ready.” 
 
    “On a ship is where I am at home, Your Majesty, and where a fleet admiral should be, in my opinion. On the planet, I would lose touch with the fleet—how it operates and who is in command of the vessels. The reason the Parya runs so smoothly is because my crew knows and trusts me, and I know and trust them. I will remain on the Parya because it makes tactical sense. A Szuraar is meant to be up front in a battle with its lasers and missiles, which makes it a prime target. A carrier is always a target, but it is behind other, stronger ships and is less likely to be directly engaged.” 
 
    El’Xakelu hissed in approval. “You have thought this through. Very well, Fleet Admiral. Out of curiosity, have you chosen a captain for the Parya?” 
 
    “I have, Your Majesty.” She hesitated. 
 
    “Am I to guess?” 
 
    “Commander Vi’Kshalu.” 
 
    “A Viperidae? That is not done. An Elapidae is always in command of an Iderith.” 
 
    “With respect, why?” 
 
    El’Xakelu looked around the room for a moment, then back at El’Jyiurma. “Because Elapidae are superior to all other Serpentes.” 
 
    The room was quiet for a moment. “You disagree with this?” El’Xakelu asked. 
 
    “I am calculating how to say what I want to without offending Your Majesty.” 
 
    “El’Jyiurma, one of the luxuries of being fleet admiral is that you get to speak your mind, which I don’t believe has ever been a problem for you.” He hissed in amusement to show he did not mean it as a reprimand. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I believe we follow many of the rules simply because that is the way things have always been. I am not satisfied with that. As we left the system for Gieliv, two ships caused me problems, and they were both commanded by Elapidae. Even in simulated battles, my Viperidae commanders outperformed them. Being born Elapidae does not make one a great commander or tactician. It gives us an edge, I think, but it takes desire and commitment to fulfill that destiny.” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. I have always tried to stay out of military affairs. Yes, I did intervene and sent you to Gieliv. I stand by that decision. What you and Minister La’Kema have done there is admirable. Now, though, I need you to focus on finding a home for the Kehash and selecting someone to lead that effort out of the system.” 
 
    She shifted her coiled body, and her tail twitched involuntarily. 
 
    “You want to lead it yourself, Fleet Admiral?” He asked. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I do. I’m the only naval commander with experience in dealing with anyone outside the system. I’m also the best fleet commander you have, which will be necessary should something go wrong.” 
 
    “I see. What of Rear Admiral El’Kashtri? Could you not send him?” 
 
    “Yes, I could…but it would require removing him from the Exzisa since I do not plan to send any of the Szuraar out of the system at this time. I feel that removing him from that ship, which I believe he has earned, would be an insult. I am confident leaving him in command of the home fleet, defending the system, while I take a small task force to escort the Kehash, once we determine a destination.” 
 
    “You’re certainly going to be putting some fangs out of place.” 
 
    “I have no doubt about that, Your Majesty.” El’Jyiurma did not waver. 
 
    “Good. You have my full support…unless I see you making moves that would defang us all, of course.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “No, Fleet Admiral. Thank you. Now, I’m afraid I have much other business to attend to, as I’m sure you do. Thank you for coming to see me in person. While we’ve been talking, all the official work for your promotion has been done. Congratulations again, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    She bowed low once more and left the room to go back to her ship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma spent the trip back to the Parya reviewing some of the new information that was now available to her. She learned that there were two fully operational space docks starting construction of a fourth Szuraar, and she immediately sent a cease order. The docks were redirected to repair the existing Rilu-class battlecruisers as quickly as possible, then begin construction of more of them. 
 
    She also found plans drawn up by El’Syaaso for the invasion and subjugation of Gieliv. That revelation, more than the many others she found, impacted her the most. She had trusted and admired El’Syaaso, but reading his notes and communications with some of the other admirals distressed her. She knew not even the king had access to these files. No one other than the current fleet admiral did. 
 
    When she arrived back on the Parya, she went immediately to her quarters to continue reviewing the data files. She finally understood why El’Syaaso had suicided. He knew he would be found out. She located communications between him and Commander El’Onshtra, plotting to kill Admiral Gallagher to start the war he wanted. She also found similar communications to other members of the fleet. Many of them were dead after the battle, but some were still alive, and she would have to deal with them.  
 
    She also found indications that El’Syaaso had a fang in the loss of the food stock on Strorix Den. The realization that her commander, the leader of the Strorix Navy who was supposed to act in the best interests of the system, was a traitor depressed her. Partially because of his actions, she would lay unfertilized eggs within the next few days. She lowered the temperature in her quarters, coiled herself, and allowed her body to rest while her mind worked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia looked up as the door to Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma’s office opened. “Commander Vi’Kshalu, can I help you?” 
 
    “I was hoping the admiral was here. I have been unable to reach her.” 
 
    “She’s been in her quarters since she got back from her meeting with the king.” She turned back to her screen briefly, then back to Vi’Kshalu. “She has turned the temperature in her quarters down,” she said. The concern in her voice was clear. 
 
    Vi’Kshalu’s tail rattled. “I see. Thank you, Sofia.” He turned and went back to the bridge, allowing the door to close behind him. 
 
    Sofia frowned and checked the timing of El’Jyiurma’s arrival. She had been in her quarters for hours since she returned. Sofia knew the official announcement had gone out to the fleet that El’Jyiurma was the new fleet admiral, so it couldn’t have been bad news from the king. She stood to go check on El’Jyiurma, but hesitated.  
 
    “Give it a few more hours,” she said to herself and sat back down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Representative Macey Manning walked confidently to the lectern at the front of the large chamber. The Gielivian Council of Representatives was made up of elected local representatives from around the planet. She set down her tablet and activated it, so her notes were handy. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen of the Council,” she said to get everyone’s attention. Around the chamber, the members stopped their side conversations and found their seats. 
 
    “Today, I bring before you a resolution that is vital to the survival of our system. Not only did the Serpentes have a fleet in our system, but I have learned that there are snakes living on our planet. They pose a danger to our people and want to take jobs away from hard-working Gielivians. It’s the first step in their plan to turn us into their next food source! 
 
    “Lest you forget what happened the last time they were here—” she tapped an icon on her tablet, and a large screen at the front of the room lit up, “—this is what the aftermath looked like when they attacked our planet and killed hundreds in Stranta.” The screen showed horrifying footage of dead men, women, and children, with blisters and necrotized flesh from contact with the venom that was rained down on the area by a rogue Serpentes. 
 
    More than a few representatives looked away from the screen, which was what Manning wanted. 
 
    “Do you want to see this repeated? Over and over?” She pointed at the screen to emphasize her point. “If so, then vote against my resolution and doom our system. My proposal, which you have available to review, is to evict the Serpentes and ban them forever from our system. Further, once they are gone, I suggest we require the military to formulate a plan to invade Strorix and eliminate the Serpentes threat once and for all!” 
 
    She grimaced internally as Rex Donovan stood. He was the president’s man through and through. She was sure, if the president ever came to a sudden halt, Rex’s head would disappear. 
 
    “Miss Manning, I’m sure we all recall the devastating attack,” Donovan said respectfully. “I also recall that the Serpentes offered aid and prevented thousands of deaths. They even sent a team down to get rid of the one that made it to the planet. Then President Frazier trusted them enough to go to their ship for a press conference. If their goal was to kill us all, why not just do it then?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked, Mr. Donovan,” she replied confidently. She was ready for this question. “It was all an elaborate ruse. They got away with using their missiles by telling the Bith that the traitor was a rogue member of their military. Obviously, that was a lie that let them test their weapon against us without penalty. I have petitioned the Bith to launch a full investigation.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting they sacrificed five destroyers and their crews for a weapons test?” Donovan asked. 
 
    “Exactly! They eat people! Why would they care about killing a few of their own to further their agenda?” She looked around the chamber and realized she was losing people. “A farmer, Ervin West, has two of them living on his property, and the female hatched more of them! They can multiply faster than you can imagine! They’re supposedly there to control pests, but what they’re actually doing is establishing their presence. In the meantime, they’re taking jobs from the hard-working citizens we represent to weaken our economy!” 
 
    Manning suppressed a grin as Gabrielle Hardy stood to speak, right on cue. “Miss Manning has a point,” she said as she turned to address Donovan. “They’ve openly admitted that they’re short on food, and that they eat people. I’m afraid to let my kids play outside, and I’m hearing the same from my constituents. They need to go!” 
 
    Donovan rolled his eyes. “Mrs. Hardy, your district is on the other side of the planet from Mr. West’s farm.” 
 
    “How do we know those are the only snakes they have down here? They could be hiding anywhere!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Are you suggesting that more Serpentes have landed than the president is aware of?” Donovan asked. 
 
    Manning fixed her eyes on Hardy. How she handled this question was important. 
 
    “I’m saying that, perhaps, more have landed than we are aware of,” Hardy said and stared at Donovan. “President Frazier is obviously soft on these things, which is why this resolution is vital. We must tell him what the people want!” 
 
    Donovan shook his head. “If you believe half of what’s coming out of your mouth, I feel very sorry for you. I would ask my fellow representatives not to give in to fear mongering and unproven allegations,” he said and sat down. 
 
    Manning knew she had to finish quickly before they had too much time to think. “That—” she exclaimed as she pointed to the screen which was replaying the footage from earlier, “—is the cost of complacency. Act now! I submit my resolution for a vote.” She picked up her tablet and went back to her seat as the display changed to a vote tally. 
 
    Only 10 minutes later, she stared at the screen in disbelief. Her resolution had failed, only garnering five percent of the vote. She’d underestimated the gullibility of her fellow representatives, but that was okay, she had a Plan B. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Janice had seen the big snakes from a distance, but now Ervin had sent her to get them. All she knew for sure was that they had taken up residence in a copse of trees in the center of the property, and she was nervous. Ervin said they were friendly, but they were big, and she’d been afraid of snakes ever since one bit her when she was a child. 
 
    Ervin had paid for everyone who worked on the land to have translators implanted, so she would at least be able to talk to them without using a tablet for translation. Not that she looked forward to talking to them at all.  
 
    “Hello!” she called out as she stood at the edge of the tree line. 
 
    She checked her GPS for the third time to make sure she was in the right place. 
 
    “Helloooo!” she called out again, louder. 
 
    Suddenly, five ‘small’ snakes emerged from the weeds and undergrowth around her and hissed. She looked around, realized she was surrounded, and screamed. 
 
    The hatchling Dendros—green mambas to her—hissed in what her translator recognized as giggling. “Gotcha!” one of them said. She wasn’t sure which one. 
 
    “Very good, little ones, but do try not to scare the human to death,” De’Sirizso said as he lowered himself to a low branch of a nearby tree. 
 
    Janice jumped, backed up quickly, and screamed again when she saw the 20-foot adult only five feet from her head. 
 
    “Back off hatchlings. Give her some space,” De’Sirizso said. “Take your time, human, then you may tell us what you want.” 
 
    The hatchlings moved into the underbrush, toward the trees, and disappeared from her view. 
 
    She took a minute to catch her breath and try to calm down, while the large mamba lowered himself from the tree and coiled on the ground. “Ervin sent me…” she began and stopped to clear her throat, which now hurt from screaming. “Ervin sent me to tell you there’s some rats in the grain storage house.” 
 
    “Rats. Those are the small rodent mammals, yes?” 
 
    She nodded and gulped when she noticed the large bulge about halfway down the snake’s coils and took a few steps back. “Yeah. That’s them.” 
 
    “You have nothing to fear, human. Do you have a name, or shall I just call you human? I am De’Sirizso.” 
 
    “Oh. Um. Yeah. I’m Janice. Janice Small.” 
 
    “Yes, you are small. There is no need to explain this.” 
 
    “No, I mean, yes, but that’s my name. My last name is Small.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. You humans use two names. Odd, but that is your way. Very well, show me where this storage facility is. It will be good practice for our hatchlings.” 
 
    Janice pointed. “It’s over there a way.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could show me on your screen exactly where it is?” 
 
    Janice gulped again. “Yeah. Um. Just a minute.” She turned and went back to her four-wheeler and grabbed her tablet to pull up the location. She walked back over to where she had been standing and held it up and pointed. “It’s right there.” 
 
    De’Sirizso tasted the air with his tongue. “I can sense you are afraid, Janice. This is understandable; however, I will need to be closer to see what you are pointing at. You may approach me, or I will come to you. I assure you, you are safer here than anywhere else you could be on your planet.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, then slowly walked toward him. The closer she got, the more her hands shook. She kept her eyes on him, but he didn’t move a muscle. When she was about five feet away, she stopped and held out the tablet. “It’s the building highlighted in red. We’re where the blue dot is.” 
 
    He looked at the screen, then nodded humanly. “We have been past that building. We will take the hatchlings there after the sun sets to hunt these rodents.” 
 
    “Can I, um, ask you something?” 
 
    “Certainly, Janice Small.” 
 
    “Um. Just Janice is fine. You said I was safer here than anywhere else. What did you mean by that? I mean, the worst pain I ever had was when I got bit by a snake when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Snake…yes, we have researched this word. You compare us to those things because we resemble them. I do not like it, but I suppose you must use something to relate our existence to your experience. Do you compare your own species to anything with two legs?” De’Sirizso hissed in frustration.  
 
    “To answer your question, it is because we have cleared this area of all predatory creatures…other than us, of course. Also, because part of our agreed upon duties is to protect all employees of Ervin West on the property from any harm.” 
 
    ‘Really?” She asked. 
 
    “Yes, Janice.” 
 
    “I’m booooored. Can we hunt the human again?” One of the hatchlings poked its head out from between the leaves of the tree above De’Sirizso. 
 
    “That was fun!” another one said and stuck its head out beside the first’s. 
 
    Janice took a few steps back and eyed the hatchlings. 
 
    “Awwww. You scared it!” the first said. 
 
    “She is not an it, hatchlings. Her name is Janice Small, and she works for the human, Ervin West, who invited us to live here. Behave, or I shall not include you in tonight’s hunt for live prey!” De’Sirizso snapped without turning around. 
 
    Without a sound, both hatchlings disappeared again into the tree line. 
 
    “Um. Thanks,” Janice said weakly. 
 
    “You are welcome. You may tell Ervin that we will handle his rodent problem tonight.” He turned and moved quietly back into the trees. 
 
    She walked quickly, not wanting to run, back to her four-wheeler and drove back to the main building. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several days later, Ervin West and Kelsey Maddox rode out to the trees the Serpentes called home. Ervin beeped the horn of his hovercraft to let them know he was there. 
 
    Moments later, De’Sirizso and De’Suhlas emerged from the trees. Both sported the bulges of recent feeding. “Good morning, Ervin and guest. What can we do for you?” De’Sirizso asked.  
 
    “Mornin’! First, I wanted to thank ya for the help with the grain storage,” Ervin said and smiled. 
 
    “It was our pleasure. It gave our hatchlings a chance to hunt,” De’Suhlas said. 
 
    “Yeah. I reckon so. Gave my girl Janice quite a scare too.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Anyway, Kelsey, here, wanted to come out to meet ya in person, so to speak.” 
 
    Kelsey nodded. “I’m Kelsey Maddox, head of the Council of Farmers, here, on Gieliv.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Kelsey,” De’Sirizso said. 
 
    “How are you finding Gieliv?” 
 
    “Finding what?” De’Suhlas asked, confused. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” Kelsey said to Ervin. “I mean, do you like it here?” 
 
    “It is good to have so much open area to move around in. Things are, unfortunately, getting a bit crowded on Strorix Prime,” De’Suhlas said. 
 
    “But we do love our home,” De’Sirizso quickly added. 
 
    Kelsey nodded and smiled. “I understand. Your accommodations are suitable? I don’t know of any other race who wouldn’t want an actual home to live in.” 
 
    De’Suhlas hissed a laugh. “We have no need of such things. We did have something like them back on Prime, but our homes were built of natural materials. Honestly, they were primarily something to set boundaries. Here, it is not necessary.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense,” Kelsey said. “Obviously, there are plenty of nuisance animals around, as Ervin has told me. Do you believe you can handle them all when he needs them dealt with?” 
 
    “This is a logical question,” De’Sirizso said. “We can eliminate anything that needs to be eliminated; however, we only need to consume every few of your weeks. So, much of the food stock would, unfortunately, go to waste, as we would kill it without consuming it.” 
 
    “And we wouldn’t be able to…consume it, because of the venom,” Kelsey said. 
 
    “Correct. I’m afraid it would be quite deadly to your frail forms.” 
 
    “But after a while…I assume you would hunt everything down and need to move to another area to continue to find food.” 
 
    “Perhaps. We are not familiar with the breeding habits of your pest creatures.” 
 
    “Then there’s winter to think about.” 
 
    “Winter?” De’Suhlas asked. 
 
    “Cold season. It gets really cold, snow falls and covers the ground, and there aren’t really any growing crops to protect.” 
 
    The mambas looked at each other, then back at Kelsey. 
 
    “Cold, we understand,” De’Suhlas said. “Snow, we do not. Why would there be a time when you do not grow crops?” 
 
    Ervin grinned and chuckled, then explained the concept of snow, and why he couldn’t grow crops outside of the greenhouses during that time. Then he explained what greenhouses were, and why they didn’t have to worry about animals getting inside, except for a few rats now and then. 
 
    “I see,” De’Sirizso said. “We can survive such things.” 
 
    “Oh. If you don’t mind my asking…how?” Kelsey asked. 
 
    De’Sirizso explained the process of brumation, where the Serpentes went into a deep sleep and could survive without eating for months at a time.  
 
    “That’s…remarkable! Ervin, I think this is going to work.”  
 
    Ervin nodded. “Told ya it would.” 
 
    “It would be more comfortable, especially for the hatchlings, if we had an underground burrow though,” De’Suhlas said. 
 
    “That’s easy enough. I can get some equipment out here and take care of that in a few hours,” Ervin said and shrugged. 
 
     “I’ll talk to the president, but it might be an uphill battle to expand the program. Representative Manning got wind of it and is already raising a stink about the potential for lost jobs and sustenance for hunters if the program extends to other properties, not to mention the dire risk of having them on the planet.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “That’s for people better than me to work out,” Ervin said.  
 
    “Thank you both for your time,” Kelsey said. “We’re glad you’re enjoying Gieliv.” 
 
    De’Suhlas and De’Sirizso turned and disappeared back into the trees. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral,” Lieutenant Gina Mosley said on the bridge of the Ravager, “incoming communication from planet-side Technical Services.” 
 
    “On screen please, Gina.” 
 
    A young, blonde woman appeared on the screen. She was standing near the piece of wreckage that had been brought back from Strorix. “Admiral Gallagher, I’m Elaine Knox from Technical Services. We’ve gotten into the computer. Captain Briggs was right, it was a central data storage, but it’s a mess.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “The system is intact, but it’s not organized. I’ve got a team working on sorting through the data, but I already have some basics for you. The ship, the Patli, was a slave transport vessel. That was its only purpose.” 
 
    “Well…that could mean a few things. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We managed to uncover some of the captain’s logs and translate them. The admiral who led the attack, Admiral Saatil, was their best, and the fleet they sent was most of their naval power. The captain made several references to it. I can send you the full transcripts.” 
 
    “Please do, Elaine. That information will be very useful for those on Strorix to know. Any chance it’s a red herring, to throw us off?” 
 
    “I’m not an analyst, sir, but I think not. The other entries are all about how his crew was looking forward to having new slaves in the pens. They…apparently some of them are used, the females, while on the ship. I’m really not comfortable going into detail, sir.” 
 
    “No. That’s fine. Please send me what you have and keep at it. We need every piece of data we can get. If there are sensor logs that show their home system just before they departed, those would be of extreme interest. Also, make sure General Stevens and the intel group at Central Command get everything as you uncover it for analysis.” 
 
    “Will do. We haven’t seen any sensor logs yet, but as I said, we just got everything decrypted and started the translation. I’ll have my team send what we have so far. We’ll keep at it.” 
 
    “Thank you. Excellent job. I owe your team a round next time I’m on-planet.” 
 
    “We’ll look forward to it, sir. Knox out.” 
 
    Gallagher rubbed his chin and considered the little bit of information he had so far. He wanted to have more in hand before he sent it to the Serpentes.  
 
    “Shannon, give General Stevens a heads up about the incoming intel. Ask him to prioritize the data for detailed analysis,” Gallagher said to his XO. 
 
    “Will do, Admiral,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Frazier looked up from his screen as his secretary, Edward Taylor, came in without knocking. That was rare, so it was probably important. “What’s up, Ed?” 
 
    “Mister President, you need to see this.” Taylor walked around behind Frazier’s desk and tapped the display to bring up a news broadcast. 
 
    Maxine Hanson was on the screen, standing beside Representative Macey Manning. “—sentative Manning outside a farm near Stranta. The property belongs to Ervin West, who you might remember offered to give livestock to the Serpentes. Representative Manning, why are we here, and what do we need to know?”  
 
    “Maxine, what I have to tell the people will be absolutely shocking. Some of those giant snakes are now living on Gieliv!” 
 
    “You mean the Serpentes?” Hanson asked. 
 
    “Yes! What else would I mean? Anyway, I have attempted to get on the property to speak to Mister West about the dangers of such an arrangement, but I was refused entry. They actually pointed weapons at me!” 
 
    “Doesn’t he have the right, by law, to determine who comes onto his property, Representative Manning?” 
 
    “Of course, he does. But why refuse a government official access? What is he hiding? I think the people deserve to know! Not only that, but I also have it on good authority that the Strorix system has been attacked and is weakened. It’s a perfect time to get rid of them, for the safety of all Gielivians!” 
 
    Frazier shook his head. “Good grief. Is anyone actually buying what she’s selling?” 
 
    “The latest information is that she’s building a small, but vocal following, Mister President,” Taylor said. “She’s pretty pissed that her resolution to keep them off the planet and out of the system failed.” 
 
    “This should be good.” Frazier grinned as he saw Ervin West get out of a hovercraft and walk toward Hanson and Manning. 
 
    Hanson glanced behind her and apparently saw West coming. “It looks like you’re going to get your chance to talk to Mister West now, Representative Manning. Here he comes!” 
 
    The view widened, and several men in uniforms could be seen on the edge of the screen carrying laser rifles at a low ready as they watched West approach. 
 
    “Mister West! Please join us! Representative Manning has some questions for you, and I’m sure all of Gieliv would love to hear the answers!” Hanson called out. 
 
    West walked up and stood on the other side of Hanson from Manning and put his hands on his hips. He didn’t look happy. “Okay, I’m here. What do ya want?” 
 
    “I want to know why you’re sheltering those snakes on your property! The same beings who tried to kill thousands of Gielivians!” Manning shouted while she shook her finger at West. 
 
    “First, get yer damn finger outta my face. Second, I ain’t shelterin’ anyone. I invited ‘em here to stay. Third, they’re called Serpentes. Damn, I thought I was the uneducated one.” West rolled his eyes. 
 
    Frazier laughed and shook his head. “She’s screwed up now.” 
 
    Manning seemed to be caught off guard and stood there for a moment with her mouth hanging open, which left an opening for West to continue. 
 
    “Them two Serpentes and their hatchlings are helpin’ out a lot. They’ve got rid of some boars that were tearin’ up my crops. And their little ones got rid of some rats that was in the grain storage. They don’t hurt no one. They help! Thanks to them, I’ll have a surplus this year for sure.” West nodded for emphasis. “I figure on invitin’ more of ‘em next season.” 
 
    Manning recovered and started in again. “What are they doing that our citizens can’t do? You’re taking jobs away from working men and women!” 
 
    West rolled his eyes again. “Boars ain’t so easy to hunt down when you got as much property as I do. Not to mention, I never hired anyone to do it. My own folks had to do it, which took time away from workin’ the fields and other stuff. Now they don’t have to worry about it. You don’t know shit about farming, lady. Now, get the hell away from my property. We got work to do.” 
 
    Manning’s jaw dropped, and she stared at West for a moment. When she spoke again, she was basically screaming. “I am a representative of the government, and you will treat me with respect, you hick!” 
 
    Frazier’s jaw dropped at the last comment, and he saw that even Hanson was shocked, though she hid it quickly. “She just lost the support of any farmer who ever thought she might be right,” Frazier said. 
 
    Manning stormed off camera. Hanson turned to West. “Mister West, I wonder if we could get an interview with the Serpentes you have residing on your property?” 
 
    “Hell no! You can leave too.” West shook his head and walked away, leaving Hanson standing alone. 
 
    “This is Maxine Hanson with the Gieliv Broadcasting Network. We’ll bring you more about this situation as we get it.” 
 
    The screen returned to the GBN logo, then back to a sports program that had been on before the broadcast. Frazier tapped the screen to turn it off. 
 
    “That was interesting,” Frazier said. “Thanks for letting me know, Ed.” 
 
    Taylor nodded and left the office. 
 
    Frazier sighed and tapped a sequence on his screen to connect to General Stevens. 
 
    Stevens appeared on the screen almost immediately. “Good morning, Mister President. What can we do for you?” 
 
    “I’m guessing you didn’t see Manning’s latest?” Frazier asked. 
 
    “No, sir. Been a little bit busy. We’re combing through data from that computer the Saber brought back from Strorix.” 
 
    “She’s probably managed to piss off every farmer on the planet. That’s the good news. The bad news is she’s put it out there that Strorix was attacked and is suggesting that we invade them.” 
 
    “Oh, good grief. You’re not actually considering this, are you, sir?” 
 
    “Of course not, Bryan. But some will think it’s a good idea, and you know it.” 
 
    Stevens waved a hand dismissively. “There are always some fringe nuts out there.” 
 
    Frazier considered for a moment. “How long do you think it’s going to take to go through the data and get something useful?” 
 
    “We’ve already got some useful data, but it’s going to take a few days to comb through it all, sir. These Gnevusin aren’t exactly what I’d call organized, and the ship we got this from was a slave transport, not a military vessel.” 
 
    Frazier nodded. “Okay. Once you have enough worth sharing with the Serpentes, I want to send Admiral Gallagher.” 
 
    Stevens frowned. “I don’t know, sir…” 
 
    “He has an established relationship with them. We know now that El’Jyiurma has been appointed as their new fleet admiral. And, based on what little I’ve glanced over of what you have already, a follow up attack seems unlikely, right?” 
 
    “Sure, but why not just interface with Minister La’Kema and let him take the intelligence home?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you agree that it’s easier for one military officer to talk to another when it comes to intelligence gathering?” Frazier asked. 
 
    Stevens sighed and nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll talk to Gallagher and see what he thinks. That work?” 
 
    “Thanks, Bryan. That’ll do for now. Keep me posted.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Stevens said, and the screen went blank. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gallagher sat in his office off the bridge of the Ravager a few days after the data analysis began. “Admiral, we finally have all the data from the Gnevusin computer systems analyzed,” General Stevens said on Gallagher’s display. 
 
    “What do we have, sir?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “A lot, to put it simply. We’re uploading it to your ship now. President Frazier wants you to deliver it personally to Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    Gallagher nodded. He had reviewed some of the data that had been flagged as high priority. Everything pointed to the fact that the Gnevusin didn’t have enough ships for another invasion attempt. 
 
    “No problem. I’ll admit, I’m curious to see their system up close.” 
 
    “You’ll be escorting the Detshacka back as well. The farmer, West, has put another load of livestock on it. Minister La’Kema is on board with some official treaties for their king to sign. Looks like we’re going to have an official alliance and open trade with the Serpentes.” 
 
    “I bet that just boils Manning’s ass.” Gallagher grinned. 
 
    “You have no idea. After that last interview, she’s been pretty much impossible to find. She’s not talking to anyone if you can believe it. But word is she’s organizing resistance out of public view. This could get really bad down here.” 
 
    Gallagher frowned. “Damn. How in the hell did someone like that get elected?” 
 
    Stevens shrugged. “Not our problem. Elections are coming up in a few months that include her sector. We’ll see if she keeps it.” 
 
    “Right. Okay. We’ll hook up with the Detshacka and make our way to Strorix.” 
 
    “Be safe out there,” Stevens said, and the comm terminated. 
 
    Gallagher stood and walked onto the bridge. “Shannon, get the Detshacka in formation. We’re going to escort it over to Strorix and deliver the new intel personally.” 
 
    “Yes, sir! Always wanted to see another system.” Shannon grinned. 
 
    He chuckled as he sat in his command chair. “Now’s your chance.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia paced in the hallway outside Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma’s quarters. She had gone with the intention of trying to wake her up, but now that she was there, she wasn’t sure. They had worked together for years, and Sofia felt like a part of the crew, even though she wasn’t officially in the military. Even the bridge crew accepted her, and she knew how rare that was from talking to other humans about their experiences serving on ships.  
 
    She saw Commander Vi’Kshalu coming down the hallway and moved to the side to allow him to pass. 
 
    “Good morning, Sofia,” Vi’Kshalu said. “You must have had the same thought I did.” 
 
    “I’m worried, Commander. This isn’t like her.” 
 
    “As are we. The king has requested to speak to her, but she is not answering even her personal comm device.” 
 
    Sofia’s jaw dropped momentarily. “I’ll leave you to take care of it.” 
 
    “No. You should stay. You are, possibly, closer to her than any of us. It may be good to have you here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Vi’Kshalu gestured to the entry pad with his head. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Sofia entered the entry code, and the status bar turned red. She jerked her head around to look at Vi’Kshalu. 
 
    “Could you have gotten it wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “No. It’s been the same for years.” 
 
    He rattled his tail. “This is concerning. Use the emergency override code.” 
 
    “If you say so, Commander,” she said. She was hesitant, but at least it wasn’t her decision. 
 
    Sofia typed in the emergency override code, and the door slid open. Cold air flowed from El’Jyiurma’s quarters, and Sofia shivered from the chill. She walked slowly in and saw El’Jyiurma coiled in her nest. “Her eggs,” she said quietly. 
 
    From where Sofia stood, she could see through gaps in El’Jyiurma’s coils. She was coiled around a clutch of eggs, which were unfertilized and would eventually be consumed.  
 
    Vi’Kshalu moved into the room and slid by Sofia to move closer to El’Jyiurma. “Fleet Admiral. The king is requesting to speak with you.” 
 
    Sofia knew El’Jyiurma would hear him. Even in brumation, Serpentes were still alert to their surroundings as a primal defense mechanism. El’Jyiurma had laid clutches before, but she had never acted like this. 
 
    El’Jyiurma looked up at Vi’Kshalu and hissed dangerously. “Go,” she said. She laid her head back down and closed her eyes. 
 
    Sofia saw Vi’Kshalu tense up at El’Jyiurma’s tone. She backed out of the room when Vi’Kshalu turned and made for the door. Once they were both outside, the door slid closed. Vi’Kshalu’s muscles rippled from his head to his tail, which Sofia knew was how they relaxed if they were very tense.  
 
    “This is bad,” Sofia said. 
 
    “You have no idea. I’ve only seen an Elapidae act like this once…and he eventually attacked his own crew. I do not know what is wrong, but something has sent her into a deep depression.” 
 
    “We have to find out what it is!”  
 
    “Yes, we do. For now, though, I must go explain to the king that she will not respond to his communication.” 
 
    “She’ll be in trouble?” 
 
    “We shall see, Sofia. See what you can find out.” 
 
    “I will, Commander.” 
 
    She went immediately back to El’Jyiurma’s office and checked the logs she had access to. All she could find was the entry about El’Jyiurma’s elevation to Fleet Admiral and that her access levels to data in the systems had been elevated. Sofia’s own access, though, had not changed, so she had no idea what El’Jyiurma might have seen that would have sent her into her current state. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the bridge, Commander Vi’Kshalu rippled his muscles once more to try to relax before speaking to the king. It didn’t work.  
 
    He activated the communication channel at his station. “King El’Xakelu. My deepest apologies. I was unable to stir Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma from her brumation.” 
 
    El’Xakelu’s hood spread on the display. “Commander. Has she given any indication of why she has done this?” 
 
    Vi’Kshalu battled internally with what to say. He was extremely loyal to El’Jyiurma, but he was also loyal to his king. “Your Majesty, I am unsure. I did observe that she has laid a clutch of unfertilized eggs and is protecting them. But she has laid eggs before, and I have never seen her like this.” 
 
    “I see.” El’Xakelu’s hood slowly collapsed. “I have some idea about what has happened, but I am afraid you are not cleared for that information. I will give her one more day.” 
 
    Vi’Kshalu rattled his tail in frustration when the channel went blank. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dr. Hector Reilly was nervous as his shuttle approached Ervin West’s property, but he had his orders. At least they had permission to land. He’d heard West could be difficult, and his people were typically armed. 
 
    The shuttle landed without incident, and he walked down the ramp. 
 
    Janice Small walked up to him. “You Doc Reilly?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Mr. West sent me to escort you,” she said and gestured toward her four-wheeler. 
 
    “We’re going in that?” he asked with a hint of disgust. “Why couldn’t my shuttle land closer?” 
 
    “Because this is where Mr. West told you to land. If you want to leave, you’re free to get back in your shuttle and go. I don’t much care either way,” she said with her hands on her hips. “I got work to do, so make up your mind.” 
 
    He adjusted the backpack he carried and walked toward the four-wheeler. “Okay then. Let’s get this done, please.” 
 
    They got in, and she started it up and sped off, which caused him to grip his seat tightly and search for a seatbelt, which wasn’t there.  
 
    She glanced at him and grinned. “So, what do you want to see them for, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s none of your concern,” he said tersely. This was the last place he wanted to be, and he was quite sure they didn’t want him here. He desperately hoped he’d make it back out alive. 
 
    After only a few minutes, Janice slammed on the brakes, which almost threw Reilly from his seat. He glared at her as he got out and looked at the line of trees in front of them. “That’s where they are?”  
 
    “Should be,” she said. “Never know where they might pop up.” 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to walk back to his shuttle, rather than trust Janice to drive him back, but he couldn’t. He cleared his throat loudly. “Ahem! I am Doctor Hector Reilly. Mr. West indicated it would be okay for me to come today to collect a sample?” 
 
    De’Sirizso slid down out of a tree about 10 feet away and looked at Reilly. “Greetings, Janice. I sense you are more comfortable today. That is good.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m getting used to you, I guess.” 
 
    “Tell me, Doctor Hector Reilly, why is it you want samples of our venom?” 
 
    Reilly shrugged off his backpack and kneeled without taking his eyes off the huge snake. As a herpetologist, he knew about snakes and their strike ranges. He knew he was well within the range of the one before him and did his best not to sound afraid. 
 
    “For analysis. Sometimes the best things come from the most unlikely places,” he said. 
 
    “Such as?” De’Sirizso asked. 
 
    “Well…in case of an accident, for example. If someone should come into contact with your venom, we need to know how to counter it,” he said as he withdrew a large, clear, steel container from his pack and removed the lid. 
 
    “Antivenom has already been provided by our system for such an event.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I wasn’t aware…I’m just following orders, you understand.” 
 
    “I see,” De’Sirizso said. “I sense you are being deceptive, Doctor Hector Reilly.” 
 
    Reilly sighed. “I didn’t want to say this, but there are some who don’t trust you or your system. Getting this sample so we can do our own analysis will mean a lot to them.” 
 
    “Very well. Place your container on the ground over there.” 
 
    As soon as he set it down, a hatchling slithered between his legs and bit the rim of the container. A stream of venom flowed into it as Reilly screamed and crab-walked backward, ending up flat on his back. 
 
    He looked around when he heard hissing all around him and found that quite a few of the hatchlings, which were already five feet long, were within a foot of him. He quickly got on his feet and continued backing away as Janice laughed. 
 
    Reilly did his best to dust himself off as he cursed under his breath. When he looked up, all of the Serpentes were gone from sight. “Where’d they go?” he asked warily. 
 
    “Oh, they’re around. I don’t think they like you,” she said with a grin. 
 
    He stalked over to his backpack, put on a set of thick gloves, and capped the container. After carefully stowing it, he strapped the pack on and sat heavily in the four-wheeler’s seat. “Just get me back to my shuttle.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Doc,” Janice said and stomped the accelerator while executing a hard, left turn.  
 
    Reilly just barely managed to stay in his seat and glowered at her. “You did that on purpose.” 
 
    “Yep,” she said with a grin and kept her eyes forward. “See, here’s the thing, Doc. De’Sirizso said you were lying. I think he’s right. And we don’t take kindly to liars around here. So, I’d say you’d best get out of here as fast as you can.” 
 
    As soon as the four-wheeler stopped at the shuttle pad, Reilly quickly hopped out and ran up the ramp into the shuttle. He took off the backpack and secured it in a steel case, which he then locked. 
 
    “Get us out of here. We’re done,” he yelled to the pilot as he strapped himself in. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Arrival in Strorix in one minute, Admiral,” Commander Brock reported. 
 
    “Thanks, Shannon. Lieutenant Mosley be ready to answer their challenge. They’re likely to still be a little jumpy.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    The Ravager entered Strorix space, followed closely by the Detshacka.  
 
    “Challenge received and acknowledged, Admiral. We are to set a course for Prime Station, above Strorix Prime. The Detshacka will be heading directly to Strorix Den.” 
 
    “Very good. Shannon, get us over there. Commander Crane, is the Parya on sensors?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I show the Parya on-station with what is left of the Serpentes fleet,” Lieutenant Commander Margaret Crane responded. 
 
    “Ah, good. Gina, see if you can raise Admiral El’Jyiurma.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed as the comm station in her room beeped for her attention. It had only been a few hours since they had tried to wake her up by coming into her quarters. She ignored it and closed her eyes again. 
 
    A minute later, her sub-scalar comm device went off. Finally, she’d had enough. “What?” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, I’m sorry to disturb you again. The Ravager and the Detshacka have just arrived in the system. Admiral Gallagher wishes to speak with you,” Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    She was silent for a few minutes while she considered what to do. She knew she couldn’t stay in her quarters forever, and it was likely Admiral Gallagher was in the system on official business. She used the sub-scalar to increase the temperature in her room to match that of the rest of the ship and slowly uncoiled from around her eggs. 
 
    “I will take the transmission here. Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    She closed that communication and moved over to her comm station, where she accepted the transmission from Admiral Gallagher. 
 
    “Hello, Admiral,” she said. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. It’s good to see you again. Congratulations are in order, I hear,” he said. She noticed a look of concern on his face. 
 
    “I suppose so. Thank you.” 
 
    “If I may be blunt, Fleet Admiral, you look a bit rough. Is everything okay?” Gallagher asked. She could sense the genuine concern in his voice and his body language. 
 
    “I will shed my old skin soon. It is a normal thing for us. What brings you to Strorix?” 
 
    “Oh! We’ve finished analyzing the data from the Gnevusin computer system, and I decided to bring the results to you in person. Plus, Minister La’Kema is on the Detshacka and has some treaties from President Frazier to present to your king.” 
 
    Hearing about the data from the Gnevusin ship made her more alert almost instantly. “Excellent. Please send the data over to my ship immediately.” 
 
    “Thought you’d say that. Lieutenant Mosley has the data packet ready and will send it now.” She saw him nod to someone off screen. “We’re on course for Prime Station as directed by your controllers. Could you meet me over there? I’d like to go over the data with you and discuss some other developments on Gieliv.” 
 
    “Yes, I will have my shuttle readied. I need to meet with King El’Xakelu as well. It will be good to handle many issues at once.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll see you there in a few hours!” Gallagher smiled, and the connection closed. 
 
    El’Jyiurma started to feel better already. She rubbed her head on a sharp edge on the wall of her quarters, meant for that purpose, and shed her old skin. Once that was done, she left her quarters and made her way to the bridge. She had one more thing to do before she left the ship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma entered the bridge, and Commander Vi’Kshalu snapped to attention and called out, “Fleet Admiral on the bridge!” 
 
    The entire bridge crew faced El’Jyiurma and came to attention. 
 
    She hissed and bowed her head in acknowledgement. “Thank you all. It is only because of the success of this ship and its crew that I have attained such a position. As you were.” 
 
    A chorus of rattling tails was her response as all but Vi’Kshalu turned back to their stations. He slid over to El’Jyiurma. 
 
    “I am glad to see you moving around again, Fleet Admiral. We were concerned.” 
 
    “As was I. I still am, and I will fill you in on why in due time. For now, please have my shuttle prepared. I am going to join Admiral Gallagher on Prime Station to review the data from the Gnevusin ship.” 
 
    “Of course, Fleet Admiral.” Vi’Kshalu nodded at Lieutenant Commander Vi’Zsuto, who immediately got on his comms. 
 
    “There is one more thing I would like everyone to hear,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    The bridge crew again turned to face her. She noticed that Sofia was standing in the doorway of her office, smiling. 
 
    “Good, you should hear this too, Sofia. Things are changing.” El’Jyiurma looked around the bridge and met the eyes of each member of her bridge crew. “All congratulate Captain Vi’Kshalu, captain and ship commander of the Parya.” 
 
    There was a moment of shocked silence, followed by a loud chorus of rattling from the bridge crew. Sofia clapped her hands together. Vi’Kshalu bowed his head low to the ground. “I am honored, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “You have earned it, Captain. Please rise. You have the ship.” El’Jyiurma turned and left the bridge to go to her shuttle bay. On the way, she crafted a delayed order, which would be sent to Captain Vi’Kshalu after she left. Each member of the bridge crew would consume one of her eggs. While all Serpentes knew that, generally, eggs were eggs; it was considered a high honor to be chosen to consume the unfertilized eggs of a high-ranking officer. And her crew deserved such an honor, and more. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In her shuttle, on the way to Prime Station, she put together a presentation of the items she had found in El’Syaaso’s files. She implemented a new order that prevented the fleet admiral from being in possession of any information that was not accessible by the king. And she considered the creation of a new position. Someone who would act as a liaison between her and the king, since she intended to stay in space, and possibly, out of the system.  
 
    Once on the station, she was escorted to see the king before they were joined by Admiral Gallagher.  
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. I am glad to see you have finally awoken. I must confess, when you did not answer my earlier attempts, I grew concerned,” El’Xakelu said. 
 
    “Please accept my apologies, Your Majesty. I came upon information that troubled me deeply, and I would like to share it with you now, in private.” 
 
    “I see. Proceed.” 
 
    Over the next several hours, El’Jyiurma used the display on the wall to show the king what she had discovered in El’Syaaso’s files. She also explained that the lock had been lifted, and it would no longer be legal for the fleet admiral to hide anything. 
 
    El’Xakelu hissed after El’Jyiurma finished her presentation. “Now, I understand. I know you had a…difficult relationship with El’Syaaso, but I also know you respected him.” 
 
    “I did, Your Majesty,” El’Jyiurma said quietly. 
 
    “Will you be able to put this behind you?”  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I would like to appoint someone to act as the liaison between the military and you. Someone who can keep up with everything that is happening and brief you as necessary.” 
 
     “This is a wise idea. I like it. Now, what do you suppose Admiral Gallagher and Minister La’Kema have brought us?” 
 
    “My understanding is that Minister La’Kema will present official treaty proposals from Gieliv, once the drop of the new livestock happens on Strorix Den. Admiral Gallagher has the data from the Gnevusin ship, so we will know more about who attacked our system.” 
 
    “Let us not keep him waiting any longer.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Admiral Gallagher walked in and looked around the room.  
 
    El’Jyiurma turned to him and bowed slightly. “Welcome to Prime Station, Admiral.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fleet Admiral. It’s quite impressive. Everything is so…huge.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed a quiet laugh at the wonder in Gallagher’s voice. “King El’Xakelu, may I present Admiral Gallagher, Leader of the Gielivian space fleet.” 
 
    Gallagher bowed to El’Xakelu. 
 
    “Please rise, Admiral,” El’Xakelu said. “I have heard many good things about you from Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    Gallagher stood and smiled. “That’s good to know, Your Majesty. I only wish our meeting was under better circumstances.” 
 
    “Yes. These are trying times for my people.” 
 
    “I saw the devastation on the planet’s surface from my ship. Appalling.” Gallagher shook his head sadly. “Fortunately, we were able to get a lot of intelligence from their computer system.” 
 
    “Let us see what you have, Admiral,” El’Xakelu said and gestured to an interface panel built for humans with his tail. 
 
    Gallagher walked over and inserted a data chip. The display came online with a system map and a roster of ships. “Based on the last sensor scans we have from the Patli—the ship this was recovered from—they have very little left in the way of a fleet.” 
 
    “There has been much discussion,” El’Jyiurma said. “What was the purpose of that massive vessel?” 
 
    Gallagher frowned. “It was a slave transport ship. That was its only purpose. They were so confident they could take the system, they sent it with the invasion fleet.” 
 
    El’Xakelu hissed dangerously and spread his hood. “Proceed.” 
 
    “Based on their sensor readings, they only have two fighter carriers and a handful of frigates left in the system. We believe they rely on their reputation to prevent attacks on them. The Admiral you defeated, Saatil, was apparently their best and most decorated. What we don’t know, is how many more ships they might have that were powered down or out of view on the other side of a planet when these readings were taken.” 
 
    “Then they are defeated. We have no further concern from them,” El’Xakelu said. 
 
    El’Jyiurma studied the information on the display. “Your Majesty, they must be eliminated. Slavers cannot be allowed to continue. They must not be given a chance to rebuild their fleet.” 
 
    “We are weakened already, El’Jyiurma. We cannot afford such an assault.” 
 
    “Admiral Gallagher,” El’Jyiurma said. “Do you have intelligence on the Gnevusin’s home planet?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we do.” He tapped the display a few times, and a detailed schematic of Neithea came up. “That’s their home planet, Neithea. From what we can tell, it’s not their original home. They were pushed out of that generations ago. This is the latest one that suits them. It’s a massive, very dense planet. Apparently, it’s fairly rich with gold, and possibly diamonds, but many races stayed away from it due to its high surface temperature.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I believe we have found a new home. We simply need to displace the slavers to claim it,” El’Jyiurma said confidently. 
 
    “El’Jyiurma. our fleet is already weakened from the attack. You would risk our home by sending some of the few ships we have away?” El’Xakelu asked.  
 
     “Your Majesty, as I see it, we have little choice.” 
 
    Gallagher cleared his throat. “If I may, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Proceed, Admiral Gallagher.” 
 
    “She has a point. Based on what I know, you need a new system. Soon. And, while I don’t know your system or its inhabitants, it’s natural to want a big win. I’m sure some see the invasion attempt as a loss since they were able to cause such devastation to your home world. 
 
    “Neithea has been mined extensively by the Gnevusin, so there are tunnels around the planet. I understand from Mr. West that tunnels help you, and you can use them as homes to get away from the heat of the surface when you need to. Plus, gold and diamonds will never go out of style and sell very well on the open market. Even if you sold the mining rights, you’d stand to make a good sum of credit, which would help you handle your food problem.” 
 
    El’Xakelu looked between Gallagher and El’Jyiurma.  
 
    “I’d be willing to offer one of our carriers to go along. As you may know, our navy is also somewhat weak. But our fighters are built to fight other fighters. I have no doubt General Stevens and President Frazier would agree that we could spare a carrier to help you locate an expansion for your home.” 
 
    The room was silent for several moments as El’Xakelu studied the information on the display.  
 
    “Come up with a plan, Fleet Admiral. Then we will meet again, and I will decide whether I will allow this,” El’Xakelu finally said. “If you will both excuse me, I have other matters to attend to.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma and Gallagher bowed and left together. 
 
    Once the door closed behind them, El’Jyiurma stopped and looked down at Gallagher. “Thank you for your support, Admiral.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It makes sense. Not to mention, I hate slavers and would love to see them gotten rid of.” 
 
    “Even I am hesitant to reduce the system’s strength by taking ships away,” El’Jyiurma said as they resumed moving down the corridor. 
 
    “I would be, too. You’re in a tough situation.” 
 
    “More than you know, Admiral Gallagher,” she said. 
 
    Gallagher glanced up at her. “Care to expand?” 
 
    “I cannot at this time, I’m afraid. Perhaps in the future.” 
 
    “I understand. If I can help in any way, let me know. We’ll be here until Minister La’Kema presents the treaties to your king so we can take them back to the president.” 
 
    “I will, thank you.” El’Jyiurma left him and slid down a side hallway toward her shuttle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the way back to the Parya, El’Jyiurma spent her time reviewing the files on each of the ship commanders in the fleet. Several were noted as supporting El’Syaaso’s positions, but she felt they could be worked with. The only one that truly bothered her was Vice Admiral El’Dhrila, commander of the fleet’s third Rilu, the Hama. She wondered how many of his crew were infected with his obvious hatred of humans. He would have to go. The only questions were how many of his crew would go with him and what would she do with them. 
 
    She wanted to seek Admiral Gallagher’s advice, but she was not ready to let him know that her predecessor had been so dangerous. If that information somehow got to the human, Manning, it would be catastrophic for the relationship between Strorix and Gieliv. 
 
    El’Jyiurma changed course and notified the Hama to prepare for her arrival. Best to go ahead and deal with this right now. She also alerted Captain Bo’Ritesyo on the Eca to load two transports and launch them—one with Viperidae and Dendro and the other with a Boa. The Boa would board the Hama prior to her arrival, and the Viperidae and Dendro would be on station, just in case. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma landed her shuttle next to the assault transport from the Eca and waited for the shuttle bay’s atmosphere to normalize. Once it had, she saw the Boa immediately disembark from the transport and take up position near the landing ramp of her shuttle. 
 
    As she made her way down the ramp, the Boa quickly introduced himself. “Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma, I’m Major Bo’Ershati. It’s an honor to finally meet you. Captain Bo’Ritesyo informed me you had concerns. Have no fear, you are safe with me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Major, for your assistance and your support.” 
 
    They watched together as Vice Admiral El’Dhrila, along with three Viperidae, approached. El’Jyiurma could taste in the air that El’Dhrila was disappointed that Major Bo’Ershati was there. 
 
    “It is an honor to have you aboard the Hama, Fleet Admiral,” El’Dhrila said as he bowed. “Shall we adjourn to a meeting room?” 
 
    “No, here will be fine. This will not take long. El’Dhrila, I have been reviewing your file and your correspondence with El’Syaaso,” El’Jyiurma said. She specifically did not use his rank or that of the former fleet admiral. “I am disturbed by what I found.” 
 
    “Do not think about it, Little Vice Admiral,” Bo’Ershati said. The muscles along his 50-foot length rippled. 
 
    The three Viperidae who accompanied El’Dhrila rattled their tails.  
 
    El’Jyiurma could taste the anger in the air. “You are relieved of duty and stripped of your rank. If you cooperate and hand over a list of crew who are as corrupt as you are, I will consider leniency.” 
 
    “You don’t deserve your rank. You are a traitor to the Serpentes!” El’Dhrila hissed and spread his hood. 
 
    Bo’Ershati saw that as a threat and struck immediately. Before anyone could react, he had El’Dhrila clamped in his massive jaws, and he threw him across he shuttle bay, where he hit and dropped lifeless to the deck. 
 
    One of the Viperidae sprang from its coiled position and struck at Bo’Ershati with its jaws wide and fangs ready. Unfortunately for the Viper, Bo’Ershati was wearing clear-steel combat armor. It was custom-made, articulated armor for security and ground forces. Rarely worn because it wasn’t comfortable, Bo’Ershati had apparently anticipated such an attack. The Viper’s fangs broke when it tried to bite into the huge Boa and hit steel instead. 
 
    While it writhed on the ground in pain, the other two Viperidae considered their situation and quickly laid their bodies flat on the deck so they no longer presented a threat. 
 
    “Thank you, Major,” El’Jyiurma said. “Good thinking, wearing your armor today.” 
 
    “I had a feeling it might be necessary. What are your orders, Fleet Admiral?” Bo’Ershati asked. 
 
    “Bring the other transport on board. Have your unit lock down the ship until I have time to review all of their files.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral. It will be done. May I suggest you retire to your ship while we handle this?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you again, Major. Carry on. Take these three into custody until I decide what to do with them.” 
 
    “You heard the Admiral. Move!” Bo’Ershati hissed and opened his jaws wide, showing the multiple rows of sharp teeth that could cut through the scales of an Elapidae. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma flew back to the Parya and went directly to her office off the bridge, where Sofia was waiting.  
 
    “Good, you’re here,” El’Jyiurma said. “I need your help going through some files.” 
 
    “Whatever you need.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma accessed her station and gave Sofia access to the Hama’s roster and related crew information. “There. You now have access to the information on all of the Hama’s crew. I need you to go through and look for anything…disturbing. You’ll know it when you see it. Come with me to the bridge, and you’ll understand more.” 
 
    Back on the bridge, El’Jyiurma got her crew’s attention. “I’m afraid I have some disturbing news to share. As you know, I made a stop on the Hama on the way back to the ship from Prime Station. The reason was to relieve Vice Admiral El’Dhrila of his command.” She paused a moment to let that sink in.  
 
    “Upon being informed of the decision, El’Dhrila acted in a way that seemed to preface an attack. That led Major Bo’Ershati, who was there at my request, to eliminate him. Following that, one of the Viperidae, who I assume was one of El’Dhrila’s bridge crew, attempted to attack Major Bo’Ershati, who was wearing his body armor. One of the squads from the Eca, under the major’s command, is at this moment taking control of the Hama. 
 
    “By my orders, Sofia will be reviewing the entire crew list of the Hama, looking for anything troubling. This…is why.”  
 
    El’Jyiurma brought up some of the information about El’Syaaso she had shown to the king earlier. The hisses and rattles that filled the bridge were expected, and they were controlled quickly by her expert crew. 
 
    “I know this is as much of a shock to you as it was to me. As of this moment, the only beings who know this information are the king and those on this bridge. It goes no further. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Of course, Fleet Admiral,” Captain Vi’Kshalu answered for the entire bridge crew. 
 
    “Captain, I want you to review the personnel files of the crew of the Parya. I am disturbed that Commander El’Onshtra was able to infiltrate my ship, and I will not tolerate a similar incident. You may delegate the task as you see fit among the bridge crew, but again, this does not leave the bridge.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “I will be in my quarters reviewing the immediate command staff of the other vessels. Something else to consider…we may be eliminating the Gnevusin who tried to enslave our race. So be certain we don’t miss anything. I want nothing to get in the way of victory.” 
 
    The entire bridge crew came to attention, as did Sofia, as El’Jyiurma left the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma and her bridge crew spent the next month reviewing the records and communications logs of every crew member on every ship in the fleet. Finally, they eliminated over 100 members of the fleet who were involved, even marginally, in anti-human or isolationist activities. Thankfully, no other ship commanders were flagged, but several ships had to replace bridge crew and other high-ranking crew members.  
 
    El’Jyiurma had been careful in determining those that needed to go. Her study and experience in Gieliv reminded her that people should be able to speak their minds. But it was also important that in doing so, they didn’t disrupt military operations. Strorix would never be Gieliv, nor should it try to be. 
 
    Since much of the naval infrastructure on the planet had been destroyed in the strike on Strorix Prime, a new facility was being set up on the planet for training and education. El’Jyiurma made sure those placed in charge were those who would be loyal to the king and the system. 
 
    As a part of the approved treaties between Strorix and Gieliv, humans who wished to leave Strorix could immigrate to Gieliv. Anyone wishing to do so was vetted by newly appointed officials on Strorix to ensure they would not be a threat to Gieliv. When they arrived on Gieliv, they had to go through a review so they would understand how Gieliv was different from Strorix. So far, there had been no incidents, and the openness of the new system seemed to be improving morale all over. 
 
    Having seen the success of the Dendros on Ervin West’s property, several farmers who owned property near West had opened their land to any Serpentes who wished to visit another planet. More than a few volunteered, and some of the farmers had even gone so far as to visit Strorix Prime to meet them. El’Jyiurma watched with interest but had stayed out of that aspect of inter-system relations.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had taken time, but Representative Macey Manning finally had her Plan B ready to execute. She was one of the few who knew all the moving pieces, which meant she needed plausible deniability of what was about to happen. She made several small, public appearances, with ‘anonymous’ sources notifying the press, to be sure she was seen almost daily in Linia. 
 
    She’d played the part of the embarrassed and defeated representative following the failure of her resolution, but she’d never given up. She was convinced the Serpentes were a direct threat to the survival of Gieliv. With the help of two other representatives who shared her view and more civilian volunteers than she would ever know, they would frame the Serpentes and have them kicked off the planet and out of the system. 
 
    Some casualties were possible, but it was for the greater good. Her original plan had been to entice the Serpentes into attacking someone, but she determined they would have sent their most peaceful to Gieliv initially. They might not know the greater goal of the snakes’ government, but that wasn’t important. What was important was the safety of Gieliv. 
 
    She opened the simple meal she had had delivered, which had also been the signal to proceed with the plan. Sometimes, a fried egg sandwich was just what the doctor ordered. The timing would now be up to others. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Captain Vi’Kshalu, what is our fleet’s status?” El’Jyiurma asked as she entered the bridge. 
 
    “All ships are staffed and ready, Fleet Admiral. The Sceilsil and the Hrarmalu are out of the yards and ready for action. They will be in formation by the end of the day. Current ready status, including the Parya, is two Szuraars, three Ideriths, three Rilus, and three Vattas.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma went over the list in her head. She desperately wanted to attack the Gnevusin home system before they had time to rebuild, but she hated the idea of going in without a screen. She knew Gieliv couldn’t spare any screening elements but had offered up one of their carriers whose pilots were trained in fighter-versus-fighter combat. 
 
    “Status on the Exzisa?” she asked. 
 
    “They’ve managed to repair all of the control links, so they’re combat ready as long as they keep the damaged side away from the enemy,” Vi’Kshalu responded. 
 
    “Sofia, any progress on alternate destinations for the Kehash?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Fleet Admiral. I’ve been working with the Gielivians as you requested. So far, we have not found any other planets that would suit our needs within five days stargate travel. Consensus is that Neithea is still the best target.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed in frustration. They knew the planet would be suitable for the Serpentes, but they didn’t have intelligence on any prey animals on the planet. The assistance from Gieliv had remedied much of their food concerns, but they still needed a new home, or population controls would have to remain in place. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said, “I do not believe we have a choice.” 
 
    “You are right, Captain. The king will be hesitant, but it is something we must do. Commander Vi’Zsuto, please inform Prime Base I am on the way and need to see the king. I will likely be staying for a few days, so have quarters prepared.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral!” Vi’Zsuto said and immediately turned to his communication console. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma was taken directly to see the king when she arrived. She had expected a wait but was glad to go ahead and get the audience over with. For the first time in a while, she was nervous. She bowed when she arrived in front of King El’Xakelu. 
 
    “Rise, Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. I understand you have been busy weeding troublemakers out of the fleet?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I have removed 100 members. What to do with them is still unresolved. That is one of the items I wanted to speak to you about.” 
 
    “I see. Let’s dispense with that immediately. I knew you were doing this work, so I have had time to think about it and consult with my few advisors who survived the attack. I would like for you to have the troublemakers transported to Prime Base, where they will be held until their ultimate fates are determined. Each of their cases will be analyzed and decided individually, based on the information we received from you and your crew.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” She could not hide her relief at not having to make the decisions herself. 
 
    “What else did you wanted to see me about? I assume it is related to the Gnevusin.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma prepared herself for a lengthy discussion. “Yes, Your Majesty. I have had Sofia working with the Gielivians, and based on their combined efforts, we believe Neithea is our best option for expansion.” 
 
    “Who exactly is we, Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “Myself, my bridge crew, and those in Gielivian Military Intelligence Sofia has been working with.” 
 
    “I see. And how would you accomplish this in our current situation?” 
 
    El’Jyiurma was surprised and glad that he hadn’t simply said no immediately. “Based on our intelligence, the Gnevusin only have two fighter carriers and some frigates left. We know we can handle their frigates. While we do not know how many fighters their carriers can manage, we have some advantages going in.” 
 
    She used her sub-scalar implant to activate the display on the wall. “As you can see, based on video taken of the Gnevusin ships, the hallways and portals on their ships are large. They are large enough for us to use penetration pods from the Vattas to assault their ships, using our fighters and those of the Gielivian fighter carrier Pelican as cover. 
 
    “I propose taking a Szuraar, one Rilu, two Vattas, and the Parya, in addition to the Pelican from Gieliv. Half of the Vattas’ external load would be penetration boarding pods. We would also carry a contingent of infantry and ground assault vehicles in their main bays for the planetary surface segment of the engagement. 
 
    “I conversed with Rear Admiral El’Kashtri on the way here and verified that the Exzisa is able to take station for gate defense in its current state.” 
 
    King El’Xakelu slid down from the platform where he was coiled and positioned himself beside El’Jyiurma to study the display. “Why go yourself? Could you not send another ship to lead the assault?” 
 
    “Quite simply, Your Majesty, I’m the most qualified. It also leaves Rear Admiral El’Kashtri, who has already proven his ability to defend the system, here to do that if the need were to arise.” 
 
    “And the Kehash?” 
 
    “My proposal would be to have it enter the gate five days after we leave. That will allow us five days to take the system. Even if we have not completed the ground assault, at least the system would be safe for the ship to enter.” 
 
    “What if you fail to secure the system?” El’Xakelu turned to look at El’Jyiurma. 
 
    She turned to face him as well, mere feet from his head. It was the closest she had ever been to him, and it was both intimidating and inspiring. “We will not fail. Failure is not an option, Your Majesty. I believe we will have the element of surprise, as they would not expect a retaliatory attack.” 
 
    “Our system cannot afford more losses, Fleet Admiral,” El’Xakelu said as he returned to his cushioned platform. He turned to face her after he was coiled comfortably.  
 
    El’Jyiurma held her breath as she waited for his decision. As the minutes ticked by, she felt increasingly certain she would be refused or would be told to wait while he considered. 
 
    El’Xakelu fixed her with his eyes. “Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. Your mission is approved. Make Strorix proud.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days after her meeting with King El’Xakelu, El’Jyiurma’s fleet was ready. The GSS Pelican, under the command of Captain Dominic Strong, had arrived from Gieliv as promised and was ready. Captain Strong’s fighter wing commander had met on several occasions with Captain Vi’Asez, the fighter wing commander from the Parya, to compare capabilities. 
 
    El’Jyiurma was satisfied with her preparations, and the fleet departed through the gate for the five-day journey to Neithea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
     High Emperor Gashu paced in his office. It had been too long since the fleet left Neithea. He should have at least heard back that they had control of the system by now. He glanced down at the screen on his desk. The message informed him that the first shipment of gold was due to be picked up in two weeks.  
 
    He sat down at his desk and summoned his new assistant, Rawa, as well as Overseer Ewaidi to his office. 
 
    Assistant Rawa entered cautiously a few moments later. He was a runt, at only seven feet tall. Gashu had only given him the position because he was a relative, but so far, he had proven himself mostly useless as Reesa’s replacement. 
 
    “Have we still heard nothing from the invasion fleet?” Gashu asked. 
 
    Rawa mumbled something. 
 
    “Speak up, runt!” Gashu bellowed, which caused Rawa to cringe. 
 
    “No…no sir. Err. No, High Emperor,” Rawa said haltingly. 
 
    Gashu rolled his eyes. “Have you tried to reach them?” 
 
    Rawa shook his head. “I…They should contact me?” 
 
    “By the sun, you really are stupid, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I mean. Well—” 
 
    “It’s a rhetorical question, you idiot!” Gashu slammed his fist on his desk. “Let me put this in words even you can understand. I want you to go to your office. Close the door. Sit down at your desk. Open a direct communication with the Akna and get a status report from Admiral Saatil. Is that clear enough?” 
 
    “Y—Yes, High Emperor.” 
 
    Gashu stared at Rawa for a moment. When he didn’t move, Gashu bellowed again. “Now!” 
 
    Rawa jumped and backed out of the office. 
 
    Gashu sighed and shook his head. “There is no way that runt is related to me,” he said to himself. 
 
    Moments later, Overseer Ewaidi stood in the open door to Gashu’s office. “You wanted to see me, High Emperor?” 
 
    “Yes, come in, Overseer.” 
 
    Ewaidi glanced over his shoulder before he entered and sat down. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Gashu asked. 
 
    “Oh…just your assistant. He, umm, seems to have left a puddle in the hall.” 
 
    Gashu sighed. “I’m not surprised.” He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “The numbers from the mines are getting worse, not better.” 
 
    “I apologize, High Emperor, but the last slave died this morning. There is no one to operate the machinery. I expected the Patli to be back with a fresh load by now,” Ewaidi said with his hands spread wide. “I cannot be blamed for—” 
 
    Gashu cut him off with a gesture of his hand. “This time, it is not your fault, Overseer. You are right, they should be back. I’ve got my waste of an assistant trying to reach Saatil now.” 
 
    As if on cue, Rawa appeared in the doorway, wearing fresh clothes. “Um…High Emperor?” 
 
    “Yes?” Gashu asked and plucked a small lizard from a bowl and tossed it in his mouth. 
 
    Rawa flinched but took a step into the office and cleared his throat. “I cannot reach the Akna. I tried all the other ships as well. None are responding.” 
 
    Gashu splattered chewed bits of lizard over his desk and Overseer Ewaidi, who had raised his hands to shield his face. “None of them?” 
 
    “None. I’m sorry, High Emperor. I tried everything! Please don’t send me to the arena!” Rawa begged and clasped his hands together. 
 
    “Shut up! Go clean up the mess you left in the hallway,” Gashu said and waved a hand in dismissal. 
 
    After Rawa was gone, Gashu looked at Ewaidi. “He wouldn’t be entertaining in the arena.” 
 
    Ewaidi shrugged. “Sometimes the easy fights are the most amusing.” 
 
    “Good point.” Gashu stood and began pacing. “That doesn’t resolve our problem though. I need that gold. We’ll have to put our own people to work.” 
 
    Ewaidi’s jaw dropped. “How will you decide who goes into the mines?” 
 
    “You can start with my useless assistant. Perhaps he can be good for something. Then take anyone else who is in line to fight in the arena. People will be disappointed, but we must move forward and increase production.” 
 
    “High Emperor, that might be enough to get one mine producing, but we still won’t come close to making the quota.” 
 
    “Do what you can. I’ll get you more workers.” 
 
    Ewaidi stood and left the office. From the hallway, Gashu heard Rawa calling out. “No! Wait! I can’t work in the mines! Let go of my arm! Uncle! Uuunnncllllle!” 
 
    Gashu grinned and sat down at his desk. Hearing the worthless runt beg for mercy put him in a better mood. He looked up the captain of the ship that had done the initial scouting of the Strorix system and punched in his comm code. 
 
    “Captain Phaban? No, wait. I’m Captain Phaban. Um. Ow. Who’s thish?” Phaban’s voice came over the speaker, obviously very drunk or high. 
 
    “Captain Phaban, this is High Emperor Gashu. Sober yourself up and report to my office first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Riiiiight. Faza, is that you? S’not funny. Snot.” Phaban broke into laughter. 
 
    “No, you idiot! This is your High Emperor! Be in my office first thing in the morning, or you and your entire crew will become slaves in the mines!” Gashu shouted at the communicator and cut the channel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gashu was just about to call Overseer Ewaidi to collect Phaban and his crew when Phaban finally showed up. His uniform was disheveled, and he looked like he’d been on the losing end of an arena fight as he fell into the chair in front of Gashu’s desk. 
 
    “Captain Phaban, so nice of you to join me,” Gashu said with barely contained anger. 
 
    Phaban winced. “My apologies, High Emperor. The crew was on leave and…It doesn’t matter. How can I assist?” 
 
    “You are going to take the Manik to Strorix and find out what happened to Admiral Saatil and his fleet.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that might be a problem, sir,” Phaban said as he shifted in his chair and made a half-hearted effort at straightening his uniform. 
 
    “Why is that, Captain?” 
 
    “You see, Assistant Rawa told us we could stand down for a week and take some leave time, so the crew is scattered around the planet.” Phaban shrugged as if that explained everything. 
 
    “I suppose we should find someone else to do the recon then?” Gashu asked with mock sincerity. 
 
    “That would be best, sir. Thanks for understanding.” Phaban stood up. 
 
    “You idiot!” Gashu stood up and leaned forward with his hands on his desk. “You have two days to find your crew and another day to get them ready. If you are not on your way to the gate in four days, you’re all going to the mines!” 
 
    “Shit! I mean, yes, sir!” Phaban saluted and almost ran out of the office. 
 
    Gashu sat back down and swore to himself. He would have sent them to the mines immediately if he’d had another scout ship to send.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Five minutes to arrival in Neithea, Fleet Admiral,” Commander Vi’Hrartala reported. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” El’Jyiurma replied. She opened a channel to Captain Vi’Asez. “Captain, five minutes to Neithea. I want all fighters launched as soon as we arrive.” 
 
    “We’re ready, Fleet Admiral,” he replied immediately. 
 
    “Sound battle stations,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Around the ship, the lighting became dimmer which improved focus and vision for the Serpentes. Those who weren’t already at their battle stations raced to them. 
 
    If everything went according to plan, the dreadnought Chigada would arrive five minutes before the rest of the fleet and clear any defense platforms. Then the Gielivian ship, Pelican, along with the Serpentes vessels Eca, Vaha, Sceilsil, and Parya would arrive to begin the attack. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Phaban yawned as he lounged in his command chair. The Manik was on the way to the gate on what he presumed was a suicide mission. That’s probably what he wants, he thought. He looked at the sensor returns and shook his head. Five ships were all that was left of the mighty Gnevusin battle fleet. When Phaban heard the invasion fleet had gone to Strorix, he knew they would be defeated, but no one had asked him.  
 
    “Time to gate?” he asked. 
 
    “Ugh. Do you have to yell?” Master Yashsii asked as he rubbed his temples. He had been one of the last to report after the call had gone out, and it showed. “Fifteen minutes to the gate.” 
 
    “What the sun is that?” Master Haawllae called out from the sensor console, causing a series of groans from other bridge officers who were still hung over. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Phaban asked. 
 
    “That!” Haawllae said and put the sensor plot on the main screen. 
 
    Phaban looked up and saw a huge sensor return on the plot between them and the gate. 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers!” Phaban called out and strapped himself in. “Notify Admiral Shibi immediately!” 
 
    The ship skewed hard to starboard, and several of the bridge crew tumbled out of their seats. They had been expecting a boring scout cruise, not a combat engagement in their own system. The jarring movement seemed to clear everyone’s foggy minds though, and they leapt back to their stations. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Arrival in Neithea. Contact! Single small vessel in our path. Readings match one of the ships that scouted Strorix,” Commander Vi’Alzex reported on the bridge of the dreadnought Chigada. 
 
    “Well, they know we’re here. Send the surrender demand,” Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh said calmly. He quietly hoped they would refuse to surrender. 
 
    “Attention Neithea,” a pre-recorded message from Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma began. “This is Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma of the Strorix Royal Navy. You have 10 minutes to indicate your complete and full surrender. You will power down all weapons and prepare your ships to be boarded. Your planet will stand down any defenses, and your citizens will prepare to be taken prisoner by the Strorix Ground Forces. There will be no negotiation.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Admiral Shibi clenched his fists and grinned on the bridge of his fighter carrier, the Cuauc. “One ship? Fools! Man the fighters! Have the Nacon do the same. Alom, Mulak, and Mecat move to screening positions. We will destroy these Serpentes!” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral!” Commander Masa replied.  
 
    “Lieutenant Isha, get me High Emperor Gashu,” Shibi said. 
 
    Instantly, Gashu’s face appeared on the main display. “What is it, Admiral?” 
 
    “Sir! A lone Serpentes ship has arrived in-system and demanded our surrender. It appears to be their dreadnought. I am manning fighters, and we will move to intercept.” 
 
    “Well, now we know what happened to Admiral Saatil. Destroy them for Neithea!”  
 
    “Yes, sir!” Shibi said, but the screen was already back to the system plot. 
 
    Shibi opened a channel to all ships. “Move to engage. We will destroy the Serpentes and show them the might of the Gnevusin!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Phaban heard Admiral Shibi’s order and rolled his eyes. “He’s nuts.” 
 
    “Orders, Captain?” Commander Zuwo asked. 
 
    “Signal our surrender. On a closed channel. I’m not dying for those morons.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, the small scout ship has indicated its surrender. The two carriers and three frigates we expected appear to be accelerating on an intercept course,” Vi’Alzex reported. 
 
    “Very well. Have the scout ship move out of the way and plot intercept for the rest. We will await the rest of the fleet,” El’Zizzosh said. 
 
    “Scout ship Manik, your surrender is accepted,” Lieutenant Vi’Ulsasj said at his comm station. “We will transmit coordinates for you to hold. Proceed to those coordinates, stand down all non-essential systems, and wait to be boarded.” 
 
    “They are not wasting time, Admiral.” Vi’Alzex’s tail rattled, and he hissed in amusement. “The scout ship is moving at high speed to the provided coordinates.” 
 
    El’Zizzosh spread his hood and rose higher on his command pole. “Time to intercept their main fleet?” 
 
    “Estimated time seven hours, Admiral,” Lieutenant Commander Vi’Jivuva responded. “I will have to adjust once both fleets are up to speed.” 
 
    “Understood. Thank you, Commander,” El’Zizzosh said.  
 
    He was glad to have been chosen by Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma for this mission. He had lost several members of his crew in the purge of non-loyal Serpentes and was frustrated that he had not known he had traitors aboard. He also admired El’Jyiurma’s choice in appointing a Viperidae as the captain of her flagship. There were many who disagreed, but El’Zizzosh and El’Jyiurma had one central desire in common. They wanted what was best for the Serpentes and for Strorix, regardless of how many fangs had to be pulled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Arrival in Neithea,” Commander Vi’Hrartala reported. 
 
    “Very good. System status?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “All ships have arrived and are coming into formation. Closest enemy vessel is a small scout ship that matches the vessel seen in Strorix and Gieliv. It appears to be shut down,” Captain Vi’Kshalu replied. 
 
    “Incoming transmission from Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    El’Zizzosh’s image appeared on the main screen. His hood was spread, and he was obviously primed for battle. “Welcome to Neithea, Fleet Admiral. The scout ship has surrendered. We have provided them with an out-of-the-way parking position. The rest of their so-called fleet has begun an intercept course.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral. Good job,” El’Jyiurma said. “We will proceed on a course directly for their planet and deal with their fleet as necessary. Fall into formation as we pass.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral!” El’Zizzosh said and bowed his head as the communication ended. 
 
    “I’m glad he wasn’t one of them,” Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    “As am I, Vi’Kshalu, as am I,” El’Jyiurma said. “Plot a direct course to the planet, Commander Vi’Hrartala.” 
 
    “Course laid in and transmitted to all ships. Estimated arrival in orbit, 12 hours,” Vi’Hrartala said. 
 
    “Tell Captain Vi’Asez to have his pilots stand down and get some rest,” El’Jyiurma said. She wanted her pilots fresh and ready when the battle began. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “New arrivals! I count five additional ships!” Commander Masa called out. 
 
    “What?” Admiral Shibi hit buttons on his command chair to zoom in on the arrival point. 
 
    “What are they?” Shibi demanded. 
 
    “Sir, we’ve never seen ships like this. I’d classify them as three heavy battlecruisers, or maybe, carriers. The other two are smaller, maybe light battlecruisers. They are on course for Neithea and gaining speed.” 
 
    Shibi looked at the plot and saw the demise of his system. He knew in his hearts he could not defeat them, but he also knew they could not surrender. 
 
    “Order the Manik to ram the largest ship,” Shibi ordered. 
 
    “Sir?” Isha looked up at him. 
 
    “Ram it! Are you deaf?” 
 
    Isha turned back to her console. After a moment, she turned back to Admiral Shibi. “No response from the Manik, Admiral.” 
 
    “The Manik is on course away from the enemy fleet. My guess would be they surrendered,” Masa said with a scowl on his face. 
 
    “Cowards!” Shibi shouted. “Put me through to the Manik.” 
 
    “Channel is open, Admiral,” Isha said. 
 
    “Captain Phaban, this is Admiral Shibi. You will turn around and ram that dreadnought! We will protect Neithea from these invaders!” 
 
    He stared at the screen, which remained blank.  
 
    “Maximum speed to intercept. We will stop these ships at all costs,” Shibi said. He gripped the arms of his command chair and leaned forward as if to help the ships go faster. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, the Pelican intercepted an enemy communication and looped me in. Their Admiral is called Shibi, and he ordered the scout ship, the Manik, to ram the Chigada,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “Any response from the Manik?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “Negative. They remained silent.” 
 
    “Enemy fleet is picking up speed,” Vi’Kshalu reported. 
 
    El’Jyiurma looked up at the main screen where the system plot was constantly being updated. It was being mirrored to every ship in the fleet, so they all saw the same thing. Time to planet was down to 11 hours, but the enemy fleet would be in range of their fighters in six hours. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Zsuto, hail the enemy flagship,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    A moment later, El’Jyiurma got her first good look at a Gnevusin when Admiral Shibi appeared on the screen. She knew they were large, based on the imagery of the wreckage she had seen, but seeing a live one was different.  
 
    “You wish to surrender?” Shibi asked. 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed and spread her hood. “I am giving you one last chance to save yourself, Admiral. We have you outnumbered and outgunned. You have no chance. Unlike your species, we will not kill needlessly. Surrender, and your lives will be spared.” 
 
    “We will never surrender, scum. Prepare to meet your death,” Shibi said and ended the transmission. 
 
    “They may be delusional,” Captain Vi’Kshalu observed. 
 
    “Never underestimate an opponent, Captain,” El’Jyiurma said as she collapsed her hood. “They may have weapons we are unfamiliar with. These ships are unlike those we faced in Strorix.” 
 
    Vi’Kshalu bowed to El’Jyiurma. “Apologies, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “No need, Captain. I believe you are likely correct, but we must always expect the unexpected. Keep a close eye on the planets in the system. They may have additional forces hiding in ambush.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma turned her attention to planning. She had already drafted a basic battle plan, but now that the courses were set, she had time to refine the details.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Damn, they’re ugly,” Commander Mesa said. 
 
    “They look like giant snacks,” Admiral Shibi said and grinned. “Perhaps, after our victory, we will feast on their corpses.” 
 
    Shibi studied the plot now that the ships were up to speed. “Launch the fighters at maximum effective range. We will give them a surprise they will not forget!” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral!” Mesa replied. 
 
    The Gnevusin’s fighters were built for one purpose—killing ships. They sacrificed any missile armament for a single, large laser that ran down the spine of the fighter. In the launch bay, the fighters were hooked into the carrier’s power supply so the laser would be fully charged and ready when they launched. The heavy lasers belonged on a battlecruiser, and the fighter’s frame had been built around the laser. The Gnevusin hadn’t designed them—they had been purchased—but Shibi was quite pleased with them. 
 
    The fighters also had an impressive range, which he hoped would tip the balance. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Five hours after they entered the system, El’Jyiurma opened a channel to the Pelican. 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral?” Captain Strong answered immediately and appeared on the main screen of the Parya’s bridge. 
 
    “Captain Strong, the Parya will be launching its fighters in one hour. We do not know their fighters’ range or how many their carries have, so we need you to be ready.” 
 
    “The Pelican is ready, Fleet Admiral. Our pilots are buckled in and ready. We can have them all launched within five minutes of the order being given.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Parya out.” 
 
    “I never thought it would actually happen,” Vi’Kshalu said quietly as he approached El’Jyiurma. 
 
    “What is that, Vi’Kshalu?” 
 
    “Going to another system to take it. Expanding our kingdom.” 
 
    “I knew we would have to, but I had hoped it would be peaceful. Not in response to an attack on our home,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    She observed Vi’Kshalu’s muscles ripple down his body. “What else is on your mind, Captain?” 
 
    “I also never thought we would see humans as equals. Fighting with them. Working with them. Sofia has proven they are very capable, but I always thought she was different.” 
 
    “She is different, Captain. But not in the way you think. She saw past her fear and fought for where she is. I am considering allowing humans to serve in the military, rather than limiting them to backup positions outside the navy.” 
 
    “Even today, that will be an uphill battle,” Vi’Kshalu said skeptically. 
 
    “Change is coming, Captain. We must fight beyond what we know. Prepare for the engagement. Have Captain Vi’Asez ready his fighters.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral!” 
 
    El’Jyiurma watched with pride as Vi’Kshalu returned to his station. She looked around at her bridge crew and knew they would fight with her as long as her cause was just. She felt eyes on her and turned to see Sofia standing in the doorway to her office. Sofia looked nervous but was smiling. Humans and Serpentes were not as different as many thought. 
 
    She was drawn from her thoughts by Commander Vi’Hrartala. “Multiple launches from the enemy carriers!” 
 
    “Already?” Captain Vi’Kshalu asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain. I count 20 in space, and more launching.” 
 
    “The Pelican is launching its fighters,” Vi’Kshalu said as he watched the plot. “The Sceilsil is adjusting course to screen.” 
 
    “All ships stay on course; engage when possible,” El’Jyiurma ordered. “Let’s give them something to think about. Have Captain Vi’Asez launch as soon as the Ashikas are ready.” 
 
    Two minutes later, 50 Ashika fighters separated from the Parya, formed up, and thrusted toward the enemy formation. They had to fly at half their maximum speed to stay behind the Gielivian fighters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How many?” Shibi asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Sir! The smaller carrier has launched 20 fighters. One of the ships we thought was a battlecruiser has launched 50. And they’re…big!” Masa reported.  
 
    Shibi looked at the display more closely and shook his head. The enemy fighters were almost as large as his frigates. He thought back and realized they had all appeared simultaneously. They had been attached to the outside of the carrier!  
 
    “The smaller fighters are taking point in the enemy formation,” Masa continued. 
 
    “They’ll be after our fighters. Evasive maneuvers and ignore their fighters. Get shots in at their smaller battlecruisers,” Shibi ordered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma watched as 40 Gnevusin fighters raced toward 20 Gielivian and 50 Serpentes fighters at an alarming rate. It became clear that the enemy had no intention of engaging their fighters, which caused her concern.  
 
    “All ships prepare to defend against incoming missiles. Their fighters may be ship killers,” she ordered. 
 
    The Gielivian fighters fired their missiles, then engaged with lasers in an attempt to thin the number of attackers. The enemy fighters ignored them completely as they passed in space. Lasers from the Gielivian and Serpentes fighters fired rapidly as they passed as well. 
 
    In the few seconds of engagement, only 10 of the enemy fighters were destroyed. The Gielivian fighters started to turn to give chase, but they weren’t capable of the same type of maneuvers her fighters were. 
 
    As the intentions of the enemy became clear, the Vaha and the Eca launched all of their Praya assault transports. They sped away from the carriers so they would be safe, in case the ships were hit. El’Jyiurma noted this move with satisfaction. She had good ship commanders. 
 
    Minutes later, 30 lasers fired from the enemy fighters, focused on the Sceilsil and the Vaha. At the same time, the Sceilsil fired her lasers at the fighters. It managed to destroy 15 of the remaining 30, but the enemy fire hit hard. 
 
    “Starboard shields failing! Taking internal dam—” The transmission from the Sceilsil stopped abruptly. 
 
    El’Jyiurma saw that the Vaha had also been hit. “Captain Bo’Etrazie, status!” She opened a channel to the ship herself. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, starboard shields are down, major damage to the starboard hull, but we’re still alive. I’m afraid we’re out of this fight though. We’re turning our remaining shields toward the enemy,” Bo’Etrazie responded. El’Jyiurma could hear the chaos through the communication line. 
 
    “Understood, Captain. Do your best. Parya out.” 
 
    As she turned back to the plot, the Gnevusin fighters made a mistake. They came clear of the rest of her fleet and became clear shots for the Chigada. Within seconds, a multitude of lasers reached out and destroyed all the remaining attackers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Multiple good hits, Admiral. It looks like two of their ships are out of the battle. One of the stricken vessels looks like another carrier of some type, but the launched ships didn’t turn toward us,” Masa reported and turned to face Admiral Shibi. 
 
    “Troop transports,” Shibi said. He grimaced as he saw the fighters make their fatal mistake and move out of the enemy’s close formation, only to make themselves clear targets for the enemy dreadnought with a clear field of fire. 
 
    “Admiral, Captain Zuta wishes to speak with you,” Isha said into the stunned silence of the bridge. 
 
    Shibi gestured at the screen. 
 
    “Admiral Shibi,” Zuta said from the bridge of the other carrier, the Nacon. “I see no possible victory.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting surrender, Captain?” Shibi asked and frowned at the display. 
 
    “Admiral! We have no chance!” Zuta said in disbelief. 
 
    “Gnevusin never surrender, Captain. We fight to the end!” Shibi cut the channel. “Take us into weapons range.” 
 
    Masa nodded and turned back to his console. “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    High Emperor Gashu, unknown to Admiral Shibi, had been watching and listening to their communications. He looked bleakly at the display on his desk. It was clear, even to him, that the battle was lost, but he would not order his ships to surrender. It was not the Gnevusin way. At least on the planet, he would give them a fight.  
 
    He punched a code into the communications panel to raise Gnevusin Planetary Command. General Tallin appeared on the screen. “Yes, High Emperor?” 
 
    “General Tallin, prepare to defend the planet. An enemy force has entered the system, and there is little doubt they will reach the surface.” 
 
    “Yes, sir! We will be ready!” 
 
    Gashu hit the button to end the transmission, leaned back in his chair, and waited.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma opened a channel to Captain Vi’Asez. “Time to engagement, Captain?” 
 
    “Missile range in 10 minutes, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Spread your fire. Destroy them all, Captain,” El’Jyiurma ordered. 
 
    “It will be my pleasure,” Vi’Asez responded and closed the communication. 
 
    Ten minutes later, 200 missiles were fired from the 50 Serpentes fighters. They knew from experience how to deal with the frigates, so they were only targeted with 10 missiles each. That left 85 missiles for each of the Gnevusin carriers. Moments later, the battle in space was over, and all that remained of the Gnevusin defense fleet was wreckage and a lone scout ship. 
 
    “Captain Vi’Kshalu, have the fighters return to rearm for planetary assault,” El’Jyiurma said. “All crew rotate and get some rest. Time to orbit?” 
 
    “I’d like to back off on power, Fleet Admiral, since the space engagement is over. Estimate orbit in seven hours with your approval,” Vi’Hrartala said. “It will be easier for the Gielivians to recover their fighters if we slow down a bit. Our speeds are a bit much for them.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Commander. Do it. We are in no hurry,” El’Jyiurma said with a note of approval. “Commander Vi’Zsuto, attempt to hail the planetary leadership. Captain Vi’Kshalu, have the Eca’s transports assist with bringing any survivors and wounded from the Sceilsil and the Vaha to the Eca.” 
 
    A moment later, Vi’Zsuto turned to face her. “Fleet Admiral, I have General Tallin on Neithea’s surface.” 
 
    She looked at the display as a Gnevusin wearing thick body armor and an armored helmet appeared on the screen. “What do you want, Lizard?” he asked. 
 
    El’Jyiurma spread her hood. “I am Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma, commander of the Strorix Royal Navy. I am giving you one more chance to surrender. We have destroyed your fleet; you have no chance of victory. At this moment, we have 60 combat transports loaded and ready to land forces on your planet. Additionally, I have 50 fighters capable of providing air support in your atmosphere. Your situation is hopeless. Surrender and save your people’s lives.” 
 
    “You may win, Lizard, but I’ll kill as many of you as I can before I fall!” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed. “You would so casually throw away lives?” 
 
    There was no response as the channel went dead. “Commander Vi’Zsuto, can we overtake their communications so I can speak to their entire planet?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “Perhaps the Pelican can,” Vi’Zsuto said. “I will ask.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    A few moments later, Vi’Zsuto rattled his tail. “The Gielivians are impressive. They have accessed the Gnevusin’s communications net and set it to translate to their language. You may transmit when you are ready.” 
 
    “Impressive indeed. Open a channel,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Vi’Zsuto rattled his tail again to indicate the channel was open. 
 
    “Attention citizens of Neithea. I am Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma on the carrier Parya of the Strorix Royal Navy. Weeks ago, your leadership sent a fleet to enslave my system, and they failed. Here, your defense fleet has been completely destroyed.” 
 
    She paused a moment to let that sink in. 
 
    “My fleet is approaching your planet and will arrive in seven hours. We will be landing 60 assault transports, covered by 50 fighters. Your leadership has refused to surrender, even though they have no chance of victory. If you wish to survive, put down your weapons, return to whatever homes you have, and await our forces. If you are unarmed, you will not be harmed.” 
 
    She closed the channel and descended from her command pole to coil on the deck.  
 
    “Report from Major Bo’Ershati, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said. “They are recovering many survivors from the Sceilsil, though the ship is thought to be a loss. The Vaha’s damage control teams are sealing up the major breaches, and it is still operational.” 
 
    “Good, make sure the major and his forces get some rest before the planetary assault.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next hours passed quietly. El’Jyiurma retired to her office and reviewed the detailed damage reports from the Vaha and the Sceilsil. When she was done, she turned to Sofia. “I do not understand the Gnevusin.” 
 
    Sofia turned to face her. “What specifically?” 
 
    “They know they have lost. They have no chance of victory. Why waste lives?”  
 
    Sofia considered for a moment. “That’s probably all they know.” She shrugged. “They’re slavers, so they assume everyone is like them. They probably don’t know the meaning of compassion.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma said nothing, so Sofia continued. 
 
    “Think of it from the perspective of the humans in Strorix. We only have the vaguest passed-down memories of self-rule. We’ve always been second tier residents of the planet. I mean, sure, we have the council who communicates with the king, but…” She stopped uncomfortably. 
 
    “It is okay, Sofia. I believe I see what you mean.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma turned back to her console and considered Sofia’s words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma returned to the bridge as the fleet approached orbit. “Status?” 
 
    “The Eca is in orbit, and the Prayas are preparing to head down. Captain Vi’Asez has his fighters ready. They’re going to do a sweep of the surface before the transports enter the atmosphere to gauge resistance,” Vi’Kshalu reported. “Scans from space show only one populated city. There are what appear to be mining camps around the planet, but they seem to be abandoned.”  
 
    “Give him the go ahead. Let’s get this over with,” El’Jyiurma said as she coiled around her command pole. 
 
    She waited while Vi’Asez and nine of his fighters entered the atmosphere and flew over the Gnevusin city. He kept a communications channel open and reported their findings as they went. 
 
    “Looks like one center of population. The city is walled, but there are no signs of any mounted weaponry. No anti-air capabilities apparently. I’m not even detecting active sensors,” Vi’Asez’ voice came over the speakers on the bridge. 
 
    “We’ve got clusters of armed Gnevusin around the city. You’ll have to take a closer look, but based on what I see, it looks like there are civilians intermingled with them. Looks like most of them are around a building in the center of the city. I’d say that’s their central command. We’re taking some fire from the soldiers, but it’s ineffective.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Captain. Thank you,” El’Jyiurma said and closed the channel. 
 
    She watched the display as her crew cleaned up the imagery from the fighter sweeps. “Pitiful.” 
 
    “Why are the civilians among the soldiers?” Vi’Kshalu asked. 
 
    “They hope we will not attack and risk harming them,” El’Jyiurma responded sadly. 
 
    “Major Bo’Ershati indicates his troops are ready, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Hrartala said. 
 
    “The fighters could end this without risking Serpentes lives,” Vi’Kshalu offered. 
 
    El’Jyiurma studied the display again and hissed in frustration. She did not want to kill non-combatants, but she had to weigh risking her troops against the value of those who were a part of a system that had tried to enslave her home.  
 
    One of the images zoomed in and cleared further. It showed that the civilians among the enemy combatants were not there willingly. Some were bound, others had weapons pointed at them. 
 
    “They are holding their own people by force,” El’Jyiurma said quietly. 
 
    “Picking off only the armed ones will be impossible given their armor. Our troops will have to go fang to fang, which means we will have losses, unless we simply level the entire city,” Vi’Kshalu observed. 
 
    “Recall the fighters. I must consider,” El’Jyiurma said and went to her office. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    High Emperor Gashu held his head in his hands, his elbows propped on his desk, after seeing the Serpentes fighters fly over. The Gnevusin had never anticipated their planet being invaded, so they were ill prepared. He knew the end was here, it was only a matter of how it would happen. What would his future be if he surrendered? Was it worth being alive if it meant being a prisoner? It would be a moot point if they decided to bomb the city, which is what he would do in a similar situation.  
 
    He sat up straight and tapped his console. “General Tallin, report to my office immediately.” 
 
    A few moments later, Tallin walked into Gashu’s office. He was wearing heavy body armor and carried a large laser rifle. “Yes, High Emperor?” 
 
    “It is over, General. We have lost.” 
 
    “No, sir! We have not lost until the last Gnevusin has fallen.” 
 
    “Which is what is going to happen!” Gashu screamed. “They could eliminate us from where they are!” 
 
    “They don’t have the balls,” Tallin scoffed. “They are weak, and their weakness will be their downfall.” 
 
    “You really are stupid, aren’t you?” Gashu stared at him. “Are you so ready to die?” 
 
    “It will be an honor to die for the Gnevusin!” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re not going to get the chance, General. I am signaling our surrender. You will order your troops to lay down their weapons.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Tallin said sternly. 
 
    “That is an order, General!” 
 
    Gashu had no time to react as Tallin leveled his weapon and pulled the trigger. The last thing Gashu saw was a laser bolt heading straight for his face. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma raised Major Bo’Ershati from the comm station in her office. 
 
    “Major, I would like your input on the current situation,” she said. 
 
    “My troops are ready to assault on your order, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “No…Major, I must decide if we will assault on the ground or simply eliminate the city from the air. They are mixing non-combatants in with their forces. You will not be able to use the mechs, tanks, or artillery. It will be fang-to-fang only.” 
 
    “We can fight or clean up after the bombardment.” 
 
    “Major, I’m asking for your opinion,” El’Jyiurma hissed. She understood the major’s response. The infantry was trained to do one thing, follow orders. But she wanted more than that. 
 
    Bo’Ershati’s tone changed to be more conversational. “Fleet Admiral, what will we do with those we capture? We are trained for combat and know there will be sacrifices. We do not fear those, but what would we do with the prisoners?” 
 
    El’Jyiurma considered his question. She had always been taught that Boas were slow, and not as intelligent as Elapidae, but she had never truly believed it. This was more proof. She wondered if the Boas had been conditioned to believe they couldn’t be as intelligent. 
 
    “I don’t know, Major. Our research indicates this is their only civilization. There is no other home we can send them to. I would like to think that those who do not fight us can be integrated into our society, but…” 
 
    “We are not them, Fleet Admiral,” Bo’Ershati stated. “All beings deserve a chance.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma drew back a bit, surprised at the depth of the simple statement. “You’re right, Major. Prepare the assault. I will give you command of Captain Vi’Asez’ fighter wings as you need them.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of it, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Bo’Ershati, alone in his Vatta command assault transport, looked over the imagery one more time before he raised Captain Vi’Asez. 
 
    “What can we do for you, Major?” Vi’Asez responded immediately. 
 
    “Captain, can your wing strike near the walls? There are too many civilians to take them down completely, but I want them to think that’s how we’re going to come in. Once they move their troops out, my forces will drop into the center of the city and work outward from there.” 
 
    “That will not be a problem, Major. We can weaken the lasers and chew at the walls a bit. There may be some casualties—they are unavoidable—but we can keep the risk low.” 
 
    “Excellent. Thank you, Captain. We’ll follow you down.” 
 
    Bo’Ershati watched as all 50 of the Parya’s fighters detached, formed up, and made for the atmosphere. He had his transports form up behind them and follow. He had a good mixture of troops, from Elapidae down to the small, but dangerous, Chrysopelea. The Chrysopelea were unique among the Serpentes. They could spread their skin and glide through the air. At only five feet long, they were also difficult targets at distance.  
 
    While the fighters drew the enemy to the walls, transports would fly down and disgorge their loads of Elapidae, Boas, Dendros, and Viperidae inside the city. The Chrysopelea would exit their transports from higher up and glide down, hopefully unseen by the Gnevusin. Thirty transports would land outside the city as decoys. By the time the insertion was complete, there would be 255 Serpentes inside the walls.  
 
    Ten of the transports were loaded with human doctors and antivenom. Some of the Elapidae could spray their venom from slits in the front of their fangs, so it was likely civilians would be hit. The danger was that they did not know the Gnevusin’s physiology. 
 
    The fighters began their strikes as soon as they were in range. Low-powered laser blasts impacted the tops and outsides of the city’s walls. The walls were made of stone, with only a thin sheathing of armor, so even at low power, the fighters’ lasers were incredibly effective.  
 
    Bo’Ershati saw the force around the central building of the city disperse toward the walls, and he began his assault. Transports lowered and hovered over the roofs of buildings to deposit the infantry, and the flyers launched from several hundred feet up to glide in. The flyers’ goal was to go directly to the troops along the perimeter. They would suffer the greatest losses. 
 
    The Gnevusin saw the transports coming and fired at them where they could. Two of the transports took hits to their thruster housings and had to fly over and land outside the city. Three took direct and catastrophic hits, and crash landed in the city, destroying several buildings as they fell. 
 
    The heat of the planet’s surface worked in the Serpentes’ favor. The high temperature made them more alert and more dangerous. 
 
    A unit of 20 Elapidae encountered a group of forty Gnevusin, and 10 of the Elapidae sprayed their foes with venom. The Gnevusin’s immediate reaction was to shield themselves with their arms, but the venom had no effect on them. The Gnevusin also found out that the natural scales of the Serpentes could deflect laser fire for a time unless the hit was directly on the surface of a scale. 
 
    The Elapidae closed ground and eliminated half of the opposing force with the pure strength of their jaws and fangs. They had opted not to wear armor though, and their scales could only deflect so many laser shots before they penetrated. 
 
    The rest of that Gnevusin unit was eliminated as Major Bo’Ershati slid off a rooftop and crushed some by landing on them. Others, he coiled around and crushed with the strength of his muscles. 
 
    The Chrysopelea did their job along the walls but took significant losses. Of the 50 that glided down, only 30 survived to make contact. Some were able to strike before they hit the ground, latching on to their victims’ exposed necks and driving them to the ground. Their venom was more effective than that of the Elapidae. Civilians scattered as the small Serpentes made their way from one victim to another. The Gnevusin couldn’t fight them off, as the Serpentes were in their midst, and the Gnevusin risked shooting each other if they tried to kill the Serpentes. By the time their assigned targets were eliminated, only 10 Chrysopelea survived. 
 
    Through the city, small fights broke out between groups of Gnevusin and the Serpentes infantry. In some cases, the Gnevusin shoved civilians at the Serpentes while they took cover. Unfortunately for the Gnevusin, they were severely outnumbered and often ran to a position where another group of Serpentes lay in wait. The initial infiltration and assault took only 15 minutes.  
 
    Once the immediate threat had been neutralized, several of the transports hovered over the city and used loudspeakers to broadcast repeatedly, “Your city has fallen. If you do not wish to be a combatant, go to the east gate of your city and outside the walls with your fingers exposed and empty.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma and her bridge crew watched the battle unfold through cameras on the fighters and assault transports. “So much waste,” she said to herself. 
 
    “Would we be any different?” Vi’Kshalu asked. 
 
    “I hope we never find out, Captain.” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, I have Major Bo’Ershati,” Vi’Hrartala said. 
 
    “Go ahead, Commander.” 
 
    Bo’Ershati’s voice came over the speakers from his sub-scalar implant. “We have quelled the bulk of the enemy resistance. All that’s left is to go building to building and clear them one by one. That’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “Very well, Major. Be cautious. We are in no hurry, and they might have set traps,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “We will. Thank you, Fleet Admiral. Some of my troops are in need of feeding due to the exertion, and the temperature down here...” 
 
    El’Jyiurma considered for a moment. “Proceed as needed, Major.” 
 
    “Understood. Bo’Ershati out.” 
 
    The troops on the ground would consume the fallen Gnevusin. This served two purposes—feeding her troops and cleaning up the bodies. The Serpentes who were too small to consume the bodies would hunt on their own if necessary. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took several hours for Major Bo’Ershati and his troops to clear the city. As El’Jyiurma feared, there had been traps set in several of the buildings. Fortunately, Serpentes could see in several spectrums of light, and the trips were almost all infra-red, so they were able to see and avoid them. None of the traps went off, and no lives were lost to them. 
 
    There were still soldiers holed up in some of the buildings though, which did cost the Serpentes more lives before the day was over. After the city was cleared, El’Jyiurma looked at the final report. Of the 255 Serpentes who landed or attempted to land inside the city, only 150 survived. Still, there was more to do. There were many weapons lying around that needed to be gathered up before the civilians could be allowed back in the city. 
 
    Three hundred Gnevusin had surrendered and were being kept together outside the city under the watchful eye of some of Bo’Ershati’s infantry.  
 
    Bo’Ershati exited the city and approached the group while his troops worked to gather the weapons. “Who among you can speak for your planet?” he asked through a loudspeaker outfitted with a universal translator. 
 
    The Gnevusin milled around and looked at each other, but no one spoke. Bo’Ershati could taste the fear in the air. 
 
    “You will not be harmed, but we need to coordinate with someone,” he said. 
 
    Overseer Ewaidi made his way through the crowd and stopped in front of Bo’Ershati. “I’m Overseer Ewaidi. I suppose I’m the closest thing to a leader we have left.” 
 
    Several of the Gnevusin spit on the ground and looked at him with contempt. 
 
    “And your role?” Bo’Ershati asked. 
 
    “I oversaw the mines and managed the slaves,” Ewaidi said proudly. 
 
    Several of the Serpentes turned to look at him. Viperidae rattled their tails and bared their fangs. 
 
    Bo’Ershati struck quickly from his coiled position and clamped his mouth over Ewaidi. The Gnevusin struggled for a few seconds but quickly fell limp as his bones were crushed. Bo’Ershati whipped his head and opened his mouth to let the limp body fly behind him. 
 
    “I have no patience for slavers. Is there anyone else?” he asked. 
 
    “You…You’re not going to put us in the mines?” someone asked from the depths of the crowd. 
 
    “Come forward,” Bo’Ershati hissed. His patience was running low. 
 
    A small Gnevusin male stepped out of the crowd. Bo’Ershati assumed he was a child. “Your name, little one?” Bo’Ershati asked. 
 
    “Mati,” he said and glanced back into the crowd. 
 
    “I do not believe we will, though your final disposition will be determined by Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. We are not a race who keeps slaves.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” a female demanded as she shoved her way through the crowd and put her hands on the young boy’s shoulders. 
 
    “You do not know?” Bo’Ershati asked. 
 
    The confused look on the woman’s face was answer enough. 
 
    “Ships from this system attempted to invade Strorix, our home. They were destroyed, but they launched weapons at our planets. One hit our home, Strorix Prime, and killed large numbers of our people.” 
 
    Viperidae around the perimeter rattled their tails, which caused the Gnevusin to crowd together even tighter. 
 
    “We are here,” Bo’Ershati continued, “to ensure that it doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    There was a murmur from the Gnevusin crowd. The female looked down. Bo’Ershati associated the stance with shame, as seen on humans. “What is your name?”  
 
    “Zameeh. Mati is my son,” she said without lifting her head. 
 
    “Brave hatchling you have,” Bo’Ershati said. 
 
    “We never knew what High Emperor Gashu did…only that he always wanted slaves for the mines,” Zameeh said quietly as she looked up. 
 
    The crowd quieted as they realized they were not going to be killed on the spot or immediately put to work in the mines. 
 
    “Well Zameeh,” Bo’Ershati said after a moment, “it would appear that you speak for your people.” 
 
    She shook her head and tried to back into the crowd, but several of those around her patted her on the back and nodded encouragement. She looked at those around her, then faced Bo’Ershati and stepped forward, her son by her side. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Good. Once my troops are done cleaning up stray weapons from the city, you will all be allowed back in. Until then, please wait here, and do not attempt to run. Any resistance will be met with force.” 
 
    The Gnevusin turned to talk quietly among themselves, and all sat down on the ground to wait as Bo’Ershati made his way back into the city. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The situation on the ground is contained, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said. “Major Bo’Ershati estimates it will take several hours to round up all the weapons from the city.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Land the medics. Make sure all the prisoners are well treated,” El’Jyiurma ordered. “Have the fighters fly over and capture detailed imagery of the mining sites. Also, have them search for a location suitable for the Kehash to set down.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Commander Vi’Hrartala, send a message through the gate to Strorix. ‘Neithea pacified, awaiting arrival of the Kehash.’” 
 
    “I’ll have it sent immediately,” Vi’Hrartala responded. 
 
    While Vi’Hrartala was busy, El’Jyiurma opened a channel to the Pelican. 
 
    “Well fought, Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma,” Captain Strong said. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    “Can you send some of your technical people down to analyze their data systems?” El’Jyiurma asked. “It would be good to know if they have other ships somewhere that might return here so we can be prepared.” 
 
    “We most certainly can. They’ll be down within the hour.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma closed the channel and sent a message to Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh to have him take the Chigada back toward the gate, just in case. 
 
    As she was about to leave the bridge, Vi’Hrartala turned to her. “Message sent, Fleet Admiral. I have an incoming communication from the Gnevusin scout Manik, requesting instructions.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed. She’d forgotten about them. “Have them approach and establish an orbit. Keep an eye on them. We may let their fate rest in the hands of their own people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the sun set on the day of the battle, Major Bo’Ershati allowed the civilians back into their city. All the weapons had been collected and stored in the central headquarters building. It was the one building in the city that would remain off limits to the remaining Gnevusin. 
 
    Bo’Ershati had claimed one of the rooms as his command station. His troops had written down the name and skill set or occupation of each of the Gnevusin as they had re-entered the city, so the Serpentes knew who was inside. The humans from Gieliv were still working on getting into the computer system in High Emperor Gashu’s office after one of the Serpentes disposed of the body of the former leader of the Gnevusin. 
 
    The continued high temperatures on Neithea had an impact on the Serpentes. It wasn’t dangerous, but it kept them from resting when needed. Typically, they would have a cool place to retreat to when they wanted to rest, but there seemed to be only one such place in the city—a cooled warehouse used to store food—but it was barely large enough for 10 of the Serpentes to rest comfortably. For now, the soldiers went to their assault transports for rest between shifts. 
 
    Fortunately, the headquarters building was one that had some temperature control, so the humans were able to work in Gashu’s office without suffering from heat stroke. 
 
    Bo’Ershati settled in to work through the night. He had been informed that Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma would be coming down in the morning to be briefed and meet the king’s new subjects, and he wanted to be ready. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma entered a briefing room on the Parya to meet with Captain Vi’Asez, who had returned from the fighter wing’s scouting mission of the Gnevusin mining camps. Vi’Asez came to attention as she entered. 
 
    “Rest, Captain. It has been a long day,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Vi’Asez relaxed his position and coiled on one of the cushions around the perimeter of the circular briefing room. “Thank you, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Tell me about the mining locations.” 
 
    Vi’Asez rattled his tail and hissed. “Abhorrent. Based on information found on the Net, the equipment is at least a century old. There are piles of human bodies at each location which have drawn scavenger creatures. Based on what we saw, there should be ample hunting opportunities, assuming the creatures are safe for us to consume.” 
 
    “I wondered about that. Since the Gnevusin had no true mounted defense, why the wall around the city?” 
 
    “We observed some very large creatures on our fly-over of the planet. Some too large for a Boa to consume whole. The walls could have been to keep them out.” 
 
    “Or to keep their people in,” El’Jyiurma observed. “That is very helpful. Did you spot a site suitable for the Kehash?” 
 
    “Several. The planet is mostly flat terrain. There are few mountainous regions. My concern is that there is no surface water.” 
 
    “That will not be a problem. The Kehash is equipped with everything needed for colonization, including equipment to drill for water,” El’Jyiurma explained. The number of Serpentes who knew the full capabilities of the Kehash was limited, though she thought it was time to inform the fleet so they would be aware and better able to help prepare. 
 
    “That should be enough for now, Captain,” she said. “Unless there are any other observations you feel are vital, please, get some rest.” 
 
    “Nothing at the moment. The footage from our sweeps is available for review.” 
 
    “Good. Get some rest then. Excellent work today, Captain.” 
 
    Knowing the next day would be a busy one, El’Jyiurma took her own advice and went to her quarters to sleep until morning when she would go to the planet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Just as the sun rose over the lone city on Neithea, El’Jyiurma landed her shuttle outside the city walls. Several Boas and Dendros awaited her as she slid down the ramp, including Major Bo’Ershati. 
 
    “Welcome to Neithea, Fleet Admiral,” Bo’Ershati said as he and his unit came to attention. 
 
    “Rest everyone,” she said, and they relaxed back to their coiled positions. “Thank you, Major. I am sorry your units took so many losses yesterday. I’m afraid it was unavoidable.” 
 
    “We learned much. Training is very different from doing this in reality,” Bo’Ershati said.  
 
    The Serpentes had trained for war as long as memory went, but this was the first time ground troops had been used in an actual engagement since the battles on Strorix Prime with the humans who had first arrived. 
 
    “I determined the best place for your address would be what they used as an area. It is the only facility large enough. The arena was used for punishment. Their people would fight each other or would be pitted against aggressive native creatures. I thought perhaps it would be good to use it for something positive,” Bo’Ershati said as he led her toward the gate to the city. 
 
    “Barbaric,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “The city is…primitive, Fleet Admiral. All food stocks are housed in one facility and were distributed by governing representatives. Water seems the same, as there is only one well within what was a secured building. I cannot fathom that introduction to the kingdom will be anything but positive for the Gnevusin.”  
 
    “I hope they see it the same way, Major.” 
 
    “We are prepared in case there is any resistance. The one who speaks for them is Zameeh. She appears to have no true qualifications, other than that she was brave enough to step forward.” 
 
    “Difficult situations sometimes show us who we truly are,” El’Jyiurma mused. 
 
    The group made their way through the city to the arena. El’Jyiurma paused now and then to examine the buildings, which were, as Bo’Ershati had said, primitive, even by Serpentes’ living standards. Very few of the buildings were constructed of metal. Most were stone, which would have been fine for the Serpentes, but they seemed ill-constructed. 
 
    “Do we have any idea how long they have been here?” El’Jyiurma asked after examining one particularly rough looking home. 
 
    “Long enough to do better than this, I would say. We don’t have details.” 
 
    “I hope this…Zameeh can help us better understand. There are no shipyards, not even a space station. There is no way their ships were built here that I can determine. Have the Gielivians made any progress on retrieving data?” 
 
    “Not yet, Fleet Admiral. It took some time to determine how to make the room comfortable enough for them to work without environmental suits. They have resumed their efforts this morning.” 
 
    “Understood. Provide them with whatever they need. It is important to know as much as we can about this system.” 
 
    A few moments later, they entered a hallway that led underground. “This is the entrance to the floor level of the arena. I apologize in advance. We have not had the time or equipment to clean everything up,” Bo’Ershati said. 
 
    El’Jyiurma recoiled slightly as the smells assaulted her acute senses. Rotting flesh was among the least offensive as they made their way through an area that contained cages of varying sizes. “Barbaric, indeed,” she said. 
 
    She was glad to be in the open air again when they emerged into the arena. In seats around the perimeter of the oval shaped building, sat the whole of the remaining Gnevusin population. A speaker system had been set up for El’Jyiurma, and two Gnevusin rose from their chairs as she approached. 
 
    “Zameeh and Mati, this is Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. She speaks for the king,” Bo’Ershati said as the rest of the Serpentes detail spread out around them. 
 
    Zameeh and Mati both bowed to El’Jyiurma. She saw that they both wore Serpentes-issued universal translators—the same type used by humans in Strorix. 
 
    “Rise, Zameeh and Mati,” El’Jyiurma said. She examined Mati. “Are you a child or just small?” 
 
    This evoked a grin from Zameeh. “Mati is my son,” she explained. 
 
    “He was actually the first to speak,” Bo’Ershati said, “after I eliminated the slaver.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma flicked out her tongue and tasted the air. A combination of fear, resolve, and determination hit her senses. To be expected, she thought. 
 
    “Let us begin, Major. Please, resume your seats.” 
 
    Zameeh and Mati sat back down as El’Jyiurma coiled comfortably behind the microphone. 
 
    “I am Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma from Strorix. It is sad we must meet as we do, under conditions that were beyond your control or knowledge.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma spent some time explaining in detail the attempted invasion of Strorix and their decision to retaliate to prevent future attacks. 
 
    “Within the week, a vessel will arrive from Strorix with more Serpentes to colonize this world,” she continued. This drew some consternation from the gathered audience, and Zameeh jerked her head to look up at El’Jyiurma. 
 
    “Your city will remain untouched and will remain yours, but things will change. I will be asking Zameeh to advise us on what is needed, and we will do our best to oblige. It is my hope that the changes will be for the better. Based on what I have seen, I cannot imagine things could get much worse.” 
 
    She saw some nodding heads in the crowd, which gave El’Jyiurma reason to hope. 
 
    “If there are any questions, I will attempt to answer them at this time.” 
 
    Zameeh stood and held a microphone that had been provided to her. “I didn’t really want this job, but I’ve got it. I think what most of us want to know is what’s going to happen to us?” 
 
    “You will live your lives. Do what you would normally do,” El’Jyiurma said, somewhat confused by the question. 
 
    “I think I speak for a lot of us when I say our lives sucked!” Zameeh said, bringing a chorus of agreement from the crowd. “Everything we did was for High Emperor Gashu!” 
 
    El’Jyiurma instantly felt pity. These people truly did not know what it was to be free. To make their own decisions. She recalled the conversation she’d had with Sofia, about how some of the humans on Strorix felt. 
 
    “Then our arrival is for your freedom as well as for any of those who were enslaved,” El’Jyiurma said. “Your lives are your own. There will be some limitations while we figure things out, but we will endeavor to make them as reasonable as possible.” 
 
    Mati looked up at her and unexpectedly ran to her and put his arms across her scutes. Her guards reacted and moved toward her quickly as she spread her hood in alarm. But she quickly realized what was happening and called out, “Stand down!” 
 
    Zameeh’s mouth dropped open as the Dendro closed in, then she screamed, but they stopped on El’Jyiurma’s command. 
 
    El’Jyiurma collapsed her hood and looked down at the small Gnevusin, who was crying. He was trying to hug her, but her body was far too thick for his arms to reach around. Slowly, the crowd started clapping, and soon it became a full-blown, standing ovation.  
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
    In the hours that followed, the Gnevusin worked with the Serpentes to clear the streets of the bodies of the soldiers who had tried to hold off the invasion. The bodies of both Serpentes and Gnevusin were loaded onto assault transports and then dumped far away from the city for the scavengers to feast upon.  
 
    El’Jyiurma, Bo’Ershati, Zameeh, and Mati went to the headquarters building and gathered in the room Bo’Ershati had taken as his office to discuss the Gnevusin’s future. After the first hour, El’Jyiurma had one of her pilots bring Sofia down. 
 
    Sofia walked in, wearing an emergency suit to help regulate her body temperature on the hot planet. 
 
    “Good. Sofia, meet Zameeh and Mati. I would like for you to act as a liaison between their people and the major. I thought perhaps you could understand their situation better than we can,” El’Jyiurma said by way of introduction. 
 
    “You have humans?” Zameeh asked. 
 
    “Well, we work on the Serpentes ships,” Sofia said. “I’ve worked with Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma for years.” She smiled. 
 
    “What is that you’re wearing?” Mati asked. 
 
    “It’s a space suit. I have it on in case we lose atmosphere on the ship, but it’ll also help me survive down here. It’s a bit too hot for me!” Sofia said and winked at the young Gnevusin. 
 
    “They look like us, but smaller!” Mati said and looked up to Zameeh. “And their skin is a funny color.” 
 
    Sofia laughed. “Humans come in all shapes and colors, though not red like you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Mati has never seen a human before,” Zameeh said. 
 
    “You don’t have Net access?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “What’s that?” Mati asked. 
 
    Sofia looked at El’Jyiurma. “There is much work to be done.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here,” El’Jyiurma said. “Let Major Bo’Ershati know what you need. If we don’t have it and can’t manufacture it, we’ll bring it in, though the Kehash’s printer should be a help when it arrives.” 
 
    “Well then!” Sofia said. “Why don’t you show me where you live Mati. Let’s start there.” 
 
    “One more thing,” El’Jyiurma said before they left. “One of the ships, a scout, surrendered when our fleet entered the system. The ship and its crew are in orbit, pending their disposition. You will need to decide whether you want them among your people or whether they continue as prisoners of war.” 
 
    Zameeh looked troubled and confused. 
 
    “You do not need to decide now. But think about it. Perhaps Sofia can guide you to a decision.” 
 
    Sofia, Zameeh, and Mati left and went to explore. El’Jyiurma could hear Zameeh already asking about the scout’s crew. 
 
    “Good thinking, Fleet Admiral,” Bo’Ershati said. 
 
    “Yes. I believe Sofia will be perfect for this, though I will miss her on the Parya.” 
 
    “And now, with all due respect, Fleet Admiral, my troops are a bit nervous about having you on the planet, and we have much to do.” 
 
    “Hint taken, Major,” El’Jyiurma hissed in amusement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Later that day, as El’Jyiurma was coiled in her office reviewing the growing list of issues Sofia identified with the city, her comm panel chirped for her attention. “Yes, Commander?” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral. Lieutenant Jarvis, the Gielivian who has been primary tech on the planet, has accessed the Gnevusin’s computer. There are…problems,” Commander Vi’Hrartala said. 
 
    “Put them through.” 
 
    A second later, Jarvis appeared on her display. “What do you have, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “A lot, quite frankly. It’s a mess, like the computer we got from their ship, but a few things stand out, the primary of which is that they’re definitely not from this planet. There are records showing they move from planet to planet. They never build their own ships, they buy them. That’s why they have no shipyard or space station.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Commander Vi’Hrartala said there was a problem?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. It seems the ships you destroyed were still being paid for with gold from the mines on this planet, and the payment is coming due.” 
 
    “What are you telling me, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “I’d expect, within the month, someone is going to come looking for a large amount of gold.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, that’s what’s crazy. We can’t figure it out. There’s an account for messaging, but that’s it. No coordinates, no names, no indications at all who the ships were bought from or who the credit is owed to.” Jarvis shrugged. 
 
    “We will simply explain that the ships are gone and those who made the deal are dead.” 
 
    “Yeah. Based on these messages, I doubt these folks are going to care. I mean, this is some rough stuff, ma’am. I’ll send up what we have, but…” He shrugged again. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant, for your efforts. Do you believe there is more you can retrieve?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. We’re still working on getting everything we can out of the system. Collating it into something that makes sense will take a while. I’m rotating my team on and off the planet for sleep and food.” 
 
    “Very good. Keep my crew informed of your progress.” 
 
    He saluted in the Gielivian fashion, with his hand on his forehead, and she ended the transmission. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the following days, it became clear to El’Jyiurma that the city required so much work to bring it up to a standard Sofia would deem acceptable that it would be easier to build a new city rather than to trying to fix the existing one. Few of the homes had basics such as running water. The former High Emperor had ruled through fear, intimidation, and preventing his subjects from resisting. He could, and had, cut off food supplies or water to those who dared mutter a word against him. 
 
    She also found out, thanks to Lieutenant Jarvis and his team, that Gashu had actively resisted automating the mining operations in favor of slave labor. Detailed surveys of the planet had shown massive deposits of gold and diamonds, both of which could be mined and sold for more credit than she had ever considered. But that would require a significant mining operation, which wasn’t something the Serpentes were skilled at. Their experience was limited to mining asteroids in the Strorix system for the metals needed for ship building. 
 
    She put together a message with all the data they had collected, as well as their needs, and had it sent through the gates to Strorix. All she had to do now was wait for the king to receive it and determine how to act on their newly found source of wealth. 
 
    In the meantime, the Serpentes were doing everything they could to make conditions in the city better for the Gnevusin with what they had. To help with that, the crew of the Manik had been transported down to the surface. They would act as a labor crew for whatever work needed to be done. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma entered the bridge from her office after her daily update from Sofia. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, I was about to comm you. The Kehash has arrived,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “Good. Have them set course directly for the planet. We have a choice of landing areas for them,” El’Jyiurma responded. 
 
    “Landing?” he asked, shocked. 
 
    “Yes. The Kehash is unique for its size. It can enter the atmosphere and land on the planet. Once. Once it is down, it is down. It does not have the necessary thrust to exit the planet’s gravity again. Once it lands, the landing struts will retract, setting the vessel flat on the planet’s surface,” El’Jyiurma explained. 
 
    Most of the bridge crew had turned to pay attention to the explanation. 
 
    “From there, hatches can be opened across most of the ship, including along the bottom and top. Equipment on the bottom layer of the vessel will drill down until it finds a source of water for the Serpentes colonists. The ship will act as a home for them until something more is built. There are also burrowing machines on board capable of creating a burrow large enough for a Boa.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “It should be,” El’Jyiurma said with amusement. “It took two years to build and stock with all the necessary equipment.” 
 
    She went over to her command pole and entered the code to unlock the plans for the Kehash, which she displayed on the main screen. An animated diagram showed how the ship would land, settle down, unload, and deploy its machinery. 
 
    “The Kehash indicates 13 hours to orbit. They request planetary survey details so they can choose their landing site,” Vi’Zsuto said as his attention was drawn back to his communications panel. 
 
    “Send them everything we have and indicate that we can get more details on any site they request.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma left out the location of the Gnevusin city because she did not want that to influence the decision of where to land the Kehash. She wanted the best location possible, no matter where it was in relation to the city. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time the Kehash made orbit, they had selected a location, and as luck would have it, the sun was just dawning on it. The location chosen was close to the Gnevusin city. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Zsuto, get me Sofia on comms,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    A moment later, Sofia appeared on the display. “Good morning, Fleet Admiral,” she said. 
 
    “Indeed, it is. The Kehash is in orbit and ready to descend to the planet’s surface. Please notify the Gnevusin, since it is likely they will see and hear her come down. The location chosen is fairly close to the city.” 
 
    “I will let them know. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sofia. You’re doing a great job down there. Parya out. Captain Vi’Kshalu, instruct the Kehash to commence landing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma made her way to her shuttle and flew to the planet’s surface to watch the landing and deployment process. It took the better part of an hour for the Kehash to descend through orbit and painstakingly land exactly where it wanted to. Then the deployment began.  
 
    She landed her shuttle and exited to watch from a safe distance. Hatches swung or slid open along the hull of the massive ship. Within 15 minutes of touchdown, crews began digging underground dens and drilling down to the water table. 
 
    El’Jyiurma turned to look toward the Gnevusin city, and she saw several dust plumes coming toward her. They soon resolved into Serpentes ground troop transports and a vehicle she was unfamiliar with, but it resembled vehicles used by humans on Gieliv.  
 
    The two troop transports came to a stop, and Major Bo’Ershati emerged with several Dendro guards to take up position around her. 
 
    Bo’Ershati came to attention in front of her. “Good morning, Fleet Admiral. Sofia let us know that Zameeh wanted to come out when she heard you were on planet, so we provided an escort.” 
 
    “Rest, Major,” El’Jyiurma said. “Escort?” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, we have witnessed some of the creatures on this planet; they are large and dangerous. You shouldn’t be out here alone.” 
 
    “Noted, Major. But I can take care of myself, you know.” 
 
    “I have no doubt. But if anything happens to you, I believe the king would have my skin.” 
 
    They turned their attention to the four wheeled vehicle that stopped just short of the two transports. Sofia emerged with Zameeh and Mati and walked over to El’Jyiurma and Bo’Ershati. 
 
    “That’s…huge!” Sofia said in awe as she looked at the Kehash. 
 
    “It is hope for the future of the Serpentes,” El’Jyiurma said. She turned her attention to Zameeh and Mati. “I trust you are finding Sofia’s assistance helpful?” 
 
    “You have no idea!” Zameeh said enthusiastically. “She’s been great! There are so many things we don’t know. Most of us have been spending a lot of our time looking at that…what did you call it?” she asked Sofia. 
 
    “The Net,” Sofia said. 
 
    “Right, that. There’s so much out there!” 
 
    “We’ve distributed spare tablet computers,” Sofia explained to El’Jyiurma. “There weren’t enough for everyone, so we’ve also set some up at the arena—which they have renamed the Commons—that everyone can take turns accessing.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma tasted the air. She no longer tasted fear from the Gnevusin. Instead, there was hope.  
 
    “I’ve been reading up on your civilization, and your king—King El’Xakelu—did I say that right?” Zameeh asked Sofia. 
 
    “Close enough,” she said and smiled at Zameeh. “They’ve been practicing your names,” Sofia explained. 
 
    “Impressive,” El’Jyiurma said.  
 
    “What are all those things doing?” Mati asked as he pointed at the multiple machines working around the outside of the Kehash. 
 
    “A variety of things, Hatchling,” El’Jyiurma said. “Some of them are digging into the ground to create dens for us. We like to go underground, out of the heat of the sun, to get cool sometimes. Others are testing the ground for minerals or anything that might be dangerous to us.” 
 
    “I like to go underground sometimes too!” Mati said excitedly. 
 
    Zameeh jerked her head down to look at him. “What? Where do you go underground?” 
 
    Mati’s face showed that he’d let something slip that he hadn’t mean to. “Umm…” He shifted his feet. 
 
    “Young man!” Zameeh put her hands on her hips. 
 
    El’Jyiurma and Sofia exchanged amused glances.  
 
    “Outside the walls,” Mati said and looked down at the ground. “There’s a cave, hidden behind some boulders. I go to play there sometimes.” 
 
    Major Bo’Ershati looked down at him. “And how do you get out of the walls?” 
 
    “There’s…there’s a tunnel. Hardly anyone knows about it.” 
 
    “Major,” El’Jyiurma said and looked at him. 
 
    “I’m on it, Fleet Admiral. Mati, I’m going to need you to show me where this tunnel is and where those caves are.” 
 
    He groaned. “Okay. I’m in trouble, aren’t I?” he asked and looked up at Zameeh. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Zameeh said. But it was clear even to El’Jyiurma that the young Gnevusin was indeed in trouble. 
 
    El’Jyiurma went back up to the Parya to finally get some rest after a long few days and to wait for the report on the caves Mati had mentioned.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bo’Ershati, Zameeh, Sofia, and several of Bo’Ershati’s troops went along with Mati to the tunnel he had mentioned. It was small, barely large enough for Mati. Bo’Ershati sent one of his Agkistrodons along with Mati to scout it after a camera was attached to its armor. At only five feet long, they were perfect for such duties and almost as deadly as the larger Dendro.  
 
    The group met Mati and Lieutenant Ag’Ezuss on the other side of the wall. Mati emerged first, followed by Ag’Ezuss. 
 
    “It’s narrow, Major. I wouldn’t consider it a risk,” Ag’Ezuss reported. 
 
    “Very good. Let us take a look at these caves,” Bo’Ershati said. 
 
    The entrance to the caves Mati had mentioned was only a few minutes away and well concealed. The opening was so small, Bo’Ershati sent Ag’Ezuss to explore again. 
 
    “I’ll show you!” Mati said excitedly. 
 
    “No,” Zameeh said. “I think they can take it from here.” 
 
    “Awwww,” Mati whined but sat on one of the nearby boulders. 
 
    “We saw these formations, but our scanning did not reveal anything of substance,” Bo’Ershati said as Ag’Ezuss made his way in. 
 
    Sofia held a tablet so she and Bo’Ershati could watch Ag’Ezuss’ progress. 
 
    “They look quite extensive,” Bo’Ershati observed after a few minutes. 
 
    “Yeah. It would be easy to get lost if you didn’t know where to go,” Mati said. 
 
    That earned a tapping foot from Zameeh. 
 
    “Mooom! We always marked the trails so we wouldn’t get lost.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about this later,” she said in a voice that did not bode well for Mati. 
 
    “The tunnel opens into some very large caverns, Major,” Ag’Ezuss’ voice came over the output from the tablet. “It’ll take a while to map it all out.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we see this on our surface scans?” Bo’Ershati asked. 
 
    Ag’Ezuss tilted his body so the camera looked up. The ceiling looked to be riddled with pockets of metals of some sort. “I’d have to say that whatever that is interfered with the scans, Major.” 
 
    “That could be valuable,” Bo’Ershati said quietly. 
 
    “Once you pass the entrance, it’s pretty spacious down here. I’d say blow the opening, and we can get teams down here to map it out. I can already feel the temperature difference, and it doesn’t feel like I’m that far beneath the surface.” 
 
    “Okay, come on out, Lieutenant. We will expand the opening and start exploration.” Bo’Ershati turned to Zameeh. “While I understand the hatchling may have done something wrong, this could be an important find for us and, potentially, your people as well.” 
 
    Mati looked up, a glimmer of hope on his face. 
 
    “I am glad for that, Major,” Zameeh said, then turned to look at Mati. “But that doesn’t excuse his behavior. It was reckless and dangerous.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, remain here,” Bo’Ershati said. “No one else is to enter the area. I will send a demolition team, and we’ll get to work.” 
 
    “Yes, Major!” 
 
    “Sofia, please inform the Parya of what we’ve found. I’m sure the Fleet Admiral is resting. It is not urgent enough to disturb her.” 
 
    “Will do, Major.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bo’Ershati had the opening expanded and sent several squads of Serpentes down into the cave system. They encountered several new creatures that were not categorized anywhere they could find, even on the Net. None of them were aggressive. They carefully captured the creatures on video and noted their locations for future analysis. 
 
    Throughout the cave system, the roof was littered with deposits of unknown metals. It was confirmed by a test scan from the surface, that whatever it was interfered with their ground penetrating sensors, which should have seen the cave system from the air. Samples were taken to bring to the surface for further analysis. 
 
    After several hours of exploration, they found many dead ends, but the tunnels kept going. They found no more exits to the surface, but Bo’Ershati felt there must be more, somewhere. And they needed to be found. This was a significant security concern for him. 
 
    As the sun was setting, he ordered everyone back to the surface. The metal and ore samples were taken to the Kehash, which had equipment that could analyze them and determine their properties. 
 
    All the video taken was sent to Parya and Kehash for analysis. The Serpentes on the Kehash who had no tasks for the time being could be put to work analyzing this new find. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma made her way to the bridge after reviewing the reports from Major Bo’Ershati. The material in the cave system which had resisted their sensors was silicon carbide. The Net also identified it as moissanite in its naturally occurring form. It was supposed to be rare, but this planet seemed to be littered with it. 
 
    Of interest to her was its ability to resist their planetary scanning sensors, which were powerful. She considered its application in ship building and wondered how it would react to a ship’s combat sensors. 
 
    The discovery of the cave system could be a boon for the Serpentes as long as it was determined to be safe after a complete exploration. Though it wasn’t far beneath the surface, it was cooler and more comfortable for them. She wondered why the Gnevusin had not exploited it for their own use but knew that question would likely never be answered. No one who had had any part in the leadership of the planet was left alive. 
 
    The Gnevusin were a mystery, and very little was known about them, other than that they were not from this planet. What she did know was that they were now her responsibility, as new subjects and members of the Serpentes kingdom. 
 
    “Have we heard back from Strorix?” she asked as she arrived on the bridge. 
 
    “Nothing yet, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Zsuto responded. 
 
    “I assume you have seen the reports from Major Bo’Ershati?” Vi’Kshalu asked. 
 
    “Yes. I fear they raise more questions than answers,” El’Jyiurma replied. 
 
    “Precisely my thought, Fleet Admiral. Sofia spoke to many of the Gnevusin, and they indicated they had been in the caves as hatchlings. None knew much about them or why they had never been officially explored and used.” 
 
    “Perhaps they were just…stupid,” Vi’Hrartala offered. He had spent time going over the videos since there wasn’t much for a navigator to do in orbit. 
 
    “There is certainly evidence that their leader wasn’t the sharpest fang,” Vi’Kshalu agreed. 
 
    “Maybe,” El’Jyiurma said. “But let us not make assumptions. We need to fully map this cave system and understand it before we can trust it. Something is itching my scales.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma considered for a moment what her next move should be. She had no problem leading a fleet, but this sort of thing was outside her normal tasking. She could also sense that her crew, and likely those of the other ships, would soon become weary of lying on their scutes after the battle had given them a taste for action. 
 
    “Vi’Kshalu, send the Eca and a small contingent of their Prayas to scan the other planets in the system. We must find out more about this system and how it can be used. Have the Pelican accompany them for cover, just in case. Speak to Major Bo’Ershati and have him select who he can spare.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral. I’m sure the Eca and the Pelican will be glad to have something to do,” Vi’Kshalu responded. He had picked up on the same concern El’Jyiurma had. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    King El’Xakelu was coiled on a large cushion in the room serving as his audience chamber on Prime Station until a new building could be assembled on the planet. He watched the information coming in from Neithea with interest but had few solutions for the problems El’Jyiurma presented. 
 
    In the spirit of change, which El’Jyiurma had started, he had released most of the information to the entire system. The hope was that, perhaps, someone would have a solution to their needs. It would also reinforce that he did care about the humans who lived among them. 
 
    One such solution stood in front of him. 
 
    “I was informed you wished to speak to me about our new system,” El’Xakelu said to the female human who stood before him. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I’m Pamela Conrad. My family and I, we’ve seen the information you’ve released, and we saw that there’s a lot of mining to be done on the new planet.” 
 
    “Indeed. Thus far, we are aware of gold and diamonds.” 
 
    “Well, I think we can handle that. My family has done a lot of the burrowing for dens over the past two generations. We even designed and provided the machinery for the Kehash,” she explained. “Mining can’t be too much different. Maybe easier. The problem is that we don’t have the equipment for it. I know you could contract out the mining as you do with salvage, but wouldn’t it be better to have your own people do it?” 
 
    “What do you propose?” El’Xakelu asked with interest. 
 
    “We’ve identified state-of-the-art mining equipment on the Net, but it’s not cheap. We’d also need environmental suits and buildings constructed so we could survive on the planet’s surface. If you can fund that, we’ll repay the investment with the materials we bring up. We get, say, 30 percent of profits from anything we mine. Until the equipment is paid off, you keep it. When it’s paid off, we get a clean 30 percent in credit.” 
 
    “That seems rather high, Pamela.” El’Xakelu flicked his tongue out to taste the air. He sensed fear and frustration, yet a strong sense of determination. 
 
    “May I speak freely, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I do not understand your question.” 
 
    “There are things I want to say, but I don’t want to be consumed,” she explained. 
 
    “I see. Very well, say what you wish.” 
 
    “Humans have been marginalized for a long time in Strorix. We’re capable of a lot more than we’re allowed to do! You have us on ships, but we’re not part of the navy. We help build your ships, we help build your homes, we raise your food, yet we don’t get the recognition for it. I think 30 percent is fair, and it’s better than you’d get if you contracted it out. Let us start an actual company. A mining corporation. Heck, maybe we could get work outside our systems! We could hire more humans from Strorix, and they could start to support themselves and bring credit to the kingdom.” 
 
    El’Xakelu was a bit thrown by the passion of the human.  
 
    “I saw that this new race you found needs a new city,” she said. “You should get people from here to build that too. We already build our own cities. No reason we can’t build them one, and it would be a good way to show that we are valued as more than helpers. Recognize that we have valuable skills. We’re still here because we like it here, Your Majesty. We just want to be more than we have been.” 
 
    El’Xakelu considered her in silence for a moment. He wondered how many humans on Strorix felt as Pamela did, and he realized it was probably most of them. They had never been seen as equals. In truth, most Serpentes never would, but the new relationship he had established with Gieliv had been like shedding an old skin and seeing the galaxy through freshly cleared eyes. 
 
    He considered that, if events had transpired with the Gnevusin without having first met the Gielivians, things might be completely different. “You make a compelling argument, Pamela. I agree with your terms. Draw up the appropriate documentation and get a list together of the equipment you require.” 
 
    She reached into her pants pocket and pulled out a data chip. “Got it right here. This is what we need to set up one mine. We’ll use that to figure out what more we might need for the other sites. It’ll take a while, probably, for us to operate more than one, but we’ll get there quickly.” 
 
    El’Xakelu hissed in amusement, which caused her to take a step back. “Do not worry, I am amused at your confidence,” he said. “And glad. I am glad you believed I would agree. It means all is not lost between the Serpentes and the humans.” 
 
    “It never was, Your Majesty,” she said in a softer tone. “But once communication was established with Gieliv, we realized things could be better. Also on this chip is a quote from a friend of mine who can build the city you need. He wants to set up a corporation as well. Obviously, he’ll need more details, but he can do it.” 
 
    “Very well. Get your people together, and have your friend do the same. Would a week be enough time to prepare?” 
 
    “Um…yeah! I mean, yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Good. Once you have everything together, I will have the Detshacka take you to Neithea. From there, you can work with Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. I will send her the necessary orders and details.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you so much, Your Majesty,” she said and bowed. 
 
    “You are welcome, Pamela. And thank you,” El’Xakelu said and returned her bow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next several weeks, El’Jyiurma found herself acting more as an administrator than a fleet admiral. She found herself and her crew coordinating the landing of mining equipment and building materials. A week after the Detshacka arrived with the members of the Conrad Mining Corporation of Strorix and the Baldwin Construction Company of Strorix, they had already established their own base camp.  
 
    Nicholas Baldwin had met with Sofia and Zameeh to discuss the construction of the Gnevusin’s new city and had started drawing up plans. His ground moving equipment was already leveling and clearing the area where it would be built, very close to the existing city. 
 
    Pamela Conrad’s team had torn out the old Gnevusin mining equipment, which they sold as scrap to the company that delivered their new equipment. They were installing the new equipment and anticipated it would start processing gold within another week or two.  
 
    Both companies had sent messages back to Strorix detailing new employment opportunities now that they knew what they were dealing with. The first offer was to humans from Strorix and then they would open it up to Gielivians. 
 
    Zameeh had stepped up and was acting like a true leader, with the support of several other Gnevusin. They had established a council, which would be the ruling group of their city. They would report to King El’Xakelu or his representative. In this case, El’Jyiurma, through Sofia. 
 
    El’Jyiurma had not forgotten that someone would be coming soon to collect a payment of gold. She had moved the Parya and the Pelican back to the gate to establish a position with the Chigada. The Eca was still going from planet to planet in the system to scan the surfaces for anything of interest or value. The Vaha remained in orbit as a base for the transports that were still on the planet under Major Bo’Ershati’s command. Only half of their docking ports were useable, but it was enough for their purposes. 
 
    The Sceilsil had been moved to orbit but was considered a loss. There was no way they could get it back through the gate to Strorix for repairs without a big enough ship for it to latch onto, and they possessed nothing large enough to do the job. The Chigada was large enough, but the dreadnought wasn’t set up for hauling other vessels. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma was on the bridge reviewing the latest reports from the planet when the alarm went off, indicating something had entered the system. Nothing they had ordered was due to arrive for at least another week. 
 
    “Large transport freighter, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    “Response to our challenge, Fleet Admiral. The ship’s captain is asking to speak to whoever is in charge,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “Captain Vi’Kshalu, launch all Ashikas. Put them on screen, Commander.” 
 
    A human male appeared on the screen. “I’m Parker Watson, Captain of the Benku. We were contracted to come here and speak to a High Emperor Gashu about loading a shipment?” 
 
     “I’m afraid there has been a change in ownership of the system, Captain Watson. High Emperor Gashu and his regime have been eliminated, so there is nothing for you to load,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    Watson frowned and looked down, likely at another screen. 
 
    “Hmm. Nope, says right here. Three million credit of purified gold is to be loaded from the planet Neithea, Neithea system.” 
 
    “Captain Watson. I am Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma, Commander of the Serpentes Navy and of the carrier Parya. The Gnevusin, who previously owned this system, have been eliminated. The few civilians who are left have nothing of value to offer and are now under my protection.” 
 
    Watson glanced to the side for a moment and nodded. “Woah there!” He put his hands up. “We are an unarmed freighter. No need for the fighters, assuming that’s what they are.” 
 
    “They are, Captain,” El’Jyiurma said, “and they are merely a precaution. The last time a freighter-sized vessel entered the Strorix system, it was carrying attack vessels that killed some of my people. And it originated here. If you were contracted, as you indicate, then I’m sorry you wasted your time, but you will be leaving without what you were paid to deliver.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the part that sucks. We took the job as a pay on delivery,” he grumbled. “And the people who contracted me, well, they don’t seem the type who like to be disappointed.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t help you, Captain Watson,” El’Jyiurma said. “Who exactly contracted you?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t say…confidentiality and all.” 
 
    “In that case,” El’Jyiurma said, “I would ask that you leave the system and report that the people who were supposed to provide the gold are no more.” 
 
    “I’ll tell ‘em, but I’m not responsible for anything that happens after that.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain. Safe travels.” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks,” he said, and the communication terminated. 
 
    “Ship is slowing and turning back toward the gate,” Vi’Kshalu said. 
 
    “Watch them closely.” 
 
    The atmosphere on the bridge remained tense for the next several hours as the freighter slowed, turned around, and finally exited the system. 
 
    “Recall the fighters,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “They’re on the way back,” Vi’Kshalu said after a moment. “You believe whoever sent them will come looking for their gold?” 
 
    “I believe they will, yes, and likely with more ships than we can handle with what we have in the system. I’m sure the freighter will provide them with system scans.” 
 
    “Three million credit…” Vi’Kshalu said. “Didn’t the information on the planet indicate what was to be collected was only a payment?” 
 
    “It did, Captain.” El’Jyiurma could not hide her concern.  
 
    If whoever was owed the credit decided to send a military force, it would be difficult to hold the system. She also could not justify paying the debts of the person who attempted to enslave her system. If she knew who they were, it might help, but that was a mystery as much as their reaction to not being paid was. 
 
    The only solution she could think of was to hire mercenaries to assist in the defense of Neithea. It was that, or abandon it completely, which was not an option now that the Kehash was on the ground. If the Serpentes had more ships, they could staff them, but she wasn’t aware of any way to quickly build ships that could accommodate the Serpentes and their unique control system. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Zsuto, hail the Pelican. I must speak to Captain Strong,” El’Jyiurma ordered. 
 
    “One moment, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, Captain Strong appeared on the main display. “Glad that wasn’t an assault fleet. What can we do for you?” 
 
    “As are we, but the problem is not over. They were merely a contracted freighter. The source of the threat is still out there, and we need to know who they are. Can you reach out to Lieutenant Jarvis and have his team redouble their efforts? We need to find out who might be coming before they arrive. Perhaps we can head this off diplomatically.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll have them focus on that,” Strong said and saluted. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” El’Jyiurma said and ended the transmission. “That’s all we can do for now,” she said to Vi’Kshalu. “I’ll be in my office. Keep 10 fighters in space at all times from now on.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In her office, El’Jyiurma opened an expensive, but necessary, real-time communication to King El’Xakelu. He answered immediately using his sub-scalar communications device. She spent a few moments filling him in on the encounter with the freighter and her conclusions. 
 
    “Do you think they would come to Strorix?” he asked after she was done. 
 
    “Doubtful, Your Majesty. If they were to take the system, they could simply remove the gold and get more than they are likely owed.” 
 
    “Do you have an estimate on when an invasion fleet might arrive?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty, though I would guess we have several weeks. I do not even know if they, whoever they are, will send one. But if three million credit is only a payment…” 
 
    “Yes. Certainly some action will take place. What is your recommendation?” 
 
    “The only solution I can come up with is to hire mercenaries to assist in the defense of Neithea, Your Majesty. For now, I’d like to bring the Zezil through to Neithea to add to what we have.” 
 
    “That would leave very little for Strorix’s defense, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. But I believe this is the system where there is the greatest risk at this time.” 
 
    There was silence for a full minute. El’Jyiurma checked the status to ensure the connection was still up. 
 
    “Very well. I will pass on the order. The Zezil will be on the way within the day. I hope you’re right about this move, El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    “I will inform you if anything else develops. With your permission, I will also start inquiring about potential mercenaries for hire.” 
 
    “Yes. Do what you must to defend our new home.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. Parya out.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma made her way back to the bridge. “The Zezil will be joining us to defend the system,” she informed her crew. 
 
    “Do you think it will be enough?” Vi’Kshalu asked. 
 
    “No. I also have permission to look into contracting mercenaries, which I will do. I have considered altering our strategy,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “How so, Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “Pull the ships back to the planet, then have the Zezil take up position in the sensor shadow.” 
 
    “How would that be better than facing them before they reach the planet?” 
 
    “Surprise is always a valuable weapon, Captain. Plus, when the Zezil moves into position, it will already be in range for its main laser battery.” 
 
    “I see,” Vi’Kshalu hissed. 
 
    “Besides, it will be good to give everyone some time off of the ship to rest,” El’Jyiurma said. That was an afterthought, but it made her decision for her. “Yes, do it now. Order all ships back to orbit.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next month in Neithea was, thankfully, quiet. The Zezil arrived as scheduled and took up position in the shadow of the planet, ready and waiting. The rest of the planets in the system had been surveyed, and none turned up anything of significant value, nor were any of them deemed habitable by any known species. The Eca was back in orbit around Neithea, ready to defend the planet 
 
    The Gnevusin’s new housing was completed, and they were more than appreciative. Some signed on to work with Nicholas Baldwin’s construction company as they continued to build new venues for things their city had never had before. They planned and began work on restaurants, stores, and other types of businesses that could be owned and run by Gnevusin. Baldwin was even setting up hydroponics, so they could grow fresh fruit and vegetables on the hot surface of Neithea. 
 
    Some began hunting as a way to bring in fresh food and were allowed to have weapons for that purpose. For now, the weapons were checked out and had to be returned at the end of every hunt. Major Bo’Ershati didn’t trust the Gnevusin enough yet to let them keep them. 
 
    Others were hired by Pamela Conrad as she began to set up two more mines, once they realized they wouldn’t have to actually go into the mines. One for gold and the other for diamonds. The profits from those would be a boon for everyone involved in both systems. 
 
     The work on mapping out the cave system was also completed. Several of the winding passages ended in dead ends. A few more led to the perimeter of volcanic flows. And others led to the surface, or at least to vents to the surface, if they were not large enough to pass through.  
 
    They could not, yet, explain the temperature difference. The presence of the connection to flows of molten lava seemed to indicate that the temperatures through the caves should remain as high as those on the surface, if not higher. But once the scouts were a certain distance from those flows, the temperature decreased again.  
 
    Captain Strong had sent a message back to Gieliv, requesting some experts in geology. There was some discussion that the planet had undergone an orbital shift at some point, but nothing was certain yet. 
 
    El’Jyiurma reviewed all the reports of the happenings on the planet and was glad everything was going well. But her focus was on the gate and who might come through it. She had reviewed the information on available mercenaries but had not brought herself to hire anyone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Almost two months to the day from the day the Serpentes had taken the Neithea system, the alarm went off on the bridge of the Parya, signaling a new arrival in the system. 
 
    “Sending the standard challenge,” Vi’Zsuto said. 
 
    “Sensors indicate it is a…Fleet Admiral, it’s a civilian luxury yacht,” Vi’Kshalu said. He rattled his tail in confusion. 
 
    “It’s audio only, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Zsuto said as he switched the audio to the bridge’s main speakers.  
 
    “—the civilian vessel Europa. We are unarmed, save for a few defensive batteries. I have Kurt Sparks XXIII, CFO of Sparks Unlimited on board from Earth. He would like to arrange a meeting with Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    “This is Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. Who is Kurt Sparks and what does he want?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have those details, ma’am. I’m just the ship’s captain. He asked me to relay the message that he would like to meet with you here aboard the Europa.” 
 
    “I rather doubt that would be possible, Captain,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “I have seen the footage from Captain Watson and researched your species. If you are concerned about your size, do not be. Mr. Sparks does business with many species of many sizes. I assure you, we can accommodate your needs. I understand you are the leader of the Serpentes military, so you would likely require an escort detail. We can accommodate them as well. We will be in orbit in approximately 10 hours if that works for you.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma considered for a moment and looked down at Vi’Kshalu.  
 
    He muted the audio pickup. “I’ve checked on the vessel. It matches the registration. Unless they’ve heavily modified it, it’s a custom-built civilian yacht owned by Sparks Unlimited, registered on Earth, and unarmed.” 
 
    “Very well. I suppose I will meet with him. Perhaps we can settle this issue without further death.” 
 
    She reactivated the audio pickup. “Very well, Captain. You may approach the planet and establish orbit as directed by my crew. Be very careful to adhere to the positioning you are provided,” she said, in an obvious tone of warning. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, ma’am. I have no desire to die today. I’ve got three kids back home. Europa out.” 
 
    “I’ll take Captain Vi’Asez and another of his pilots for an escort,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “I’m sure he will be honored, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Kshalu said. “I will tell him to prepare.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. I’ll be in my quarters until the Europa makes orbit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As soon as she reached her quarters, El’Jyiurma researched Sparks Unlimited and Kurt Sparks. The company was well regarded and had always been based on Earth. Its full wealth was not available, but based on its holdings, it had more credit than it could use. There were no known ties to any military or mercenaries, which surprised her.  
 
    She spent several hours reading through everything she could find, and the most disturbing thing she uncovered was that there was nothing disturbing to find. So why would they lend money to known slavers? That was a question she looked forward to getting the answer to. 
 
    After that, she rested, so she was fresh when her comm panel went off to inform her that the Europa was in orbit and ready. She went immediately to her shuttle, piloted it out of the shuttle bay, and was joined by Captain Vi’Asez and three Ashikas that flew in close formation. 
 
    As they approached the Europa, she received a communication from the ship. “Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma, this is Captain Riggs. We see your shuttle and four fighters on approach. The bay is open and ready. I’m afraid it may be a tight fit for five ships.” 
 
    “Only two will be landing with me, Captain. The others will remain on standby,” El’Jyiurma replied. 
 
    “Ah, that should work fine then. You may approach and land when ready.” 
 
    The transmission ended, followed by an incoming comm from Vi’Asez. “Fleet Admiral, I will land, along with Commander Vi’Iyas. Once we are down, I will clear you to land. When the atmosphere is normalized, we will exit and secure the bay before you exit.” 
 
    “I’ve done this before, Captain,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “I haven’t, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Understood. Proceed.”  
 
    She held her shuttle on station while the two Ashikas landed in the most brightly lit landing bay she’d ever seen. The walls were painted white or made of some sort of reflective white alloy, which enhanced the already bright light.  
 
    “Cleared to land, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Asez said. 
 
    El’Jyiurma set her shuttle down and engaged the magnets on the landing struts. Even as the exterior door of the bay closed, people in space suits moved around the bay. She watched via cameras mounted on the exterior of her shuttle as they laid down long strips of rugs between the ships and a wider piece that led to the door they had emerged from. 
 
    She adjusted the camera angle down and understood why. The floor of the bay was as highly polished as the walls. It would have been difficult for the Serpentes to move effectively on that surface. It could be done, but extremely smooth surfaces weren’t comfortable, as there was nothing for their scutes to grasp to draw them along. 
 
    The men moved easily, as if they’d done it before, and were out of the bay before the atmosphere equalized. She saw Captain Vi’Asez and Commander Vi’Iyas disembark their fighters and take up a position where she would emerge from her shuttle. The rugs that had been laid down gave them a path to her shuttle and a wide path to the door. 
 
    As she cycled the ramp to her shuttle down and exited, the door to the rest of the ship opened again, and a human woman walked through carrying a tablet computer cradled in her arm. Both Viperidae rattled their tails in warning, and the woman stopped short as she looked up from her screen. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Welcome to the Europa. I’m Gloria Dean, Mr. Sparks’ personal assistant. If you’ll follow me, please?” She smiled and turned to lead the group out of the bay. 
 
    Captain Vi’Asez followed directly behind her, followed by El’Jyiurma, then Commander Vi’Iyas. El’Jyiurma noted how wide and tall the hallway of the ship was. It was almost as large as the corridors on her own ship, but they were squared off. The floor was covered in the rug material, but this was different. It went edge to edge on the floor and seemed to disappear under the walls, which led El’Jyiurma to believe it was permanent on the ship. The Europa looked like no ship she’d ever seen. Everything was spotless.  
 
    “I hope you’re finding the carpet good enough. The ones we had to use in the shuttle bay are a little lower quality than what we usually use, but the last species Mr. Spark met with were…well, we had to throw the carpet out. I had to replace some of the corridor flooring too. What a mess!” 
 
    “They are fine; thank you for your consideration,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “And, we’re here,” Dean said as she stopped at a large doorway.  
 
    She entered a code into a panel, put her palm on a pad, and the door slid open. El’Jyiurma noted that the opening was easily large enough to accommodate a boa. 
 
    Dean stood aside and gestured for them to enter. 
 
    The trio of Serpentes entered the room, which was almost as large as the bridge on the Parya. A man stood up behind the desk and smiled as they entered. 
 
    “Ah, welcome to the Europa! I’m Kurt Sparks XXIII. Please make yourselves comfortable however is best for you. Can I get you a drink or anything before we get down to business?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” El’Jyiurma said as she coiled herself loosely so she was against a wall and faced Sparks. She doubted Vi’Asez and Vi’Iyas could have been coiled any more tightly. From their positions on either side of her, they could strike out at anything, anywhere in the room. 
 
    “Okay then,” Sparks said and sat back down. “Right to business. I assume you’ve figured out I’m here about the credit we’re owed by High Emperor Gashu. Just so I get it directly from you, could you explain what happened in Neithea? And where the ships he bought from us are?” 
 
    “The ships were used in an attempt to invade my system and enslave my people. Many Serpentes died in the attempt, not to mention that ballistic weapons were used to attack our planets. We stopped all but one of them. That one nearly killed our king and did kill many more of our people, both Serpentes and human.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma paused for a moment as she felt the anger of those events returning. Sparks merely sat and waited. 
 
    “We determined that they came from Neithea, so we came to eliminate any possibility they would enslave any other systems. All the ships were destroyed, and their leaders are dead. The system is now ours.” 
 
    Sparks nodded slowly. “And now we’re here.” He sighed deeply. “Well, as Gashu was the signatory on the bill of sale for the ships, and you obviously had no part in the transaction, we can’t exactly try to collect from you. Our lawyers believe we could put up a good case for the gold he promised, as it obviously still exists, but I’m under the impression that would involve a fight.” 
 
    “It would,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “Well, that’s not the business we’re in. I mean, we could hire mercenaries, you could hire mercenaries, lots of people would die. Senseless.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Yet you sold ships of war to known slavers,” El’Jyiurma hissed. 
 
    “Ahh…” He raised a finger. “Not me, personally. It was one of our subsidiaries which, I must tell you, is no longer in business. The woman in charge of it is actually in jail for fraud. It brings me great shame to say my father and I were fooled.” 
 
    “It brings you shame?” El’Jyiurma asked dangerously and spread her hood. “It brought us death!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you’re right,” he said. The calm exterior he’d been presenting finally broke, and he licked his lips nervously. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma flicked out her tongue to taste the air. Fear was thick, but there was also regret. Perhaps he really was sorry. 
 
    “Is that all you came for?” El’Jyiurma asked. “We have many things to do. Setting up a new planet is time consuming.” 
 
    “I can only imagine,” Sparks said as he stood and walked around his desk. “Listen, I hate to travel such a long way and not conduct business, so to make things right for what happened because of our subsidiary, is there anything you need? We have access to pretty much anything you can think of.” 
 
    “You profit from our losses, and now you want more profit?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    “We didn’t make any…never mind, that’s not important,” he added quickly and shook his head. “Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma, you must understand, I’m a businessman. I’m not a soldier, and I’ve always lived on Earth. I’ve never had to worry about fighting for anything. I’ve come quite a long way to check up on this venture to see if there was anything we could recover from this deal gone bad.” He sat on the front edge of his desk. 
 
    “It’s in my nature to try to make up for the financial losses by transacting some business on this trip. Not that it’s any comparison to your losses, but we’re out several tens of millions of credit. We can recover from that. What I want to know is if we can do anything to help you recover. If not, no problem. We’ll be on our way, and you’ll never hear from us again.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma looked at him and tasted the air again. The fear was still there. But there was sincerity there too. She was conflicted, but she knew the system did indeed have needs, not the least of which were ships to protect Neithea and Strorix. If this human could get them built, it might be a necessary arrangement. 
 
    “There may be, but I will need to speak with my king,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “Perfectly reasonable. I’d even be willing to travel to your system, what was it…Strorix! That’s it. Only five days away by stargate if I recall what Gloria told me before you arrived.” 
 
    “Correct. You have done your research.” 
 
    “Well, Gloria did it for me to be completely honest. I’d be lost without her,” he said with a smile. “Business is a different form of war, and it’s always good to know who is sitting on the other side of the table.” He paused and tilted his head. “I guess that expression really doesn’t work here, does it? You don’t actually sit. Hmm. I’ll have to work on that.” 
 
    He stared forward for a moment before blinking rapidly. “Sorry, I get lost in thought sometimes.” He smiled apologetically. “If you’d like to go consider my offer, speak to your king, whatever you need to do, please, be my guest. If you want to talk, just get Captain Riggs, he’ll put you through to me. I’ll have him hold the ship here, in orbit, until you’ve decided. If, at any time, you want us to leave, say the word, and you’ll never hear from us again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kurt Sparks,” El’Jyiurma said. With a gesture from El’Jyiurma’s tail, Vi’Asez led the way back to the bay where their ships waited. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma landed her shuttle on the Parya, went directly to the bridge, and then to her office. She planned out the fleets she wanted to defend both of their systems and hissed when she calculated how much time it would take to build it with their resources. Even if she factored in constructing new shipyards, it was still over a year. Plus, she had ideas of redesigning the ships to allow humans to actually serve in the navy, and she had no experience designing stations for humans. 
 
    She had no doubt the Serpentes’ system defense of Strorix and the defeat of the Gnevusin would reach the Net. Especially with the attitude of some on Gieliv, who would see the Serpentes’ success as a threat to Gieliv and make sure it became very public. That didn’t concern her. Her concern was the wider potential that someone might see them as an easy target, after fending off an invasion, and now having to protect two systems. 
 
    Working in her favor, and the favor of the two systems the Serpentes now controlled, was the amount of valuable gold and diamonds on Neithea. She could not release them herself; that would be up to the king. She knew their system wasn’t desperate for credit. They were, however, desperate for ships. 
 
    After hours of analysis and consideration, she opened a real-time channel through the Bith gates to King El’Xakelu to discuss Sparks’ offer. She explained the resolution of her concern of debt collectors and the offer. Then she went on to explain what she thought would be needed to defend the systems and the cost and time it would take them to do it. Lastly, she expressed her desire to redesign the ships to allow humans to serve in the navy. 
 
    “You have put much thought into this,” he said after she finished her presentation. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. My foremost concern is the defense of our systems, of course.” 
 
    “And you trust this person from Earth? I thought your concern about an attack was due to the tone of the messages aimed at the former leader of Neithea.” 
 
    “It was, but Sparks indicated they were from a subsidiary of their company, and I tasted no deception. Even so, we would not default on any agreement that was made. The fact that he came in a civilian vessel, with no military escort, speaks to his desire for a peaceful, and surely profitable, conclusion.” 
 
    El’Xakelu considered quietly for a moment. “Could we not simply buy shipyards and build our own ships so we can assemble our own fleet?” 
 
    “I considered that, Your Majesty. We don’t have the trained forces for ship-building to make that efficient and bringing forces up to speed would take time I’m afraid we might not have.”  
 
    “Do you believe the threat is that dire?” El’Xakelu asked with concern. 
 
    “I know of no specific threat. But we are no longer hidden, and word will get out that we have faced two significant battles. There are those who take advantage of weak systems for profit, like the Gnevusin. And we must be prepared.”  
 
    “Very well, Fleet Admiral. I will grant you the authority to negotiate the purchase of the ships you detailed. I will trust in your wisdom to broker an acceptable contract that will benefit us. When you are done with your business there, I would like for you to return home to Strorix. We have much to discuss about the future.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will return home as soon as I am able,” El’Jyiurma said as the transmission ended.  
 
    El’Jyiurma spent the rest of the day doing further research. She knew she would be going scale-to-scale against someone who negotiated deals every day and wanted to be ready. Her research included everything from the cost of materials used to build ships, to final ship costs, including labor, to contractual clauses that would protect her systems from information leaks. 
 
    She considered calling in assistance but realized their systems had never had to concern themselves with such legal issues, so there really were no experts. It was up to her to protect the Serpentes—no, she corrected herself mentally, the subjects of king El’Xakelu, regardless of species—both militarily and financially. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After another day of research and finally getting some rest, El’Jyiurma contacted the bridge from her quarters and had them set up a meeting later in the day with Sparks on the Europa. Captain Vi’Asez led her detail as she found herself once again in Sparks’ opulent office. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Fleet Admiral,” Sparks said once they were settled. “I assume you’ve come to discuss business?” 
 
    “Yes, if the terms are agreeable,” El’Jyiurma said. 
 
    “Well, I do need to tell you that I had a conversation with my father, the CEO of Sparks Unlimited. He feels as badly as I do about what happened to your system and here. So, we’re prepared to offer very generous terms on whatever you may need. Now, what is it that you do need?” 
 
    “Ships,” El’Jyiurma said. “And perhaps some assistance with design changes.” 
 
    “Well, obviously we have contacts that can build ships. Several of them, actually. They’re used to working with diverse species around the galaxy, so adaptation to whatever you need won’t be a problem. Understand that we provide financing. Other companies, some owned by us, actually build the ships. They’re very good and quite often make recommendations to improve any design they get. Personally, I know squat about ships.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma considered for a moment and finally deduced that he meant he knew nothing about ship building. “Of course, confidentiality is a large concern for us.” 
 
    “Oh, of course! That’s a standard clause in our contracts. Hell, even in the companies that build the ships, it’s so compartmentalized, only a few people actually know who they’re building the ships for.” He smiled and leaned forward so his elbows were on his desk. “The question is, how many?” 
 
    “There should be an encrypted message from my ship in your queue,” El’Jyiurma explained, and she gave him the code to decrypt the message. 
 
    His eyes grew wide as he looked over the list. “That’s…a lot of ships.” 
 
    “I have two systems to defend, Kurt Sparks.” 
 
    He nodded as he scrolled through the data. “Well, you’ve put a lot of thought into this. Designs, modifications to allow humans to be able to use them…” He drifted to mumbling to himself as he kept scrolling. 
 
    “You’ve definitely done your research, Fleet Admiral. I’m impressed. I see you’ve listed here the number of, and estimated output of, over 30 mining sites where gold can be retrieved,” he said after several minutes of mumbling. 
 
    “I have. I do not understand why, but the gold seemed to be what you wanted, rather than credit.” 
 
    “No secret there, honestly. Some of the companies we own use a lot of it. Our shipbuilders, for example. They use gold for every circuit connection. It never tarnishes, it’s a great conductor, and it requires basically no maintenance. They even use gold molecules as a lubricant for moving parts. It never breaks down. That’s why we charge a premium, you understand. Anything our companies build is built to last. And that’s about the extent of my knowledge about shipbuilding,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “It’s a win-win,” he continued. “We don’t have to buy gold at market rates, but we give you market rate credit for delivering it…well, for having it ready for us to pick up. You basically get the ships for below market value.” He smiled charmingly. 
 
    “This reasoning makes sense,” she said. 
 
    “Excellent! So, I’m sure you’ll want to have someone review the contracts?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid that duty will fall to me.”  
 
    He furrowed his brows. “That’s…unusual. But okay.” 
 
    “We have stayed away from the galactic eye for a very long time, Kurt Sparks. Due to that, our familiarity with such things is…limited.” 
 
    “That’s pretty brave of you to admit,” he said. “But I’m not in the business of taking advantage of anyone. I will have my people go over your list of requirements and get you an estimate in a day or two to review. Based on our experience here, I’m afraid we will need to ask for something up front,” he said apologetically. 
 
    She flicked her tongue out to taste the air and considered. “That seems a reasonable request. I will return to my ship. Send over your terms once you have them. I will likely need some time to review them.” 
 
    “Of course! Take all the time you need. If we can close this deal, it’ll be one of the largest we’ve seen in quite a while, so it’s worth the time,” he said and stood to usher them out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After a few days, the contract came over to the Parya, and El’Jyiurma settled into her office to go through it. She could read Earth Common, so it didn’t have to go through a translator. As expected, it took several days for her to read it completely through, several times, with small periods of rest. She had to use the Net several times to understand some of the legalese but finally deduced it was actually a fair deal for both parties.  
 
    She also did some quick research on the uses of gold and found that what Sparks had said was correct. It was one of the best known, non-manufactured materials for use in ships for the purposes he had listed. The contract offered delivery of the first of each class of vessel she had requested in only three months, for approval before more were built. It also offered the services of their engineers to improve the designs to make them more efficient in combat. Any changes were subject to her approval. 
 
    There were even set dates and times for real-time conferences through the Bith gates to occur between her, or a representative, and the shipbuilders, which they would pay for. After several days of review, she did not find anything deceptive or anything that would harm those she was charged with protecting. 
 
    The initial payment clause was a request for one-half of the currently extracted gold, whatever the amount was. She checked, and it would be quite a bit at the speed Pamela Conrad’s new company had established. But it would still only be a tiny piece of the overall cost. Still, as she reviewed the totals, it would account for less than half of the gold present on Neithea.  
 
    There was a separate contract as well. More of a request. Sparks Unlimited was requesting permission to establish an office on Neithea to conduct business in this part of the galaxy. In exchange for that, they would build an entire city, suitable for human habitation, around the office, which Neithea would own. They also included an offer to build a space station, which would be turned over completely to the Neithea system upon completion of the payments for the ships they ordered. 
 
    She re-read that contract multiple times as well since it seemed to be very tilted in favor of Neithea. Finally, on the fourth day of review, she opened a communication channel to the Europa to speak to Sparks. 
 
    “Ahh, Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma. What can I do for you today?” Sparks asked with a smile on his face. 
 
    “This second contract…” 
 
    “Yes. Well, I know what you’re thinking. It looks too good to be true.” 
 
    “Fairly close to my thoughts. Yes,” she said. 
 
    “It is. But it’s not. Let me explain. As I said when you were here last, my father and I feel horrible for what happened in Strorix and here. That second contract is our way of apologizing. Don’t get me wrong, it’s still good for us. Establishing an office out here will be very helpful for our business interests and will save us credit in the long run. It also exposes us to a whole new set of potential business partners, which means profit. At the same time, it gives the system the things you need.” 
 
     El’Jyiurma knew she needed to decide. Her king had asked her to come home once this was concluded, and she was interested to know what was happening in Strorix that would cause that. 
 
    “Very well, Kurt Sparks. I will sign and return both contracts,” El’Jyiurma said finally. 
 
    Sparks smiled broadly. “Excellent! I’ll get things in motion immediately. I promise, you won’t be disappointed, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “I hope not,” El’Jyiurma said and closed the channel. She then signed both contracts and transmitted them back to the Europa. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After she had the crew begin to prepare the ship for departure, she contacted Sofia, who was still on the planet. El’Jyiurma filled her in on the details of the contract and tasked her with working with Pamela Conrad to set aside the appropriate amount of gold. 
 
    “I presume you intend to remain here?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    Sofia sighed, and her shoulders slumped. “I feel like I’m abandoning my position.” 
 
    “Not at all, Sofia,” El’Jyiurma assured her. “You are doing good things with the Gnevusin. Such relations are likely to be important for our growth and survival. If you wish to remain, I will see to it that you are properly compensated for your position. You will, of course, be missed on the Parya.” 
 
    Sofia smiled sadly. “I’ll miss you, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “And I you, Sofia. Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh will take command of the fleet when I leave. Should you need anything, reach out to him.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma felt sadness and regret when she ended the communication. Sofia had always been much more than an assistant. She had been a friend, and always would be. At least El’Jyiurma knew there was someone she trusted on the planet. 
 
    Soon after, the Parya broke orbit and made for the Bith gate to return to Strorix. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    On Gieliv, two men who only knew each other as Steve and John made their way slowly onto the property of Spencer Green under the cover of night. Green was a farmer, much like Ervin West, but his property was a good bit smaller, and he didn’t like the idea of the Serpentes being on the planet. He’d even signed a petition in support of Manning’s resolution to remove the Serpentes. 
 
    Steve knelt at the edge of a large, open pasture, and John knelt beside him. “Those the targets?” John asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We kill four or five of the cattle and leave ‘em to be found. But we gotta get the darts back. They can’t be found,” Steve answered. 
 
    John nodded and shouldered his rifle to look through the scope. “Easy targets.” 
 
    Steve looked around the area one more time through binoculars. “Clear,” he said. Then he handed a magazine of ammunition to John. “Fire when ready.” 
 
    “Why darts?” John asked as he seated the magazine into the compressed-air-powered dart rifle and cycled the first dart into the chamber. 
 
    “Because those are the orders,” Steve responded. “Now get going before someone wanders through to check on the cattle.” 
 
    With smooth movements, John fired darts at five of Green’s cattle. Each of them went down within a minute of being hit. 
 
    “Damn. What the hell is in those?” John asked as he slung his rifle. 
 
    “You sure you want to know?” Steve asked as he stood. 
 
    “On second thought, never mind,” John replied as he walked out into the pasture. 
 
    “Wait. Put these on,” Steve said and handed John a pair of thick gloves and a metal case. “Put the darts in that.” 
 
    “Why…never mind,” John said again and slid the gloves on. 
 
    They moved from one of the fallen animals to the next, carefully pulling out the darts and stowing them in metal cases. Just as they finished stowing the last dart, a hovercraft raced out into the pasture. The animals milled around, used to the sound, but John and Steve froze. The lights on the hovercraft were intense and caught them before they could take cover. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” a female voice called through a loudspeaker.  
 
    “Ma’am! We were chasing one of those snake things! I just saw it slither out of the pasture, going that way!” Steve pointed toward West’s property, which was only a few miles away. 
 
    “Is that right?” the woman asked as she moved in front of the hovercraft. Due to the lights, Jim and John saw nothing but a silhouette. 
 
    “She’s not armed,” John whispered. 
 
    “You have one dart left. Use it,” Steve said quietly. 
 
    “She’s innocent. Just knock her out,” John whispered a bit too loudly. 
 
    “Do it!” Steve ordered, and John reacted, just as he’d been trained to do when given an order. 
 
    “What’s that you say?” she asked as she started to walk forward. A short hiss of air was all she heard before the dart struck her in the chest, and she fell to her knees. 
 
    “What…” she looked down at her chest, then up at John. 
 
    She fell on her side before she could say anything else. 
 
    Steve rushed forward, pulled the dart from her chest and stowed it in his box, which he then tucked into a bag he had slung over his shoulder. From the same bag, he pulled out a large piece of metal, which bore a strong resemblance to a large snake’s fang.  
 
    “Whoa, man,” John said and backed up a few steps. 
 
    “You can go,” Steve said without looking back. “Your part of the job is done. Just remember the cause. She was a casualty of war.” 
 
    John turned and walked into the trees and then ran, because he didn’t want to hear what was about to happen. He was proud to help the cause. But there were some things he didn’t want any part of. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why am I just now hearing about this?” President Frazier demanded as he walked quickly into his office the next morning. 
 
    “We got a courtesy heads up from a friend at GBN this morning, Mister President; otherwise we wouldn’t have known about it until after it aired,” General Stevens, who was waiting for him, responded. 
 
    Frazier turned on the wall display and indicated a seat. “We might as well sit; I have a feeling this isn’t going to be good.” 
 
    Just as the screen came on, the picture was changing to show Maxine Hanson standing in a field on a farm, with five dead cattle obvious in the shot behind her. 
 
    “This is Maxine Hanson for GBN. I’m broadcasting live from the property of Spencer Green. What you can clearly see behind me are five of Mr. Green’s prize cattle, slaughtered. Worse…Mr. Green’s wife of forty years, Cora Green, was apparently murdered last night. Local authorities are already investigating, but the cause appears to leave little room for doubt.”  
 
    She motioned for the camera to follow and walked over to one of the cattle. The picture zoomed in, and showed two puncture wounds, with evidence of necrosis around both. 
 
    “All of the slaughtered animals have the same wounds,” Hanson said as the camera panned back to her. She continued in a somber voice. “I’m told by Mr. Green, who is too upset to appear on camera, that he found his wife here in the field this morning, with the same wounds. According to Mr. Green, she must have received an alarm that there was someone in the field from their security system and come out to check on it. Mr. Green, himself, was away and only returned home this morning to find the gruesome results. We at GBN, as I’m sure all Gielivians do, offer our support and sympathy to Mr. Green and his family in this difficult time.” 
 
    She bowed her head for a moment while quiet music played in the background. She looked back up at the camera and continued. “I’m sure we all hope that the cause of this tragedy will be found and dealt with appropriately.” 
 
    The screen faded and then slowly progressed through several pictures of what Frazier presumed were Spencer and Cora Green, before finishing on a still shot of the wounds on the cattle, and then a fade to black. 
 
    “What the hell, Bryan?” Frazier shouted as he turned the display off and stood to walk behind his desk. 
 
    “Sir, I have no idea. I just can’t see it—” 
 
    “Well, everyone else in the system just saw it! I suggest you get your ass out there and find out what the hell is going on. Now!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Stevens turned to leave. 
 
    “One more thing, Bryan,” Frazier said. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Put troops in the area. Prepare to exterminate them if necessary,” he said as he sat down. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Stevens responded before he left the office. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ervin West raced his hovercraft over to where his diggers had made a home for De’Sirizso, De’Suhlas, and their hatchlings. He hopped out and ran toward the edge of the tree line. 
 
    “De’Sirizso? De’Suhlas? It’s Ervin. We gotta talk, fast!” West yelled out. 
 
    The hatchlings slithered out of the undergrowth around them. “Time to hunt again?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Not today,” Ervin said as he continued to scan the area. 
 
    “I sense you are distressed, Ervin West. How can we help?” De’Suhlas asked as she emerged from the trees. 
 
    “Is it true?” Ervin asked. 
 
    “You will need to be more specific.” 
 
    “The news, this morning, they showed a bunch of Spencer Green’s cattle slaughtered, and they got what looks like big fang marks…and his wife got killed, too.” 
 
    “You believe we did this?” De’Suhlas asked.  
 
    Ervin could sense the danger in her voice even through the translator. “Of course not! But lots of people are gonna think you did, and unless I miss my guess, the military is probably on their way here right now. I just need to ask.” 
 
    “No, we did not. You made us aware that Spencer Green did not care for our presence, so we are cautious to remain far from his boundaries.” She looked down at the hatchlings. “Did any of you go there?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “We promise!” 
 
    “No way!” 
 
    “There. It was not us. May I see what you have seen?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sure.” West walked over with his tablet and replayed the news broadcast. 
 
    “This is fabricated. Someone attempted to make wounds that look like our fangs, but they did not achieve their goal,” De’Suhlas said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, can ya prove it?” 
 
    “Only if I kill something to do so, which I feel would be impolitic at this time.” 
 
    West and De’Suhlas looked up at the sound of a craft approaching. 
 
    “To the den, hatchlings,” De’Suhlas said. “It is one of their assault craft.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” West asked. 
 
    “It puts off a very unique set of vibrations.” 
 
    The hatchlings disappeared into the underbrush, just as an assault shuttle landed and disgorged 20 armed soldiers, followed by General Stevens. 
 
    Ervin crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Stevens. “I got a shuttle pad, ya know.” 
 
    “Stand down, Ervin,” Stevens said as he approached. 
 
    “I ain’t in the military anymore, General. You got no right to give me orders on my own property.” 
 
    Stevens sighed. “Look, Ervin. I’ve got a job to do, okay? I’m here on the president’s orders to look into this situation.” 
 
    De’Suhlas moved forward a bit more, which caused several of the soldiers to aim their rifles at her. 
 
    “Hey!” Ervin said and stepped in front of her. 
 
    “That is not necessary, Ervin West,” De’Suhlas said. “I do thank you for your effort.” She turned her attention to General Stevens. “General Bryan Stevens. I have heard good things about you. I have seen the news broadcast which I believe brought you here. It was not us.” 
 
    “Look, I believe you. I’ve met Admiral El’Jyiurma on several occasions, and she always struck me as honest. So did Minister La’Kema. The president doesn’t want to believe it was you, but it looks bad,” Stevens said, turning his palms up in a display of helplessness. 
 
    “I understand this. It is obvious someone would like your citizens to believe it was us. Very likely your Representative Manning’s followers, but it was not us.” 
 
    “How do we prove that?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “There is only one way,” De’Sirizso said as he joined the group. Both he and De’Suhlas remained uncoiled. 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Bring us one of the identical animals. We will bite it, and you will see the difference. I believe you have scientists who specialize in such wounds. It should be plain to them,” De’Sirizso explained. “We do not venture near Spencer Green’s property and would prefer not to do so even now.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “Because I told ‘em not to! That’s why,” West said. “Spencer don’t like the Serpentes being here. He made it pretty damn clear to me that he didn’t want me to bring ‘em on my property. So, I let my friends here know not to go near ‘im, otherwise he might take it as an excuse to kill ‘em.” 
 
    De’Suhlas looked down at West. “Friends?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. You know what friends are don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, we do; we just never thought even you would accept us as such.” 
 
    “As much as I hate to break up this lovely scene…” Stevens interjected. “I’ll see what I can do about getting a few of them here.” 
 
    “You might also bring one of the slaughtered animals, so we can see the location of the wound and try to match it as closely as possible,” De’Sirizso said. 
 
    Stevens looked at him, confused. 
 
    “It would be simple for me to execute a bite in a strange or dissimilar way, General Stevens. I want to attack as closely to what was found as possible since I know it wasn’t us.” 
 
    “That…makes sense. Okay.” 
 
    Stevens walked back onto the shuttle and came back out a few minutes later. “Okay, here’s the situation. I’m going to bring one of the dead animals and two live ones. Umm, Ervin, he wants you to pay for them.” 
 
    West rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll pay for ‘em. Bastard worrying about credit even at a time like this.” 
 
    “And…could you come along and help us manage them on the shuttle?” 
 
    West considered for only a few seconds. “Normally, I’d tell you to do it yourself. But since it’s to exonerate my friends. I’ll do it.” 
 
    Stevens looked at West in surprise. 
 
    “What? Even I know some fancy words when I need to use ‘em,” West said and walked to the shuttle. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to leave the soldiers here,” Stevens explained to the Dendros. 
 
    “That is fine. But if they do not lower their weapons, I will consider them a threat to my mate,” De’Sirizso said. 
 
    “Lower your weapons!” Stevens ordered. “Everyone wait here and stay calm. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    The soldiers who had been aiming at them lowered their weapons to a low ready as Stevens boarded the shuttle with West, and it took off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was a tense hour while everyone waited, but the shuttle finally returned. General Stevens escorted Doctors Lucia Gibson and Charles Cole down the ramp, while West led two of the cattle behind them. Once they were off, a few men wheeled a pallet with the dead animal on it down the ramp. 
 
    “You are Doctor Lucia Gibson and Doctor Charles Cole,” De’Sirizso said. 
 
    Gibson looked surprised. “Yes, we are.” 
 
    “Do not be surprised. We were informed of the details of the traitor’s actions, and your roles were noted. We also viewed the presentation where you stood with El’Jyiurma and La’Kema.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Yes, it’s good to meet you both. I wish it were under better circumstances,” Gibson said. 
 
    “As do I,” De’Sirizso said. “Shall we proceed? If I may, we should begin by reviewing the animal that was slaughtered.” 
 
    “Please,” Cole said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to record everything.” 
 
    “Of course,” De’Suhlas said. “You will need evidence that we are not to blame for this senseless waste of food.” 
 
    Cole touched a small device on his chest. “Okay, we’re recording. Video and audio.” 
 
    The Dendros nodded and moved over to the animal’s corpse. They took several minutes to look it over. 
 
    “Yes, there are differences here from a true bite,” De’Sirizso finally said. 
 
    “May I approach and ask you to explain?” Cole asked. 
 
    “Of course, Doctor Cole.” He waited until Cole was beside him, then went on. “It is a puncture wound, straight in and out, and the rib is broken. The fang entry is too large. Unlike the Viperidae, our fangs are fixed, so necessarily our fangs are much shorter and thinner. While a clean wound such as this is possible, with an animal of this size, even for us, it would struggle and likely cause tearing. Our fangs, which you would have no way of knowing, are flexible. They would move around the bone, not go through it.” He paused while Cole shined a light into the wound and made sure the camera captured the details of the wounds. 
 
    “Lastly, we detest wasting meat. We do not kill for sport. Even if we must kill nuisance animals for Ervin, and do not need to feed, we do not envenomate them, so that he and his staff can eat the meat. In those times, we will constrict the prey.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Cole said. 
 
    Gibson cleared her throat. “To the business at hand please, Doctor Cole.” 
 
    “Oh, right, of course,” Cole said apologetically. “We’ve tested the slaughtered animals, and they definitely died from the type of venom we know you carry.” 
 
    “Then it would certainly be foolish of us to kill in such a way, especially after we supplied venom for your research. Do we strike you as foolish?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t think you did th—Wait, you what?” Gibson asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” West said. “Some Doctor…what was his name?” 
 
    “Doctor Hector Reilly,” De’Sirizso provided. 
 
    “Yeah. I had Janice bring him down,” West explained. “He said the Citizen Health Department wanted to have a sample of their venom for research or somethin’.” 
 
    Cole and Gibson exchanged glances. “I see. Well, let’s go ahead and get this done,” Gibson said. 
 
    “So, we must kill those two animals,” De’Suhlas observed. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “General Stevens, would you please ask your soldiers to move back. The rest of you too, please,” De’Sirizso said as he and De’Suhlas moved away from the animal’s corpse and coiled themselves not far from the two live cattle who were grazing nearby. 
 
    Both of them launched, and rather than biting instantly, knocked their targets over, then sank their fangs in.  
 
    “Shiiiiiiiit,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    “Shut your hole!” Stevens ordered sharply. 
 
    “Amazing,” Cole said quietly.  
 
    They both held their grips with their jaws until the cattle stopped moving, which took less than a minute, before releasing their bite and moving away. 
 
    “Why knock it over first?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “It was the only way for the bite mark to be in the same place,” De’Sirizso explained. “It was suboptimal, and never a choice I would make. It was wasted effort and energy.” 
 
    Stevens nodded. “Yeah, I see what you mean.” 
 
    Cole and Gibson walked over and examined the bite marks. 
 
    “There are some significant differences here, Charles,” Gibson observed. 
 
    Cole blew out a breath. “Oh yeah. I don’t even need to do a detailed analysis. Which we will do!” he added quickly when she looked at him. 
 
    “General, there’s no way they did this…unless they have another set of bigger fangs hidden somewhere. And look there and there.” Cole said as he pointed to other areas that showed signs of trauma. “Nothing like that on the others.” 
 
    “I concur,” Gibson added. “We’ll have to complete our analysis to give you an official report, but that’s a formality as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Not to the president it’s not,” Stevens said. “Have it on my desk by the end of the day. Sooner if possible. We need to head this off before Manning gets on the news.” 
 
    “Get us back to our lab, General, we have work to do,” Gibson said as she and Cole ran onto the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By the time West got back to his main compound, he could see that a crowd had already started to gather down the road. His staff was already on it. They had erected barricades and stood guard, with their weapons, to ensure no one came in that wasn’t supposed to be there. He sighed and drove over, knowing he’d have to deal with it eventually. 
 
    Maxine Hanson was there, and so was Manning. He reminded himself that he couldn’t shoot them and walked over to where they were standing. Thankfully, it looked like they were still setting up. 
 
    “Ah! Mister West, perfect! I’m sure our viewers want to hear your reaction to the horrible murder perpetrated by the Serpentes you have living on your property,” Hanson said. 
 
    “Kinda puttin’ the warhead before the motor, ain’t ya?” 
 
    “It’s obvious! Even you must see that they’re a threat and must be eliminated!” Manning said dramatically and loudly enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “What I just saw...and what General Stevens and Doctors Gibson and Cole just saw…was that they were framed,” West said. 
 
    “This is Maxine Hanson live from the property of Ervin West, where the two Serpentes reside. What was that you were just saying, Mr. West?” 
 
    “I said, they were framed. General Stevens was there, and so were Doctor Gibson and Doctor Cole from the Civilian Health Department. I bought two cattle off of Spencer so they could see the difference when De’Sirizso and De’Suhlas actually bite something. The Doctors took video of it and some other readings…I don’t know what…and they’re off at their lab now.” 
 
    “That’s utterly preposterous!” Manning exclaimed. “It’s obvious those bloodthirsty snakes are responsible!” 
 
    “I’m sure we’re all looking forward to seeing that report. Did they mention when it would be ready, Mr. West?” Hanson asked, ignoring Manning. 
 
    “General Stevens said he wanted it by the end of the day is all I know. Or sooner, so this idiot here didn’t get everyone all into a froth,” West said, pointing with his thumb at Manning. 
 
    “He said what?” Manning asked, shocked. 
 
    “Oh, the idiot part was me. Sometimes I can’t help but speak my mind. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I got work to tend to.” West waved at the camera and walked back toward his hovercraft. 
 
    “This has been Maxine Hanson for GBN at the property of Ervin West. I’ll be going to Linia to await the report, and we’ll let you know as soon as we have the results.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, the results were in, and President Frazier called a press conference. He held it on Ervin West’s property, and much to the surprise of many, De’Sirizso and De’Suhlas were there behind the president. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen of Gieliv. The past day has been a difficult one for us all, and while I do have some answers, I’m afraid there are new questions. I have in my possession a detailed report from the Citizens Health Department, completely exonerating our guests, De’Sirizso and De’Suhlas,” he said as he gestured to each of them in turn. “The evidence clearly shows that it is, in every sense, impossible for them to have caused the markings we saw on Maxine Hanson’s broadcast this morning.” 
 
    There were several gasps from the gathered reporters, which Frazier noted, included some from other systems and other species. 
 
    “I will, in a show of full transparency, make the full report available to the press and on the Net for anyone to view as they wish. My staff will pass among you that are present and provide the report on a data chip. This is, I shouldn’t have to point out, odd for an investigation of a murder. But this is a special case. Cora Green was murdered by someone who went out of their way to make it look like the Serpentes were guilty.” 
 
    He paused for effect and swept the gathered reporters with his eyes. 
 
    “That means there’s a murderer out there somewhere. Given the circumstances, General Stevens and the military are offering their investigative resources to local law enforcement on my authorization. We will not rest until Cora Green’s murderer is brought to justice. Thank you. I won’t be taking any questions at this time. I ask that you all respect Spencer Green and his family and allow them to grieve in this difficult time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three days after the death of Cora Green, two soldiers, flanking General Stevens, walked into Macey Manning’s office, with her secretary in chase. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Representative Manning. I told them they needed an appointment,” the flustered secretary said. 
 
    “Macey Manning,” Stevens said. “You are under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder and crimes against the system of Gieliv’s stability and security.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Six days after closing the deal with Sparks Unlimited in Neithea, El’Jyiurma’s ship docked with Prime Station in Strorix. She went directly to see the king after ordering her crew to take some much-needed leave time away from the ship.  
 
    El’Xakelu looked over from the display he was examining. “You’ve been busy, El’Jyiurma. I’m just reviewing the contracts you signed on my behalf.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma bowed low before she coiled herself loosely. “We have, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I am impressed. You have done extremely well, for me and for our people.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. It is my pleasure to serve.” 
 
    “Things are changing rapidly for us, El’Jyiurma,” he said as he turned back to the display. 
“Too rapidly for many.” 
 
    She watched El’Xakelu closely and waited for him to continue. It was not lost on her that he had not used her rank as he typically did. 
 
    “My rule is almost over.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Age does not ignore even me, El’Jyiurma. I have ruled for most of my life, and it has been a privilege, but that time is coming to an end. I have been spending much time selecting my successor, as is our way. And I have decided that I will relinquish my position before my passing.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma was speechless. She knew that El’Xakelu was getting older and had been expecting an announcement of his successor. But for a king to retire early was unheard of. 
 
    “Your Majesty, is there something wrong? A health issue?” 
 
    He turned to face her again and moved away from the display. “No. Nothing of that sort. I’m afraid things are changing a little quickly, even for me. I recognize my limitations. You have a different view. You are young. You see a future for the Serpentes that does not involve being isolated.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I—” El’Jyiurma began, but El’Xakelu cut her off. 
 
    “President Frazier and Admiral Gallagher will be in Strorix within the day. They will witness your rise to be the leader of Strorix and Neithea. But I am not elevating you to be the Queen. I believe that not only is a change in leadership necessary, but a change in government. What it will be is up to you to determine. You have surrounded yourself with those you trust, and I am confident that you, and they, will lead our species forward on this new galactic stage.” El’Xakelu bowed to El’Jyiurma. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix A – The Serpentes 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 SerpentesAnaloguePrefix 
 
    ElapidaeCobraEl’ 
 
    MicrurusCoralMi’ 
 
    PantheropCornPa’ 
 
    DendroMambaDe’ 
 
    AgkistrodonMoccasinAg’ 
 
    ThamnoGarterTh’ 
 
    ViperidaeVipersVi’ 
 
    CrysopeleaFlyingCh’ 
 
    BoaPython/BoaBo’ 
 
    LamprosKingsnakesLa’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix B – Serpentes Ship Classes  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ship ClassFunction 
 
    SzuraarDreadnought 
 
    IderithLarge Carrier (fighters) 
 
    VattaTransport Carrier 
 
    RiluLight Battlecruiser 
 
    NavaDestroyer 
 
    AshikaFighter (used by Iderith) 
 
    AdhidaBomber (used by Iderith) 
 
    PrayaTroop / Assault Transport (used by Vattas) 
 
    AskishTrade Ship 
 
    KehashColonization Vessel 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix C – Main Characters 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Strorix Prime 
 
    King El’XakeluLeader of the Serpentes 
 
    Fleet Admiral El’SyaasoLeader of Space Navy 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 SRN Parya 
 
    Admiral El’JyiurmaSpace Navy 2nd in Command  
 
    Sofia PallesenAdmiral’s Human Assistant 
 
    Commander Vi’KshaluWeapons / XO 
 
    Commander Vi’HrartalaNavigation 
 
    Lt. Commander Vi’ZsutoCommunications 
 
    Minister La’KemaDiplomatic Liaison 
 
    Major Bo’CoshithMinister’s Guard 
 
    Captain Vi’AsezFighter Wing Commander 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 GSS Ravager 
 
    Admiral Stephen GallagherLeader of Gieliv Navy 
 
    Commander Shannon BrockExecutive Officer 
 
    Lt. Jerry GilmoreWeapons 
 
    Lt. Gina MosleyCommunications 
 
    LCDR Margaret CraneSensors 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gieliv 
 
    President Juan FrazierLeader of Gielif 
 
    General Bryan StevensOverall leader of Gieliv Military 
 
    BGEN Jan CopelandGround forces  
 
    Rep. Macey ManningRepresentative (politician) 
 
    Doctor Lucia GibsonCitizen Health Department 
 
    Doctor Charles ColeCitizen Health Department 
 
    Maxine HansonGBN Newscaster 
 
    Ervin WestFarmer 
 
    Janice SmallErvin West’s Employee 
 
    Kelsey MaddoxCouncil of Farmers 
 
    De’SirizsoVisitor from Strorix 
 
    De’SuhlasVisitor from Strorix 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Excerpt from “A Gulf in Time:” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    “Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “No, sir, that’s dead too.” 
 
    “Engineer, do we have our shields?”  
 
    “No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.” 
 
    “OSO? DSO? Status?” 
 
    “My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied. 
 
    “Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted. 
 
    The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.” 
 
    “There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.” 
 
    “It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’” 
 
    “It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’” 
 
    “We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.” 
 
    “And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?” 
 
    “What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?” 
 
    “Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “Then your society will be the first example.” 
 
    “I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish. 
 
    “Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.” 
 
    “I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.” 
 
    “That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said. 
 
    “DSO, now would be a good time for those shields…” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.” 
 
    “They’re firing!” Steropes called. 
 
    The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley. 
 
    “Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked.  
 
    “I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!” 
 
    “I…activated…the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting…intruder…” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing…system…integrity…krelbet gelched.” 
 
    “Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said. 
 
    “The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.” 
 
    “I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!” 
 
    “That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands brace for shock! Five seconds! Three…two…one…” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “A Gulf in Time” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0829FLV92.  
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Excerpt from “Overture:” 
 
      
 
    Dawn was still an hour away as Mindy Channely opened the roof access and stared in surprise at the crowd already assembled there. “Authorized Personnel Only” was printed in bold red letters on the door through which she and her husband, Jake, slipped onto the wide roof.  
 
    A few people standing nearby took notice of their arrival. Most had no reaction, a few nodded, and a couple waved tentatively. Mindy looked over the skyline of Portland and instinctively oriented herself before glancing to the east. The sky had an unnatural glow that had been growing steadily for hours, and as they watched, scintillating streamers of blue, white, and green radiated over the mountains like a strange, concentrated aurora borealis.  
 
    “You almost missed it,” one man said. She let the door close, but saw someone had left a brick to keep it from closing completely. Mindy turned and saw the man who had spoken wore a security guard uniform. The easy access to the building made more sense.  
 
    “Ain’t no one missin’ this!” a drunk man slurred.  
 
    “We figured most people fled to the hills over the past week,” Jake replied.  
 
    “I guess we were wrong,” Mindy said.  
 
    “Might as well enjoy the show,” the guard said and offered them a huge, hand-rolled cigarette that didn’t smell like tobacco. She waved it off, and the two men shrugged before taking a puff.  
 
    “Here it comes!” someone yelled. Mindy looked to the east. There was a bright light coming over the Cascade Mountains, so intense it was like looking at a welder’s torch. Asteroid LM-245 hit the atmosphere at over 300 miles per second. It seemed to move faster and faster, from east to west, and the people lifted their hands to shield their eyes from the blinding light. It looked like a blazing comet or a science fiction laser blast. 
 
    “Maybe it will just pass over,” someone said in a voice full of hope.  
 
    Mindy shook her head. She’d studied the asteroid’s track many times.  
 
    In a matter of a few seconds, it shot by and fell toward the western horizon, disappearing below the mountains between Portland and the ocean. Out of view of the city, it slammed into the ocean.  
 
    The impact was unimaginable. The air around the hypersonic projectile turned to superheated plasma, creating a shockwave that generated 10 times the energy of the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated as it hit the ocean’s surface. 
 
    The kinetic energy was more than 1,000 megatons; however, the object didn’t slow as it flashed through a half mile of ocean and into the sea bed, then into the mantel, and beyond.  
 
    On the surface, the blast effect appeared as a thermal flash brighter than the sun. Everyone on the rooftop watched with wide-eyed terror as the Tualatin Mountains between Portland and the Pacific Ocean were outlined in blinding light. As the light began to dissipate, the outline of the mountains blurred as a dense bank of smoke climbed from the western range.  
 
    The flash had incinerated everything on the other side.  
 
    The physical blast, travelling much faster than any normal atmospheric shockwave, hit the mountains and tore them from the bedrock, adding them to the rolling wave of destruction traveling east at several thousand miles per hour. The people on the rooftops of Portland only had two seconds before the entire city was wiped away.  
 
    Ten seconds later, the asteroid reached the core of the planet, and another dozen seconds after that, the Earth’s fate was sealed. 
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    Excerpt from “Super-Sync:” 
 
      
 
    The subspace radio chimed an hour later, just as Lew put aside the holonovel with dissatisfaction. There was no such thing as “happily ever after,” no matter how many books she read. No one was going to carry her off into the sunset. Lew reached for the radio controls and felt the thuds of Tyler’s boots on the deck in the passageway below. He burst onto the bridge and vaulted into his chair. 
 
    He looked at Lew. “Identify the transmission.” 
 
    Lew fingered the controls and read off the diagnostic information, “Standard Ku band transmission from Earth. Origin point known through Houston nexus. Encryption is solid Johnson Analytics with the proper keys.” 
 
    Tyler grinned. “Boss.” 
 
    Lew nodded and smiled as well. “Appears so.”  
 
    Their mysterious benefactor hadn’t called them in more than six months, but every time he’d employed them, the take had been impressive. How he was able to garner the contracts he had bordered on magic. Lew thought the man sounded like some kind of Texas oil baron. Despite the technology, his calls were always voice-only, and there was never any interaction between them and whoever he represented.  
 
    Whatever he contracted them to acquire was delivered to a private, automated hangar on Luna. The robotic ground crew would unload Remnant and send them on their way again. Anonymous cash transfers always appeared in their accounts by the time Remnant returned to lunar orbit. The first mission had earned Tyler’s company over a million Euros. The following missions were even more lucrative.  
 
    Their benefactor went by a call sign, and they talked in codes meant only for their own ears. It should have been a red flag, but the money was too damned good to pass up. A call from him could not go unanswered. 
 
    Tyler punched a few buttons on his console, and a drawling voice boomed through the speakers, “Remnant, this is Boss. Are you receiving?” The transmission ended with a chiming tone that dated back to the early days of spaceflight. The clear delineation of conversation allowed Tyler to answer. 
 
    “Boss, this is Remnant. Nice to hear from you. How can we be of service?” 
 
    A few seconds passed. “Tyler, it’s good to hear your voice. I understand you’re on a contract flight from our friend in India.” 
 
    “That’s affirm, Boss.” 
 
    “Roger, you’ve got a shadow. Are you aware of that?” 
 
    Tyler’s face darkened. “Roger, Boss. We’re aware of the bogey.”  
 
    By definition, a bogey was an unknown contact with unknown intentions. Should the situation turn bad, the radar blip would become a bandit. Lew checked the telemetry from the unknown ship. There was no change in direction or speed. It was still gaining on them. 
 
    “Remnant, the trailing vehicle is not your concern. I have a change in mission for you.” 
 
    Tyler shook his head. “Negative, Boss. I have a contract.” 
 
    “Remnant, I bought out that contract. The shadow on your tail is the Rio Bravo, under contract by me to get Telstar Six Twelve. You’re going high super-sync.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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