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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gortal stood at the ready, surrounded by four Sheingal warriors. Sunlight shone down on him and activated the opal sheen on his red scales. A strong breeze kicked up a dust cloud, and it swirled up around him, coating the brushed silver finish of his armor in a light layer of red clay. The four warriors began to circle, taking slow, deliberate steps, counterclockwise to his perspective. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, Gortal saw the being to his right tense before attacking with a steel club. He reacted quickly and met the club with his war hammer, which caused sparks to fly. As soon as his hammer made contact, the warrior on his left attacked with a downward strike of his sword. Gortal blocked the attack using the energy shield projected from the gauntlet on his left wrist. 
 
    Still holding the sword attack at bay with his energy shield, Gortal side kicked the club wielder in the hip. The warrior screamed in pain and folded over. As he brought his leg back in from the kick, Gortal bent his knees, swung his Sheingalian steel war hammer low under his energy shield, and delivered a powerful blow to the armored midsection of the sword wielder. The hammer made solid contact with a loud clang. 
 
    Even through the extremely strong Sheingal armor, the force of the attack was enough to take the warrior’s breath away and cause immense pain. Gortal’s strength was unmatched, and every landed blow was devastating. The warrior stumbled back, dropped his sword, and crossed his arms over his stomach as he fell to a knee, unable to continue the fight. 
 
    The sound of fast paced footsteps in the dry clay behind him alerted Gortal of an impending attack. He dropped the war hammer and brought himself up to his full height of nine and a half feet in time to see a third warrior leap toward him. Gortal reached out and caught the warrior by the throat with his left hand and held him above the ground. As his opponent fought to free himself from the vice-like grasp, Gortal tightened his grip, cutting off the warrior’s air supply, and delivered a heavy right hand to the jaw. The sound of bones breaking was gut wrenching to any who heard it. The warrior’s brown eyes went blank and rolled back as his body went limp. Gortal released his grip, and the unconscious warrior dropped to the ground. He turned to face his last opponent. 
 
    Gortal smiled as he walked over to retrieve his hammer. “Looks like it’s up to you to defeat me, Lental. Your companions weren’t up to the task. You might have stood a better chance had you all attacked at once. Though I doubt it.” 
 
    Lental drew his sword from its sheath, and the sun briefly glinted off the weapon’s mirror finish. “Sometimes, it is better to observe than to rush in,” he replied in a confident tone. 
 
    Gortal picked up the war hammer and sized up Lental before speaking. “Sometimes, yes, but this time it will do you no good.” He flexed his impressive abdominal and pectoral muscles as he let out a fearsome growl and charged. 
 
    Gortal took long, heavy strides as he brought his arm back to swing his hammer in an overhead attack. When he did so, Lental brought his sword forward to meet Gortal’s hammer, but Gortal released the hammer and let it fall behind him. He dropped down to a hip-slide on the ground and glided in the dirt and clay under the sharp edge of Lental’s sword.  
 
    As he slid in a cloud of dust, Gortal quickly raised himself to a knee, grabbed Lental’s tail, and placed his shoulder at the intersection of the tail and body. Then, with his powerful legs, he stood and pulled Lental’s weight forward and over, using his tail like the handle of a hammer, and slammed the warrior down on his back and wings. Gortal released the tail and dove onto Lental before he could get his wits about him and delivered three elbows strikes to his chin, ending the fight. 
 
     The training compound was as busy as ever. Sheingal warriors were honing their hand-to-hand fighting skills and running multiple scenarios in the flight simulators. In the distance, shots could be heard at the firing range. 
 
    Sheingalian fighters flew overhead in tight formations, and others practiced offensive and defensive maneuvering in the distant skies. Gortal stood in the middle of the model dirt battlefield where his four fellow warriors were now being seen to by the medical staff. 
 
    Gortal approached Lental. “You were all very disappointing. None of you landed a single blow. Not one. How can you call yourselves Sheingal warriors? Pathetic. Lental, I expected more from you; you told me these three would be up to the challenge.”  
 
    Lental crossed his right arm over his chest and bowed slightly. “My apologies, Second Heir. We will strive to do better next time.” 
 
    Anger flared in the bright green eyes of the emperor’s second-born son. “You will refer to me as Lord Gortal,” he growled. “I am second to no one. Is that understood?” 
 
    Lental backed up several paces. “Yes, Lord Gortal. I did not mean to offend,” he said and bowed even lower than before. 
 
    Gortal turned to the medical officer who was attending to the warrior he had kicked in the hip. “What is his status, Captain Teagan?” 
 
    “It is a dislocated hip, sir,” Captain Teagan said as she typed information into a slate. “We will need to take Kental to the infirmary to reset it. He should be able to walk by the end of the day and be ready to resume full duties in two days.” 
 
    “And the others?” Gortal asked and motioned to the two lying on the ground. “I can clearly see that Lental is fine to continue his duties now.” 
 
    Captain Teagan stood to face Gortal out of respect as she spoke to him. “Yes, Lord Gortal. Lental is cleared for duty. Orenzal suffered several broken ribs, one of which punctured a lung. He will require at least three days in the infirmary. Brendal suffered a broken jaw and a concussion. He will be released tomorrow with strict instructions to maintain a liquid diet until the bone is fully healed over the next two days.” She crossed her right arm over her chest and bowed. 
 
    Gortal couldn’t help but notice that she referred to him as “Lord Gortal.” She had clearly been paying attention to everything going on around her while tending to her duties. This impressed him.  
 
    “Very well, see that it is done,” Gortal said with a dismissive wave, and the medical officer began giving instructions to her team to load up the wounded. Once the hovercraft was loaded, Captain Teagan got into the passenger seat, and it took off toward the infirmary. 
 
    Lental walked over to stand next to Gortal. “Lord Gortal, you fought differently today. I’ve never seen you use such tactics. Normally, you fight straight on, with brute strength and unrelenting ferocity. I was completely taken by surprise and defenseless against your method of attack. I mean no offense; I am simply curious. Why the sudden change?” 
 
    Gortal smiled, showing his slightly yellow teeth. “I expect you did not see that coming. The last bout with my brother showed me I need to adjust my methods. I lost my head that night. Had I not, I believe he would have left this planet with his head down in shame three months ago.” 
 
    Lental nodded his green-scaled head with approval. “I suspect your next bout with the First Heir might go in a different direction with this new outlook, Lord Gortal. Your brother is a very formidable being.” 
 
    The smile disappeared from Gortal’s face as quickly as it had appeared. “He is weak. Just like your troops who are being hauled off to the infirmary,” he said and pointed a clawed finger at the dust trail left by the hovercraft. 
 
    He re-directed his extended finger toward Lental. “Weak. This whole empire is becoming soft in my opinion. Things need to change. What good are warriors who fall to a singleblow? Over a few broken bones? Pathetic. A true Sheingal warrior would continue to fight until his last breath. Pain does not matter.” 
 
    Lental looked up at Gortal, confusion evident on his face. “But sir, it was a training exercise. They were not trying to kill you. Nor were you trying to kill them, or I believe they would be headed to the morgue instead of the infirmary, myself included.”  
 
    Gortal kicked the dirt and snorted. “That is exactly the problem. They, and you, train like it is training, not like it is real. This will be a change I make in the future. There will be many changes coming soon. Our race was once feared across the galaxy; now we are forgotten. Nothing but lore and legend for the few who hear the tales of our heirs after they venture out on the Emperor’s Journey of Succession. We must attain greatness again,” Gortal said, balling his fists at his side, his anger building within him. 
 
    Lental stiffened at hearing this. The last thing he wanted was to be punished for not meeting the expectations of the imperial family. “I shall double the efforts of our troops to meet your standards, Lord Gortal. The training will become more physical and closer to actual combat to ensure that every being is prepared for real battle, should it ever be necessary.” 
 
    Gortal glanced at Lental. “See that you do, or I will have to speak with General Brazal about a change of leadership in your unit, Captain Lental.”  
 
    Lental turned to the Second Heir of the Sheinrah System and answered, “Yes sir, Lord Gortal!” He crossed his arm over his chest and bowed again. 
 
    Gortal picked up his war hammer. “Good. I’ll leave you to it then. I will be in my quarters at the palace should I be needed,” he said and walked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Emperor Draktal stood in the doorway of Dahkal’s room with a smile on his face, watching the most beautiful being he had ever seen. His mate, Empress Shaelan, was cleaning their first-born’s room. She carefully adjusted the bedding so no wrinkles could be seen, wiped the dust off the shelves and tables, and opened the curtains to allow the sunlight to shine in. As she stood in the light, the opal sheen of her dark purple scales became visible, and the view took the Emperor of Shein’s breath away. 
 
    Draktal leaned on the frame of the room’s entrance. “You know, my love, he will not be returning for some time. You need not worry yourself with such things,” he said, looking at her with unbridled adoration. 
 
    She walked over to the formal armor on its stand and lifted the crown sitting on the shelf next to it. “He absolutely hates this thing, and the armor just as much, and anything that draws any direct attention to him, for that matter,” she said with a smile. 
 
    She blew a layer of dust from the headpiece and set it back down. “And for all you know, he has already saved an entire system and is on his way home to us. I won’t have him come home to a dusty room with old linens,” Shaelan said defensively. She turned to look out the window at the airfield in the distance. “I miss him.” 
 
    This brought a smile to Draktal’s face. He had expected the process to be much harder on his mate than him. Mothers were attached to their hatchlings, especially their first born. He moved across the room to stand behind his love, wrapped his arms around her, and spoke softly. “I don’t doubt he’s accomplished much already, but I know he will just continue on to the next adventure. Dahkal is not one to walk away from so many challenges and opportunities. He has his mother’s tenacity.” 
 
    Draktal felt Shaelan melt a little in his arms, and she turned to face him. “As well as his father’s sense of honor and duty,” she said sweetly as she reached up to touch the side of his face and kiss him softly. 
 
    She rested her head against Draktal’s bare, pearl-colored chest and asked, “What do you think he is doing now?” 
 
    Draktal laughed and said, “Well, if he is anything like me, he is probably leaving one resolved situation and moving on to the next. All the while, he is wondering how he managed to pull it off. He is most likely with a companion as I am sure he figured out quickly it is not truly a solo mission. Part of the experience is realizing you must learn to work alongside others, learn to trust others with your life, and earn their trust. Strong bonds are formed on the journey. Bonds that last a lifetime.” 
 
    Shaelan looked up at her mate. “You miss Yuleekra, don’t you, my love?”  
 
    Draktal smiled, lost in a fond memory. “With every day that passes. He was the best being I ever knew. We got through many impossible situations together, and he saved my life on several occasions. I saved his many times in return. Our entire crew was dedicated to each other. Though that was many, many years ago. When Dahkal returns, I will finally be able to share the stories of my own adventures in the galaxy with him.” 
 
    Shaelan nodded. “It is a shame you are forbidden to speak of them until the First Heir returns from his journey. So much of that information could have been used while he is away.” 
 
    Draktal nodded in agreement. “That is exactly why we are not allowed to do so. Dahkal must think for himself. He is better equipped and smarter than I was. He will be fine.”  
 
    The empress sighed. “I still wish he hadn’t had to go.” 
 
    Draktal squeezed his mate tighter. “It has been the way of our kind for over six thousand years. It is necessary to leave the confines of our system. The Emperor’s Journey of Succession prepares the First Heir for anything he may have to overcome as the emperor of our system.”  
 
    He looked down with a wide grin, chuckled, and asked, “Would the empress have preferred we fought to the death?” 
 
    With a sigh, Shaelan replied, “No, I suppose not. I am not ready to part with you in this life just yet.” She winked at Draktal. 
 
    A laugh escaped the emperor. “I am overwhelmed by your confidence in my fighting capabilities! Fortunately, we will not have to find out who would win such a match. Our Dahkal made the right choice, a choice I am forever proud of. Now, would the empress fancy a walk in the atrium with the one who adores her?” 
 
    Shaelan took another look around Dahkal’s room and, satisfied, took the hand of her mate and said, “That sounds wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sparks flew as Reuan adjusted the equipment she was altering. The table she was working on was covered in components, wires, tools, and all sorts of clutter. 
 
    “Ouch!” she cried. “Well, that was the wrong circuit.” 
 
    She continued to work until there was a knock at her door, and she heard her aunt’s voice on the other side. “Reuan, are you locked away in there again? I came to see you.” 
 
    “Come in, Veenan!” Reuan called, continuing to work. The door opened, and Shaelan’s light blue sister entered the room. 
 
    Veenan walked over to the table where Reuan was working and laughed when she saw the mess scattered before her. “What are you working on this time, little one? You are always so busy. We have not spoken much since Dahkal left, so I came to see how you are doing.” 
 
    Reuan put down her tools and looked over at Veenan. She was a sweet being who cared greatly for her and her brothers. She always enjoyed being in her aunt’s company and that of her mate. “I’m sorry, dear Veenan. I didn’t realize I had ignored you for so long. You know I welcome your presence any time. I have been busy working on this,” Reuan said, motioning to the mound of parts and clutter before them. 
 
    “What will it be?” Veenan asked. 
 
    “An enhanced suit of heavy battle armor,” Reuan answered with excitement. 
 
    “Do we not have heavy battle armor like that already?” Veenan asked. 
 
    “We do, but not like this one. This one will be very different,” Reuan replied. 
 
    Veenan smiled at her niece’s enthusiasm. “Well, I have all the confidence on Planet Shein you will outdo yourself as usual, Reuan. I will leave you to your work. Do not be so distant, or we might forget to set your plate at the dinner table.” 
 
    “I will make the effort, dear Veenan. Thank you for coming to see me. It has been lonely with Dahkal gone. I look forward to his return,” Reuan said. 
 
    “You just want to fight him in your fancy new suit of armor,” Veenan said with a twinkle in her eye. She knew how competitive Reuan was with her older brothers. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Reuan said with a grin and went back to work. 
 
    Veenan quietly slipped out of the cluttered room and shut the door behind her. Just as the door was closing, Reuan yelled out in pain again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    After all the electronic footprints were covered, Koshal readjusted his robe, exited his dark chambers, and walked down the corridor. He was on his way to the council chambers to meet with the other members of the Imperial Council, but he needed to make a stop along the way. When he came to the appropriate door, he knocked and waited for a reply. “Enter,” came the voice from inside. 
 
    Koshal pressed the latch, pushed the door open, and entered the room. He quickly shut the door, engaged the lock, and turned to face his host. Seated in a steel chair at the center of the room was the largest and arguably the strongest being on the planet, Gortal. He was meticulously cleaning the large, steel head of his war hammer with a cloth and shining it to perfection. The ornate designs, engraved in the steel, became more evident with the polishing. He set it down on the floor between his feet with a thud, leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and asked, “What is it, Koshal?” 
 
    Koshal moved further into the room to keep any passersby from accidentally hearing their conversation. “I heard you had quite the workout this morning in the training facility. You seriously injured three of our warriors. None of them will be able to continue their duties for several days. Do you think it wise to injure our own warriors?” 
 
    Gortal snorted. “They are weak. Were they better warriors, they would have fared better. Their lack of training and dedication is what led to their injuries, not me.” 
 
    Koshal nodded and took a seat in the other chair at the table. “And you intend to remedy this?” 
 
    The Second Heir nodded. “I already have. I informed Captain Lental that if I did not see improvements in his troops’ abilities soon, I would see to it that new leadership replaced him,” Gortal replied. “He will make sure his warriors are in peak condition out of fear of losing his position.” 
 
    “Will you be instilling the same expectations in every warrior in our military? Both ground and space?” Koshal asked. “Will you make us strong again?” 
 
    Gortal met Kosha’s grey-blue eyes and asked, “What are you getting at? What did you come here for? Surely not to talk about my training this morning.” 
 
    “I did not,” Koshal said. “I have news.” 
 
    “Of what?” Gortal asked. 
 
    Koshal lowered his chin. “It is done, Gortal. You will be named the First Heir of Shein and the next Emperor of the Sheinrah System and all its beings. My contact was successful in his mission. Your brother, Dahkal, is dead,” he said, speaking slowly to let his words sink in. 
 
    Gortal’s eyes widened, and he quickly sat up straight in his chair. “Are you positive? Dahkal is no more? How?” he asked, trying to keep his voice low. 
 
    Koshal fiddled with the clasp of his robe as he spoke. “A mercenary Caldivar, by way of a chemical compound that dissolves a being down to the last molecule. There is no trace of him left in the galaxy. His ship has also been destroyed,” Koshal informed him, his voice also low. 
 
    Koshal took a deep breath and rubbed his jaw with a clawed hand. “I must admit, I was taken aback when you came to me a year ago with this plan, Gortal—wait until your brother left, hire another being to kill him outside our system, and take his place as the First Heir. It is treason of the highest level, yet you felt you could come to me. That I would understand your reasoning. 
 
    “Since the day you hatched, I have done my best to help mold you into the best being you could be for the benefit of all the Sheingal. I feel I have accomplished this. I am honored you had, and still have, such trust in me. I know we will prevail. That you will prevail. After all, you are the strongest, and the strong will always survive.” 
 
    Gortal looked at Koshal and took a deep breath. “It was not an easy decision to make. You could have easily gone to my father, but I knew you would not. Our views on the state of this empire are the same. It has gotten steadily weaker with each emperor since our gate was closed to the rest of the galaxy. I will end this decline. Have you severed all connections from the assassin to you and the empire? Nothing can come back to us, or we will be executed for the treason you mentioned.”  
 
    Koshal shook his hooded head. “Nothing can be traced back to us, I assure you.” 
 
    Gortal narrowed his eyes at Koshal. “And the mercenary?”  
 
    Koshal cleared his throat before responding. “On his way home to Planet Caldivar. I have his information and plenty of leverage to keep him in our grasp. We may need him again in the future. His contract states we hold the right to call him for an additional job at another time.”  
 
    Gortal quickly stood and grabbed his hammer. “Good, then let us get on with it.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Koshal demanded, standing quickly to block the path of the Second Heir. 
 
    Gortal looked down in irritation at the older Sheingal. “To take what is mine,” he growled through his sharp teeth. 
 
    Koshal put a hand on his chest to restrain him. “And get us both killed in the process! If you challenge your father now, it will be obvious there has been foul play. You must have patience! I am on my way to meet with the council and inform them of Dahkal’s death. You must play the part of the grieving brother and continue in your role as the Second Heir. It is imperative to our success,” Koshal instructed. 
 
    He removed his hand and stepped back. “You must allow the proper proceedings to take place. Your family will hold a ceremony in Dahkal’s honor and then name you the new First Heir of Shein and the Sheinrah System. There will then be a formal banquet, where you will make the Choice of Succession. That is where you will choose the Imperial Battle of Ascension and challenge your father. That is where and when you will become emperor,” Koshal continued. 
 
    Gortal sat back down in his chair and thought for a minute. “Yes, I suppose you are correct. What sort of story will you give to the council? They will not believe that you just happen to know what became of my brother.” 
 
    The older Sheingal nodded and paced as he spoke. “As you and my fellow council members are aware, I have contacts outside our system. My primary duty on the council is to deal with the affairs beyond our gate. I will say I arranged for temporary monitoring of Dahkal’s early movements, with strict instructions not to interfere—so as not to dishonor him—as he very firmly ordered on his departure. I will say they witnessed his attempt to take on a pirate ship in the Kragtron System and fell to their missiles. His ship was destroyed, and his remains couldn’t be found. He was lost in the vacuum of space,” Koshal said, proud of his story. 
 
    Koshal caught his breath. He was old, and long conversations left him winded. “Your father knows we sometimes have to contact the galaxy beyond our gate, and that it is I who does this. He will not question my story’s authenticity. Even if he does, I have drawn up a very convincing report I can allow the council and your father to study. They will never be able to tell that it is a forgery. I have had plenty of practice creating false reports.”  
 
    Gortal scratched the scales on his thick neck with his yellow claws as he thought about what lay before him. “Very well. I will do as you have said and continue to play my part. I will leave it to you to ensure that nothing comes back on us. At least until I have claimed the throne. After that, my word will be final, and I will lead our great forces beyond the gate once again to establish us above the rest. Before that, however, I will have to make many changes here. Changes that will take time and preparations.” 
 
    Koshal bowed his head. “As you wish, Future Emperor Gortal.” 
 
    Gortal laughed and waved a hand at Koshal. “Go, spin your web of lies so we might bring our beings back to their former glory.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Garickle had already begun making plans before his ship entered the gate. He did not intend to be on Caldivar if that being and his soldiers came looking for him and his family. Many things would have to happen in a very short time, but he was sure he could do it. He spent the following days in alter-reality getting his affairs in order. 
 
    When the clock hit zero, Garickle felt the disorientation of exiting the gate. The ship for Without Mercy Inc. then began its journey from the gate to the planet Caldivar. While traveling, Garickle had canceled his mercenary license, put his ship on the market, applied for a small business license in a different system, and shopped the net for a new ship that was already in his system. When he found a brand new one to his liking, he purchased it, sight unseen, using his newly earned credit. 
 
    Garickle arrived at the space station, met up with the ship dealer, and promptly moved over all the belongings he intended to keep. His clothes, supplies, and select weaponry went along with him. The rest remained with the old ship. The dealer offered to purchase Garickle’s current ship, and he happily accepted the offer. Once he deleted all his personal information and past communications, and loaded the new ship, he left the station and continued home. 
 
    Upon reaching the planet, Garickle radioed in that he would be landing in his town’s shipyard. The ship he had purchased was a small frigate meant for residential use and capable of atmospheric flight, so there was no need to use the small shuttle that came with it. He would load up his family, bring them directly to the ship, and leave the planet as soon as possible. He called his brother, Darwick, on the comm and arranged to meet him at the shipyard. 
 
    Darwick was waiting at the gate when Garickle came walking out at a brisk pace. Garickle waved and motioned for his brother to come along. “Hurry up, Darwick. As I said on our call, we need to be quick. Is everyone packing?” 
 
    “Yes,” Darwick said. “As you can imagine, they are full of questions, and I have no answers.” 
 
    “Thank you. I will explain, in detail, once we are off the planet and on our way to the gate.”  
 
    They made it to Darwick’s hovercraft, and Garickle jumped into the driver’s seat. When Darwick was seated and his seatbelt fastened, Garickle took off for his home. The two Caldivars made it there in record time and managed to not be pulled over by local law enforcement. When they walked into the house, they saw a blur of family members frantically packing their belongings. 
 
    Garickle’s mate, Sandrick, spotted him and ran to embrace him. After a moment, she released him and asked, “What is going on? Darwick told us to pack up to leave as soon as you got home. Is something wrong?” 
 
    Garickle smiled at her. “Everything will be fine. I will explain on the way. But we must go soon. Pack only the essentials and the things we cannot replace. Are the younglings packed?” he asked. 
 
    His mate nodded quickly. “Yes. I packed their belongings before I packed the rest. We are almost ready to go. Just a few more things, and we can be on our way to wherever it is you are taking us,” Sandrick said as she bustled away to finish packing. 
 
    With everything packed and loaded on two hover vehicles, Garickle and his family left their home and headed to his new ship. When they saw the ship, they shouted with excitement. His mate gave him a funny look. 
 
    Sandrick crossed her arms and glared at Garickle. “How far did you put us in debt with this? Where is your old ship?”  
 
    Garickle took a deep breath and unbuckled his safety restraints. “My last job was very bountiful. I sold the old ship and bought this one. It is paid for in full. Credit is not something we will have to ever worry about again, dear. I will explain in detail on the way, as I said before. Let’s get loaded and on the way, please,” he said. 
 
    Sandrick nodded and began loading bags and cases of their belongings while corralling the younglings into the ship to locate their quarters and get settled. 
 
    Garickle helped his aunt up the boarding ramp and saw her to her quarters, where he helped her with her medications. “I will be able to afford better medical care for you now, Valerick. Maybe even some nanites to rid you of your ailments completely. You need to get strapped in while we ascend out of the atmosphere. Sandrick will come help you into bed once we are on our way to the gate.” 
 
    The feeble Caldivar female looked up at her nephew. “You do much more for me than you should, Garickle. Your mother would be proud of you,” Valerick said in her sweet voice. “Go on now; I’m fine.” 
 
    Garickle nodded and went to finish loading the ship with the rest of his family. He raised the loading ramp when everything was either strapped down or at least in its proper place for the moment. He left the two hover vehicles where they sat. He planned to buy new ones when they reached their destination. Some lucky soul would have two new rides for the price of registration. 
 
    Satisfied that everything was in its place and everyone was secured in their seats, Garickle started the engines and ran his checks. He called the air traffic controller for clearance and initiated launch. Once they were through the atmosphere and the gravity plates were on, Garickle had Sandrick go help Valerick into her bed. When she returned and the younglings were in their quarters occupying themselves, Garickle turned to explain. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the sudden urgency, but it was necessary for our safety,” he said and continued to tell Darwick and Sandrick the story of his last job as a mercenary. 
 
    He ran a hand over his scalp when he finished his story. It was something he did when he was under a great deal of stress. “I have this horrible feeling I’ve stumbled into something much larger than a simple merc contract. This feels huge, and I will do whatever it takes to protect all of you from anything that may come of it,” Garickle added. 
 
    Darwick rested a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I’m sorry you lost your team, brother. That could not have been easy on you,” he said. “Thank you for acting so quickly to ensure our safety. How are your wounds healing?” 
 
    A concerned look overtook Sandrick’s face. “Yes, are you ok? Do you need to be seen again?” she asked and looked him up and down. 
 
    Garickle laughed and asked, “I just told you a dangerous being of a race I’ve never encountered before, other than the one who almost killed me and did kill my team, might possibly be hunting us, and my health is what you are worried about?” 
 
    Sandrick nodded confidently to her mate. “We know you will protect us from anything. We are not afraid. We have you, and that is all we need.” 
 
    Sandrick glanced at the navigational screen. “So, where are we headed?” she asked. 
 
    Garickle smiled. “We are going somewhere safe. Somewhere that no being in their right mind would ever attack us. A new system that has been kicking butt left and right since it opened a short while ago. Salvage System. I have already applied for, and been approved for, a small business license. We will start over and build ourselves a new life on the Planet Salvage. There, we will be far away, and safe, from whatever race of beings those two belonged to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal felt bits of gravel digging into his knees as he was forced to kneel before the palace on Shein. He could sense the heat on his black scales from the flames engulfing the palace and its grand wooden gates as he watched it burn through wide, tear-filled eyes. In the distance, he could hear the screams and cries for mercy coming from beings within the city as it also burned. He was surrounded by death and destruction, yet he could not move to do anything about it. He was helpless. 
 
    He could see his father, mother, sister, and brother kneeling around him. All were looking to him, held captive by beings he could not clearly see. He thought it was the tears in his eyes causing the poor vision, so he blinked several times to clear them. The beings’ images remained blurred; their features were out of focus and escaped identification. He could feel a great force pushing down on his neck and shoulders, holding him firmly in his place. His mother and sister were crying, tears streaming down the dirt and soot-covered scales of their faces.  
 
    The emperor raised his head and locked eyes with his son. “Why didn’t you stop this from happening, Dahkal? How could you have brought this down upon our world?” Draktal asked, his voice shaking. “You failed us all. You failed me,” he added. 
 
    His usually perfect pearl-colored scales were covered in dirt and char mixed with his own blood. He had several wounds on his body. His sword was missing, and his damaged armor was lacking several pieces. What remained was all but useless. 
 
    Dahkal felt as though his heart had been savagely ripped from his chest when he heard those words. “No, I…I did the best I could! What did I do wrong? Tell me, Father! Please!”  
 
    Dahkal heard another voice from his childhood to his side. “How could you let this happen to us? We are your family; you were supposed to protect us!” his mother, Shaelan, shouted at him through her tears and sobbing. Her white garment was torn and soiled from the carnage surrounding them. 
 
    Dahkal turned his gaze to Reuan, who looked at him through eyes filled with hate and anger. “You left me here all alone! You abandoned me! How could you do that? You were the one I looked up to and idolized, yet you left me. And now I am going to die because you failed us!” she said in a terrified, trembling voice. Her armor looked as though she, too, had put up a valiant fight, as it was badly damaged. Blood trickled from a wound on her head, ran down her cheek, and dripped from her chin. 
 
     Panic rose within the First Heir from the pain, the guilt, and the agony of causing so much destruction and sorrow, but with no indication of why or how. He screamed, attempting to get through to his sister. “I did not abandon you! I could never do that! I only did what was expected of me as part of my duties to the Sheingal! Please, tell me what’s going on!” 
 
    Gortal glared at him with one eye; the other was blackened, swollen shut, and bleeding. He roared ferociously at his brother in anger. “You were too weak! You lacked the ability to lead our empire and protect its beings. You failed on your journey and returned to us a disappointment. We had no one to lead us, and now we are all doomed. This shame is on your soul for all eternity! It will haunt you in this life and the next!” His broken war hammer lay a dozen yards away, further evidence of a lost and futile battle.  
 
    A thunderous explosion carried through the air as all five towers of the palace toppled into the courtyard. The ground they knelt on shook as the statue of Razal disappeared in a cloud of dust and debris. The heat of the flames surrounding them seemed to increase. Lightning crackled through the sky as Dahkal stared helplessly at his family. Looks of disappointment, fear, and even hate, were evident on their faces. 
 
    The unidentified beings holding them captive raised wicked looking blades above the bases of his family members’ skulls. A horrified Dahkal watched, in what seemed like slow motion, as the blades were simultaneously thrust down into their victims. His entire family fell dead to the ground before him. The instant their bodies hit the ground, the being holding him in place released him, and the other blurred beings disappeared from his sight. 
 
    Free from his captor, Dahkal scrambled over to the lifeless body of his mother. He gingerly lifted her from the ground and held her tightly. He reached for the motionless aquamarine hand of his sister lying next him on the ground and gripped it, desperately hoping she would return his embrace. Her hand remained limp and cold. 
 
    He looked to the side, and he could see the lifeless, still-open eyes of Draktal and Gortal staring at him. Their faces were still twisted in the screams they released at the moment of their demise. Dahkal lifted his head and turned his face to the skies, now blazing red from the flames of his ravaged empire, and released a feral roar of anguish and sorrow that slowly turned into a heaving sob of despair. 
 
    Woeful cries escaped his vocal cords as he rocked back and forth in disbelief at what had happened to him and his beloved family. Suddenly, he felt a sharp, stabbing pain in his ribs. His eyes snapped open, and he shot up to a sitting position. He frantically searched his immediate surroundings, looking for the wreckage he was enveloped by. After a moment, his mind and vision cleared, and he realized he was on his ship, Winged Fury. He was in his quarters, sitting up in his bed. He looked to the side, and, standing in the doorway, dressed in full heavy battle armor and wielding an eight-foot steel pry bar, stood his closest friend, Ryan Yamamoto. 
 
    Dahkal could still feel the heat of the flames on his scales as he stared, confused, at his friend. “Why are you dressed in heavy battle armor, and what are you doing with that pry bar?” 
 
    Ryan laughed and leaned on the steel bar. “You were having a horrible nightmare. I heard you all the way from the bridge. I used the pry bar to poke you until you woke up. I had to jab you pretty hard with it.” 
 
    Ryan glanced down at his choice of attire. “And I’m wearing the armor because you’re freaking insane if you think I’m getting anywhere near those claws of yours without protection while you’re thrashing around in a nightmare. I saw what they did to that Yalteen. Nope. No thank you. Not this guy. Ain’t happening,” Ryan said as he removed the battle helmet from his head. 
 
    Dahkal watched his friend and laughed as he turned to the edge of his bed and placed his bare, clawed feet on the cold deck of the ship. “Scared little hatchling,” he taunted. 
 
    Ryan harrumphed. “Hey, on Earth, we have a saying, Don’t poke the bear. Well, I just poked an eight and a half-foot dragon. So, give credit where it’s due, man,” he said, jutting his chin out as he spoke and pointing at Dahkal with the helmet in his hand. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head from side to side. “You and this dragon nonsense.” 
 
    Ryan tucked the helmet under his arm. “Come on, get up. We’ve got about five hours before we exit the gate into Salvage. Let’s go work out and release some of that tension you have built up. I have some old Earth music I think you’ll like working out to,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal stood and stretched his large, muscular body, spreading his impressive wings out to their full capacity as he did so. “Sounds good to me. It’s not like I’m really sleeping anyway.” 
 
    An hour later, Dahkal swept the last bit of sand from the floor of the training room into the dustpan Ryan was holding. The remains of the heavy bag he had been working out with still swung slightly to-and-fro on its chain hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    Ryan shook his head in disbelief. “Well, now we know you can’t work out to heavy metal music from early Earth,” he said as he dumped the sand into the waste receptacle. 
 
    Dahkal shrugged his shoulders, then leaned on the broom. “It was fine until I kicked it. And I very much liked that music. It was invigorating and made me want to train harder. I will definitely be downloading it to my personal slate. Who were the artists? Something about a punch of death using all five fingers. And I think that bag was cheaply made.” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes became twice their normal size. “Dude, that thing was made from an advanced poly-carbonate material that was created to withstand a blade. The stitching was designed to be impossible to split and tear. I bought it on Pergus before we left,” he said in astonishment. “There’s no way in the galaxy that should have happened.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned and threw his head back with a quick laugh. “Advanced. Not hardly. I wouldn’t use that stuff to dull my enemies’ blades. It’s useless. I split it with a single kick.” 
 
    Ryan looked down at Dahkal’s clawed toes. “You should seriously consider getting a pedicure.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “I don’t know what that is, and I don’t have my translator on. Anyway, we need to do a system check with the time we have left and prepare for emergence. Showers first though; your odor is overpowering my sense of smell,” he said, covering his nostrils. 
 
    A scowl crossed Ryan’s face. “Hey! It’s not my fault you’ve got nostrils like twenty blood hounds. I think I smell just fine,” he said defensively as he sniffed his arm pit. 
 
    Dahkal chuckled and waved him off. “I’ll meet you down in the power plant in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Ryan said, and he headed toward his quarters. 
 
    Dahkal ran system checks on the main power plant while Ryan ran checks on the smaller plant in the next section over. Dahkal had spent time educating Ryan as much as possible about the Sheingal tech on the ship so he could contribute more effectively. The smaller plant primarily ran the ship’s shields, but also served as the power source for the emergency backup systems. Light repairs had been made to both plants a little over a week prior due to a small conflict they unexpectedly found themselves in the middle of. In the end, it had proven to be quite advantageous for them. 
 
    Ryan exited the smaller plant’s section and entered the main power plant space. “Everything looks good in there. No issues at all. You find anything here?” he asked as he shut the hatch.  
 
    Dahkal nodded in approval. “No issues here either. Let’s run a check on the engines and then grab a beer before we exit,” he said. 
 
    Once Dahkal was satisfied with the main engines and thrusters, the two found themselves sitting in the common area. They were each drinking a mug of cold beer from the barrels they had purchased from Brad’s Brews. Dahkal swirled his around in his mug, watching it cyclone to the bottom and froth slightly at the top, before finishing it off. The distant look on his face gave away the fact that he was in deep thought. 
 
    Ryan looked at his friend. “So, you wanna tell me about it? I can see you thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” Dahkal responded. 
 
    “Your nightmare. It seemed pretty intense,” Ryan said. 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to talk about it. Maybe you can help make some sense of it,” he said while he rubbed the scaled points at the end of his chin. He described the experience in full detail, including the emotions he experienced during the dream. 
 
    Ryan shook his head in disbelief. “Wow. That’s crazy. No wonder you were thrashing and yelling like that. I would have too. Brutal,” he empathized. 
 
    Dahkal slowly nodded as he stared at the floor. “Yeah, it was. I’ve been trying to figure out what it means. If anything.” 
 
    Ryan shrugged. “It seems pretty obvious to me. Your biggest fear is letting your family down. Your dream manifested that,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal cracked the knuckles on his right hand. “I agree with you. I was thinking the same thing, but I doubted it was that simple.” 
 
    Ryan stood to take his mug to the galley for cleaning and spoke when he reached the sink. “I wouldn’t stress, man. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve proven yourself more than once already, what with everything on Pergus and then over in the Herrupa System. Plus, from what you’ve told me about the beings back in your system, they are already willing to follow your leadership. You just have to believe in yourself. The Emperor’s Journey of Succession teaches you how, along with many other things.” 
 
    After a moment of thought, he spoke again. “I also think the Choice of Succession is a test of character. If you choose to fight to the death without just cause, you’re not fit to rule. Just the opinion of a human,” Ryan said and raised his hands in the air. 
 
    Dahkal inhaled deeply as he digested Ryan’s words. “I assumed the same thing about the choice many years ago. No honorable being would willfully slay their own father just to gain the throne. The heir can challenge at any point, once of age. It was written as such in case a tyrannical emperor needed to be taken out of power to protect the freedom and well-being of the Sheingal,” he said. 
 
    He stood and took his glass to the sink and washed it out, then placed it in its proper place. “I have been thinking. Perhaps the journey is not to prove anything to the system, but to me instead. You cannot lead an entire system while lacking confidence in yourself. The journey gives you experience, and experience increases one’s confidence in making the right decisions, as you just said. It would explain why there is no set duration for the journey. The heir returns when it is appropriate, and they have no doubts,” Dahkal theorized. 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Makes sense to me. You’ll know when you’re ready, man. How long was your father out?” 
 
    With a shrug and a shake of his head, Dahkal said, “I do not know. The heir is not allowed to discuss the journey of the current emperor or past ones. It is an individual journey and should not be influenced by the tales of previous heirs. My father said it was so that I would learn self-reliance, and so that I would carve out my own path in this life as opposed to following in another’s footsteps. I am excited to finally speak with him about his journey and tell him about mine when I return home. We will have much to discuss.” A smile crossed his face, and the harsh memories of his dream began fading away. 
 
    Ryan smiled. “Yeah, my dad used to tell me all kinds of stories from his time in the service. I learned a lot from him and all those tales. You’ll be able to use what you learn on your own, plus what your father tells you when you get home, and be a better emperor for it,” he assured his friend. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dahkal replied. “Well, enough philosophical talk. We will be emerging soon. There is a chance we may be hailed as we enter the system, so we need to be sure all the weapons systems are down and only our shields are running. We don’t want to appear hostile.” Dahkal said as he walked in the direction of the ship’s operations center. 
 
    A laugh escaped Ryan. “You can forget that if it’s a video call. You look hostile just standing there,” he said, walking behind him. 
 
    Dahkal spread his arms and wings. “Then we had better speak nicely, I suppose. I do not intend to put my armor on to look more friendly.” 
 
    “Yeah, good luck with that,” Ryan said sarcastically as he took his seat at the pilot’s station and Dahkal sat in the command chair. The countdown to emergence was nearly complete. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Winged Fury exited the gate, Dahkal and Ryan felt the familiar disorientation of leaving alter-reality as they drifted at impulse speed into Salvage System. They could see a fair amount of traffic on the scanners further into the system, around the space stations and planets Salvage and Evermore. 
 
    A quick check of the information available was all Dahkal needed to decide his initial plan of action. “We should check the space stations before heading to the planet. There will probably be a designated area for mercenary companies to post available work and lodging. I doubt the system’s government wants mercenaries running around the planet, mingling with its everyday citizens.” 
 
    Ryan quickly agreed. “Sounds good to me, bro. It’ll be cool to see some new faces. Maybe we can hire some crew to help with stuff around here.” 
 
    “Specifically, drone operators and programmers would be optimal,” Dahkal stated. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I almost forgot,” Ryan said, remembering the twenty miniature ships resting in the bay of their frigate. 
 
    Before Dahkal could ask his friend how he could forget such a thing, a video hail came through the communications system. Dahkal rose from his command chair and stood tall before answering. Ryan set the autopilot and joined him. 
 
    Dahkal took a deep breath. “Here we go,” he said and answered the call. 
 
    Before him, in the command chair of a warship, likely the same Grithalaeon ship as the one in the video Ryan had shown him, sat a young, human male. The man was well built, with brownish hair, and he appeared to have green eyes. There was an air of confidence in his eyes that let beings know he was in charge. They didn’t project arrogance; instead, they reflected a calm, collected, focused being. This man clearly had experience as a leader, and it showed. He wore a uniform with a ranking Dahkal recognized from his studies of human militaries as commodore. His name tag said, H. Tomeral. 
 
    Commodore Tomeral was surrounded by a diverse crew of many different races, mainly Leethog. Dahkal took notice of one exceptionally large Leethog standing behind him. Other races on the bridge included Yalteen, Caldivar, and Pikith. A look of surprise crossed the faces of nearly all the beings in the operations center when they saw Dahkal’s intimidating image on the screen. All except the commodore’s. His face remained still. After a moment, he spoke. 
 
    “I am Harmon Tomeral, President of the Salvage System, Commodore of the Salvage Fleet, and Captain of the ship Salvage Title. Your ship is registered as Winged Fury. Who are you, and what are your intentions in the Salvage System?” the commodore asked, eyeing Dahkal. 
 
    Dahkal was bare chested, and he wore his usual waistcloth and nothing else. The opal sheen of his jet-black scales showed faintly in the bright lighting of his ship as he responded to the question. 
 
    “I am Dahkal. My companion is Corporal Ryan Yamamoto. We are looking for honorable mercenary work. We want to test our mettle, as you might say,” Dahkal said with a smile, trying to appear friendly. 
 
    Ryan chimed in, “Hello, it’s a pleasure to meet you President Tomeral.” 
 
    Dahkal resumed control of their side of the conversation. “I must admit, I was not expecting the system leader to contact me as we arrived. I am honored. Though I am curious as to why. Did we do something you deemed threatening?” 
 
    Harmon leaned forward in his command chair a bit. “Nothing other than operating a Gritloth ship. At least, that’s what our scans show. When a ship made by a race of known slavers enters my system, I want to know exactly what’s going on,” he said sternly. 
 
    President Tomeral looked off to the side of the camera’s view. “Right, Commander Jayneen?” he asked. 
 
    A synthetic-sounding female voice answered, “That is correct Harmon. My scans show the ship in question is of Gritloth design. It is an older model and appears to have been greatly altered from its original build, but it is a Gritloth ship all the same.” Dahkal could not see where or who the voice came from. 
 
    “Thanks, Jayneen,” Harmon said, looking back at Dahkal. “But you don’t look like a Gritloth or a Yalteen. Definitely not a Leethog. You have scales, but you’re way bigger than a Prithmar, and you’re not a Taylahh either,” he said, taking in Dahkal’s physical attributes. 
 
    Dahkal grinned and laughed a bit at hearing this. “Nor are you a Grithalaeon. Yet, here you are, in a Grithalaeon ship, in the Grithalaeon System. A system that was closed over twenty-five hundred years ago,” he retorted. He smiled as he turned his palms out and spread his arms. “Funny how things work out sometimes, is it not?” 
 
    A hint of surprise briefly crossed Harmon’s face and then he smiled. “You know about the Grithalaeons?” he asked and leaned back in his chair. “I also noticed you’re speaking Earth Common without a translator.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Yes. I speak and understand Earth Common; I am still learning, though. As for this system and its past inhabitants, I know a few things,” he replied. “I am sure you are much more educated than I am on the subject.” 
 
    “We may know a thing or two,” Harmon said, the smile still on his face. “So, who and, please excuse the word if it offends you, what are you?” 
 
    “That’s a good question. Where the frost are you from, man?” a smaller human asked as he walked into view on the screen and stood next to Harmon. 
 
    Harmon shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Please excuse my friend’s bluntness. This is Commander Clip Kolget. He’s an associate of Tomeral and Associates.” 
 
    Dahkal waved it off and said, “I’m used to it by now. I am from a race known as the Sheingal.” 
 
    Harmon looked to the side as he thought. “Huh, I’ve never heard of, or seen, anyone from that race, until now,” he said. 
 
    “Me either,” Clip said, eyeing Dahkal. “I would have called you a dragon,” he added with a shrug. 
 
    Ryan burst out laughing, pointed at Dahkal, slapped the back of his shoulder, and yelled, “I told you! You’re a dragon! Ha!” He turned to the screen and addressed Clip directly. “Dude, when I see you in person, I owe you a high-five, or a fist bump, or something. You have no idea how great that was.” 
 
    The three humans laughed as Dahkal shook his head in disbelief and shoved Ryan away. “We do not leave our system very often. That is why you have not encountered my kind, and you are not likely to do so again for the remainder of this life. This vast galaxy is filled with many interesting and amazing races, some of which are never encountered by individuals,” he said. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more, Dahkal,” Harmon said, sounding appreciative of the statement. “So, you said you two are looking for honorable mercenary work?” 
 
    “That’s correct, sir,” Dahkal said. 
 
    Harmon looked pleased. “Well, the first space station is where you’ll find it. There are lodging, supplies, restaurants, and sections that are solely designated for advertising available contracts. I’m sure you can find what you’re looking for there. Is it just the two of you?” he asked and looked around the ship’s command center through the screen. 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “For the moment, it is. We hope to hire some additional personnel. It’s difficult to fight this ship with only the two of us; it’s not really meant for space battles. We got lucky the last time.” 
 
    Harmon raised an eyebrow. “Last time? You fought a space battle in that frigate? From what I can see on the scans, you only have two missile launchers and some defensive missiles. Your shielding appears to be quite impressive, but still, that’s crazy.” 
 
    Ryan shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Well, you see, what had happened was…” he started to say but was cut off by Dahkal. 
 
    “We ran into a small problem on our way here. Some genius manually input the gate codes rather than choosing the right system from the Bith directory. We ended up in the wrong system. As luck would have it, we made it out alive. However, it is not something I ever want to do again,” he said, eyeing Ryan and jabbing a thumb at him as he spoke. 
 
    “Dude! What the frost were you thinking?” Clip exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not the smartest thing in the galaxy to do,” Harmon agreed. 
 
    Jayneen threw in her opinion as well, “Why would a being not simply choose the desired destination from the Bith directory? I do not understand this logic. Would you like to know the odds of successfully entering the gate codes to a system manually?” 
 
    Ryan quickly threw his hands in the air. “No, no, I’m good, ma’am. Thanks anyway,” he said in a defeated voice. 
 
    Harmon ginned and bounced as he laughed silently in his command chair. “Good call. I don’t like listening to her odds of success or failure either. Not that I ever do.” 
 
    “Because what could go wrong?” Jayneen asked, and Clip nearly died laughing. 
 
    “Hey, it’s worked out so far,” Harmon said, raising his hands in defense. “Anyway, you definitely need to tell us the story sometime, if you stick around long enough.” 
 
    Dahkal took a step closer to the screen. “It would be my honor, sir. Perhaps over a beer and some good food?” 
 
    Harmon replied invitingly, “You’ll find plenty of both in this system, and that sounds like a plan to me, Dahkal. Just hail the Salvage Title when you get settled and have time. I may be busy running the system and all, or even be out of it, but I’ll surely get back to you. It was nice meeting both of you. Good luck with everything,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal bowed his head slightly and said, “The pleasure was mine, President Tomeral.” 
 
    “Salvage Title out,” Harmon said with a quick nod, and the connection cut. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That was interesting,” Harmon said, looking over at Clip. 
 
    Clip turned his head to face Harmon. “You think? Did you see that guy? He had to be one of the scariest looking beings I’ve ever seen! The black, the teeth, the claws, the wings. His smile rivaled a Leethog’s. He looked like Death if it had a physical form. No wonder his ship is named Winged Fury.”  
 
    “Yeah, he looked strong too. I bet he would put up a frost of a fight in a sparring match. What do you think, Big Jon?” Harmon asked as he turned around to look at Sergeant Major Jontilictick. 
 
    Big Jon stood firm and didn’t hesitate with his reply, “I wouldn’t mind going a round or two with him, sir.” 
 
    Harmon laughed. “I bet you wouldn’t. Well, they seemed like decent beings. I, for one, can’t wait to hear about them accidentally going into the wrong system. Can you imagine that? Insane.” 
 
    “Bahroot could not wait to talk to them, either,” Jayneen said. “He has already asked if he can communicate with them. I told him I would have to check with you first, Harmon.”  
 
    Harmon shrugged. “I don’t see any harm in it. He’s a smart kid. Besides, if there’s anything funny about them, he’ll figure it out pretty quick. I don’t think he’ll find anything though.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal looked over at Ryan with a huge, black, toothy grin. “That went quite well, I think!” 
 
    “Did you have to throw me under the shuttle with the gate story? To the president of the system no less?” Ryan asked, betrayal in his voice. “But yeah, that went really well. For a moment, I thought we were going to have to defend ourselves.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled and said, “You did it, now you get to live with it. I’m certainly not taking the blame for it.” He narrowed his eyes at Ryan. “And we would have fought to our last breath and died with honor,” he added a little more seriously. 
 
    “Agreed,” Ryan replied. “Hey, did you see that Jayneen person? I heard her, but I never saw her.” 
 
    Dahkal thought for a moment, recollecting the conversation, then said, “From her pattern of speech and choice of words, I would venture to say Commander Jayneen is the artificial intelligence we read about on the net. I also recall reading a comment that said she prefers not to be called artificial, so try to remember that when we speak to them again. I hope to develop a good relationship with President Tomeral and his associates now that we are acquainted.” 
 
    Ryan considered. “Yeah, it’s probably a good idea to be on the good side of an independent thinking supercomputer, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” Dahkal said. He set the ship’s autopilot to take them to the first space station in the system, then another call came through on the comm system. This one was voice only. 
 
    “This is Winged Fury,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Bahroot,” a young voice said. 
 
    Confused as to why a hatchling would be hailing his ship, Dahkal continued the conversation, “Hello, Bahroot. My name is Dahkal. Can I help you? Are you in trouble?” 
 
    The being on the other end answered instantly. “Oh, no, I’m not in trouble. I was just wondering if I could scan your ship. I asked my mom if I could, and she said I have to ask your permission first. Dad said that if I don’t ask first, it’s an invasion of privacy, and that isn’t right. Besides, you’re a captain and I’m just an ensign, so on a ship I would have to ask your permission anyway,” Bahroot said with enthusiasm. 
 
    Dahkal was surprised at the amount of information coming at him so fast. “Whoa, whoa, slow down, young Bahroot. You want to scan my ship? Who are your mother and father?”  
 
    Again, the reply came instantly. “My mom is Lieutenant Commander Jayneen and my dad is Commander Clip Kolget. You met them a few minutes ago. I was listening, but I wasn’t allowed to speak. I asked if I could contact you, and my mom said you seemed like a good being, so I could. So, can I scan your ship? I saw my mom’s scan, and your ship looks really cool; your missiles look very different from ours,” the young being said. 
 
    “Can I scan the missiles, too?” Bahroot inquired before Dahkal could respond to his prior question. 
 
    “Your mother is Commander Jayneen? And Commander Kolget is your father? So that means that you are….” Dahkal didn’t get to finish his sentence before Bahroot finished it for him. 
 
    “An AI, as you would call me. We don’t really get called that though. Definitely don’t call my mom that. She really doesn’t like it,” Bahroot advised. 
 
    “I see,” Dahkal said, looking at Ryan in complete confusion. Ryan shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    “Well, if I said no, and you wanted to do it anyway, could I stop you?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “No. I could do it. I would just reprogram your ship and then put everything back the way it was when I was done. It would be easy and only take a minute. But I won’t do anything if you say not to. That wouldn’t be right.” Bahroot said. 
 
    Ryan spoke for the first time. “Can you see us right now? Are you in the ship?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Bahroot answered. “I’m just using the comm system. I didn’t want to invade your privacy until I had permission to board your ship. I could, though, if I wanted to.” 
 
    Dahkal bounced a bit in his seat and chuckled at the confidence in the young being. He was impressed with Bahroot’s sense of decency and respect for other beings. He could tell the young AI was being raised right. 
 
    “I appreciate your sense of propriety and etiquette, Bahroot. I see no harm in allowing you to scan my ship and the missiles,” Dahkal said. “Will you give me your word that anything you see will remain between the three of us and no other beings?” he asked. 
 
    Bahroot continued to answer without hesitation. “My Grandpa Rinto and Uncle Zerith say a being’s word is his bond, and I believe what they tell me. So, yes, you have my word I will not tell any being about what is on your ship, as long as you give me your word you are not a threat to the system and the beings who live here. If I find anything bad, I will have to tell my parents and Uncle Harmon,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal was impressed with the AI’s answer. “As any good officer would do, Ensign Bahroot,” he said. “On my honor, I assure you we mean no harm to this system or any of the good beings who reside in it. This ship contains no threats or concerns to the system either. Please, proceed as you like, my new young friend,” he added respectfully. 
 
    “Cool! Thanks! It won’t take long,” Bahroot said. 
 
    “Take as long as you like,” Dahkal said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    After only a moment or two, Bahroot’s excited voice echoed throughout the ship. “Your missiles are really cool. They’re even more powerful than the ones we use, but they don’t look like they have the same range. Your shields are really strong too. Oh, wow!” he exclaimed. “Are those little ships in your bay?! Can I fly one? Please? I promise I won’t break it, and if I do, my uncle Zerith can fix it, and I’ll pay for it. Hey, should I call you First Heir or Dahkal?” he asked. 
 
    Dahkal and Ryan’s eyes widened with astonishment, and their jaws gaped open at Bahroot’s last question. The young being knew who he was. Knew that he was the First Heir. As far as Dahkal knew, Ryan was the only being in the open galaxy who knew his true origin. 
 
    “How do you know that reference, Bahroot?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Oh, it was in your files. Sorry if I wasn’t supposed to know that. I wanted to know about your race, so I accessed your historical files. It was easy. Your files are very organized.”  
 
    “So, you know who I am and why I’m out in the galaxy and everything? Even about our gate?” Dahkal asked in amazement. 
 
    The excitement in Bahroot’s voice rose. “I do. I think it’s really cool. You’re going to be the Emperor of the Sheinrah System. Maybe you can open the gate again. Well, not really open the gate. It’s open. I mean allow the galaxy to know the gate coordinates. I would love to fly through your system in my shuttle,” he said. “So, can I fly the tiny ships in the bay?” Bahroot asked again. 
 
    Dahkal laughed and shook his head, not knowing how else to react. “Well, we don’t really know that much about them yet. Why don’t you let us figure out exactly how we intend to use them and then I will let you fly as many as you want. How does that sound?” Dahkal offered. 
 
    “That sounds awesome! Thanks! Oh, don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about your secret. I know you are a good being now, and you are out in the galaxy to help others and prove that you are worthy to lead your own planet and system. I’ll be sure to let Uncle Harmon know you are a good being,” Bahroot assured Dahkal. 
 
    “I would very much appreciate that Ensign Bahroot. Thank you,” Dahkal said. “Please feel free to board my ship any time you want. You need not ask permission. Your attention to propriety today has earned you my trust.” 
 
    “Thanks! That’s awesome. I can’t wait to fly one of those little ships. Well, I have to go now. See you soon!” Bahroot said. Dahkal could hear the virtual smile in his young voice before the connection cut. 
 
    Ryan turned to Dahkal with a look of bewilderment on his face. “What…the…hell…just happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Koshal entered the council chambers and took his seat at the oversized table made of vootrag wood. The other five members of the council were already in their seats. Only one seat remained empty. The seat at the head of the table was designated for the emperor; it remained empty as he was not part of this meeting. 
 
    The table and chairs were hand carved, and the surface of the table was engraved with a map of the entire Sheinrah system. Various maps of the planet lined the walls of the ancient council room. They had long expired with the advent of advanced technology over several millennia. On the table in front of each member sat a slate, and in the center of the table was a tri-v projector connected to the galaxy net and the empire’s intranet. 
 
    “We have been waiting for you, Koshal. Why have you summoned us here?” Maran asked as she tapped a claw on the table and tilted her crimson head. 
 
    Koshal bowed his head slightly to her in acknowledgement. “I apologize for the wait, Council Elder Maran. I know this meeting might be untimely for you all, but I assure you it is necessary.” 
 
    “Why has the emperor not been asked to join us? Should he not be included in this meeting if it is so necessary?” Bandal asked from the seat across from Koshal. 
 
    “I agree. Why is the emperor not present?” Seritan asked, her pink head tilted in confusion. 
 
    Lootran and Dashdal remained silent, waiting to hear Koshal’s response. This was not unusual, as the two were the least outspoken of the council. They tended to side with each other on most debates and were almost always the last to speak. 
 
    Koshal looked at each member seated at the table. “Emperor Draktal will hear what I have to say; however, this is a matter I must discuss with you before him, I am afraid. It will not only affect him but the entire Empire, and the Empire comes before a single being,” he explained. 
 
    Maran stiffened. “Your tone indicates you do not bring us joyous news, Koshal. Out with it,” she said. 
 
    Koshal took a deep breath, leaned forward, and folded his arms on the tabletop. “As you all are aware, it is my duty to handle the imperial affairs that extend beyond the gate of our system. Though these instances are not frequent, they do happen, and I have trusted contacts I employ from time to time,” he said. 
 
    Seritan interrupted before he could continue. “We are aware. I fail to see why this merits an unscheduled emergency meeting. I had an appointment to have my claws and wing tips cleaned and polished today. So far, you have done nothing but make me wait and waste my time.” 
 
    Maran glared at the whiney council member. “Perhaps, if you close your mouth and allow him to finish speaking, you will know, Seritan!” she snapped. 
 
    “Thank you, Maran,” Koshal said in a cool tone. “As I was saying, I have contacts I use from time to time. After our communication with Dahkal, when we learned of his starting point on his journey, I reached out to some of my trusted acquaintances. I asked them to shadow him in the Kragtron System and report his progress back to me. If he was still there, that is,” he continued. 
 
    Dashdal stood quickly. The dark orange scales of his belly rubbed against the table as he stood, making a rapid, almost clicking, sound “You did what? The First Heir was very clear in his orders that no being interfere with his journey. If he has found them out, we will all pay the price for your insolence!” he shouted. 
 
    “Agreed,” Lootran said through gritted teeth. She balled her hands into tight, green fists. 
 
    Maran stood and shouted, “One more interruption, and as Council Elder, I will dismiss you from your duties and obligation in this matter and any in the future, along with all the imperial benefits you enjoy. Not another word.” She turned back to Koshal. “Please continue, Koshal. What did your contacts report back to you?” she asked. 
 
    With a nod, he began to speak again. “I thank you, Maran. I will have you all know, I gave strict instructions they were not to interfere in any way as we, ourselves, were instructed by Dahkal. I simply wanted them to observe from afar and report back their findings. If he was not in the Kragtron System, they were not to track him as that could have led to his learning of their presence. They agreed to do as I asked, and a short while ago, I received a transmission with their report,” Koshal said. 
 
    He took a deep breath that gave the impression that what he had to say next would be difficult. “I have called you all here to regretfully inform you that Dahkal, the First Heir of Shein, has been killed in a battle with another ship,” Koshal said. He said the last sentence in a low, sad tone to show his dismay at the news. 
 
    Both Maran and Dashdal slowly lowered themselves back into their seats. Koshal read the room in silence, taking in the reactions of the council members. They appeared to be in shock or disbelief, and they stared into empty space or slowly shook their heads from side to side. 
 
    After allowing the council members a moment to gather their thoughts and emotions, Koshal continued, “You can see why Emperor Draktal was not invited to this meeting. Simply giving him a report would not be sufficient. This is a task we must all do together. It is our duty.”  
 
    Bandal asked the first question. “Why was he in a battle with another ship? His frigate, to my understanding, was not equipped for more than self-defense. It was certainly not equipped for an all-out battle with a warship. Did your report give any details?”  
 
    Koshal nodded and tapped his slate a few times, and a report projected from the tri-v in the center of the table for everyone to see. He tapped his slate a few more times, and all the slates around the table chimed as they received a copy of it as well. 
 
    Koshal scanned the information on his slate as the others read theirs. “As you can see, the report says that, while trying to aid a supply ship under attack by pirates in two Q-ships, the Winged Fury was destroyed by missile fire. It states that Dahkal’s ship put up a formidable fight and damaged one of the ships, but it appears he ran out of missiles as he began to use only his laser weapons. The Q-ships hit him with numerous missile strikes until his shields gave way and several missiles penetrated the ship, causing it to explode from the interior. The power plants exploded as well, and there was nothing more than meter-sized parts of the ship left,” he informed them, though they could clearly see the same information. 
 
    Koshal allowed them a moment to digest the facts before he continued, “It goes on to say that after the Q-ships fled the area with the supply ship in tow, my contacts scanned for any sort of escape pod or life signs. None were found, and any beings possibly aboard the ship were presumed dead.”  
 
    The members of the council were still reading the report. Koshal forced himself to hold back the smile that kept trying to form at the corners of his mouth. His false report had been flawless, and they were believing every word without question. The emperor would believe it as well. 
 
    Bandal looked up from his slate and spoke. “This will only be the second time an heir has not returned in over six thousand years. The last time, the heir simply did not wish to return home and lived out the remainder of her life traveling the galaxy. Her younger brother took the throne after his own journey. The citizens will not know how to react. I am unsure how to react myself, to be honest.”  
 
    “We will react accordingly,” Maran said in a tone that was all business. “This is a tragic event, and the imperial family will be devastated, but we still have a system and our beings to take care of. Our first act will be to inform Emperor Draktal with as much sympathy and professionalism as possible. He is more than an emperor after all; he is a loving father as well. There will be a ceremony in Dahkal’s honor. We will let everyone know he lost his life honorably, trying to protect the innocent from lowly pirates. Then, we will name Gortal as the First Heir and begin the process of preparing him to be the next Emperor of the Sheinrah System. He will have to make the Choice of Succession in a formal event, as his brother did.”  
 
    Koshal steepled his fingers in front of his face and leaned forward on the table. “My thoughts exactly. There isn’t a moment to lose. The longer we wait to tell the emperor, the more disrespectful it appears. I do not want him to believe I kept this information from him. I still have years to live in this life,” he said, swallowing hard. 
 
    Seritan agreed. “Yes, time is of the essence, but we must discuss our approach before we call him in to tell him. We cannot simply blurt it out,” she said. “That would be harsh.” 
 
    Nobody argued. It was bad enough they had to inform one of their own that his hatchling had lost his life, but they also had to inform the emperor his heir was gone, and he must appoint the next in line. This was no easy task. The only thing the council could be halfway thankful for was that there were, in fact, second and third heirs in the imperial family. The situation would have been much more difficult had Dahkal been the only egg the emperor and empress produced. After some deliberation, the council decided on their approach and sent a message to the emperor, asking him to meet them in the council chambers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking in the atrium had always been a favorite pastime for Draktal and Shaelan. Ever since they’d met as young beings, walking in the soft, green grass and breathing in the fresh aroma of the flowers and shrubbery had never gotten old. Shaelan had even had the scent of the Rosanta flowers made into her personal perfume fragrance. Ever since Draktal had surprised her with a bouquet of the flowers many years ago, it had been her favorite scent. She wore the fragrance almost daily—if Reuan hadn’t snuck it all, that is. 
 
    The mated pair were standing at the end of the fountain conversing with some of the local citizens when Draktal’s personal comm chimed. He groaned at the sound and sighed before reluctantly unclipping it and looking at the message. He turned to Shaelan with a slight smile. 
 
    “Duty calls, my love. The council has summoned me to an unexpected meeting. It must be important, or they would not have sent the message. Maran is very picky about summoning me in such a manner,” he said and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. 
 
    He then turned to the new acquaintances from the city and said goodbye. Draktal never refused to speak with the citizens who were visiting the palace atrium. Like his father before him, he felt he was no better than any other being on the planet or in the system. He was simply tasked with the responsibility of making sure every one of them was properly protected and cared for. Of course, there were less fortunate beings on Shein, just like on any other planet in the galaxy. 
 
    Poverty, crime, and substance abuse existed on Shein, but there were programs designed to help alleviate all those things. However, no system or program was perfect, and the beings had to choose to join them to better themselves. Local law enforcers were trained to handle crimes according to the law and to do so in a fair and understanding manner. Shein was not perfect, but Draktal strived to make it so. His head was filled with thoughts about new ways to improve the lives of all Sheingal as he made his way to the council chambers. 
 
    When Draktal entered the room, the members of the Imperial Council rose in respect and did not sit again until he took his place at the head of the table. After a moment of silence and being stared at, Emperor Draktal broke the ice. 
 
    “Well, I am here. What seems to be the issue? Surely you didn’t call me here to stare at me in silence,” he said, looking at each of them. 
 
    “No, sire, we did not,” Maran said as she made eye contact with Draktal. “I’m afraid we have some disheartening news which we must inform you of. Something that will affect you greatly.” 
 
    Draktal smiled and said, “Whatever you have to tell me cannot be that bad. I am the emperor; it is my duty to handle any situation that befalls this system. Good or bad. Stop stalling and tell me what is going on.” 
 
    Maran nodded solemnly at the emperor and delivered the news of Dahkal’s demise as delicately as possible. Draktal sat in his chair, stunned and motionless, as he listened. Soon, the words became nothing more than background noise as his thoughts drifted to his last memories of Dahkal. He was reliving the last moments he’d spent with him at the edge of Winged Fury’s boarding ramp when Maran’s voice brought him back to the horrible reality he was now living. 
 
    “Sire, are you listening? Are you alright?” she asked, placing her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Not allowing himself to be emotional, Draktal looked at her and tried to smile. “Yes, I can hear you. I am simply trying to process this. Please close that report. I do not wish to read it. My firstborn died protecting the innocent with his honor intact. That is all I need to know.” 
 
    He stood and walked toward the door, then turned to face the council before exiting the room. “I will inform my family. You are under orders not to speak of this to anyone until I have told them. I will also make the announcement to the public. If these orders are disobeyed in any way, the punishment will be severe. Do you understand?” 
 
    Maran spoke for the entire council. “We understand, Emperor Draktal. Please know that our hearts are breaking for your loss. We all watched Dahkal run these hallways as a hatchling and grow into the honorable being he was. We will mourn with you and your family. If there is anything you require, please let us know.”  
 
    “I will. Thank you,” Draktal said with a nod, then turned to Koshal. “Koshal, had you not decided to have him shadowed, we would not know his fate. I thank you for that. The thought of not knowing for years until he did not return is haunting. You have spared my family and me such a fate.” 
 
    Koshal crossed his right arm over his chest and bowed to the emperor. “It was my duty to the empire, sir. I am thankful I was able to give you piece of mind. You need not thank me; I take no joy in bringing this news to you. You have my deepest sympathies. Please do not hesitate to call upon me should you need anything.”  
 
    Draktal crossed his arm over his chest with a bow to the council. “I will let you know when I have informed my family.” He exited the chamber. 
 
    Draktal walked briskly down the hallway, holding back the tears that were desperately trying to escape his eyes. He made several turns until he came to his personal training room. He stepped inside, closed the door, walked to the center of the room, dropped to a knee, and let the tears fall. The mighty emperor of the Sheinrah System cried harder than he could remember ever doing. 
 
     When he ran out of tears, anger took hold of him. He stood and looked at his surroundings. He rushed over to a rack of melee weapons on the wall in front of him and removed a sword and, in his rage, destroyed everything in the room. He toppled the rack of shields, slashed the training dummies to shreds with his claws, and sliced through anything the sword would cut. He bashed his fists into the walls and roared out in pain, anguish, and anger, trying to release as much emotion as he could. 
 
    When he could no longer lift his arms, and there was nothing left to destroy, Draktal again collapsed on the floor, wrapped his wings around himself, and allowed the tears to flow. After several long moments, he stood and walked to the sink to wash his face. Blood from his knuckles stained the water as it circled the drain. He looked in the shattered mirror and spoke to himself, “You must be strong. You must be there for your family. They will need you more now than ever before. Pull yourself together.” 
 
    He stopped the bleeding and cleaned himself up. He looked around the room, then used his comm to send a message to Maran, asking her to send someone to clean up the mess he had made in his personal training room. He also informed her to triple their pay for the week, provided they kept the chore to themselves. She replied that it would be taken care of. Satisfied, Draktal exited the room to find Shaelan and his family. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal quietly walked down the hallway and pressed his ear to the door. Inside, he could hear his father roaring, yelling, and crying out in pain and sorrow. He continued to listen as the room erupted with the sounds of metal clashing, furniture shattering, glass breaking, and material shredding as Draktal tore the training room apart. A devious smile crossed his face, and he laughed hysterically to himself. It will not hurt much longer, Father. This, I can assure you. When the room went silent, he quietly crept away to avoid detection. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s not true! There has been a mistake! It cannot be! He is not dead; he is out in the galaxy, preparing to lead our beings!” Shaelan cried out as she pounded her fists against Draktal’s chest. All he could do was let her. 
 
    Draktal tried to comfort her. “I am sorry, my love, but it is true. He is gone. I read the report myself,” he said as Shaelan collapsed into him then fell to her knees. He knelt with her as she sobbed in grief. 
 
    They were all gathered in the family’s common area when Draktal revealed the awful news of Dahkal’s death. Reuan walked over to her parents and knelt with them. Draktal put his arm around her as she began to cry. Gortal walked over and put a large hand on his father’s shoulder and stared out the window, not saying a word. Veenan, her mate, their hatchling, and Draktal’s brother stood just to the side. They were also in tears and visibly upset. Veenan walked over and wrapped her arms around Gortal in a hug, which he returned with his free arm. 
 
    In a deep voice, he said, “It is not necessary, Dear Veenan. I am fine. It is a risk the heir accepts when they take the journey. He died a warrior’s death, with honor.” 
 
    Veenan smiled and looked up at her sister’s second-born. “All the same, I wanted to give you a hug. You do not always have to be so strong and tough,” she said. 
 
    Gortal nodded. “Thank you, but this is who I choose to be, as Dahkal chose to be who he was,” he said. 
 
    “And we love who you are. If you need us, we are here,” Veenan said and released him. She knelt next to her sister and whispered something in her ear. Then she shuffled her family out of the room to allow the imperial family some space. 
 
    Draktal rose to face his second-born son and reached up to put his hand on his shoulder. He was nearly eight feet tall, but he was dwarfed by Gortal’s nine and a half feet. He looked him in the eyes as he spoke. “Are you ready to accept your responsibilities as the First Heir? The task of leading our system will now pass to you when I step down as emperor, should you accept the challenge.” 
 
    Gortal looked back into his father’s blue eyes without hesitation and answered, “Yes, I am ready. I will not fail.” 
 
    Draktal squeezed Gortal’s shoulder. “I admire your confidence, my son. We will make a formal announcement after your brother’s memorial service. Then, we will plan the official ceremony where you will make the Choice of Succession as the First Heir of Shein,” Draktal said with as much of a smile as he could muster. He released Gortal’s shoulder. 
 
    Draktal now addressed the whole family, “I know today has brought us many unexpected changes, and we are all stricken with grief, but we must continue in our duties to the system and the beings who live here. It is our responsibility. It will be difficult, but we will endure.”  
 
    Draktal reached a hand down to his wife and daughter, who still knelt on the floor holding one another. When they were on their feet, he put his arms around them and accompanied them from the common area. He nodded approvingly at Gortal as they passed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emperor Draktal stood before the throne as lightning crackled through the sky, illuminating the grand, painted windows behind him. The thunder that followed shook the palace, and rain poured from the sky reflecting the depression every being in the great hall was experiencing. Shaelan stood to his left and Reuan stood next to her. Further to the left and slightly behind stood his brother, Veenan, her mate, and their hatchling. All had tears in their eyes. Gortal stood to Draktal’s right, though not next to his father. 
 
    A bust depicting the fallen heir, crafted from a beautiful black stone, stood between Draktal and Gortal. The stone was gathered from volcanic areas of the planet and was beautiful before the sculptor touched it. It resembled glass more than actual stone. The detail of Dahkal’s facial features was incredible, right down to the blazing topaz stones used to create the fierce eyes of the fallen heir. The depiction was unmistakably Dahkal. 
 
    Draktal looked out over the crowd—the council, military officials, friends of the royal family, and citizens who managed to get into the great hall before it was full. Those who did not get in watched the televised ceremony at home as the weather prevented any outside viewing. Everyone was quiet. Draktal stepped forward to the platform’s edge and began to speak. 
 
    “It is with a heavy heart that I thank you for coming to mourn with our family. I stand before you as not only an emperor who has lost an heir, but as a father who has lost a son. Words cannot accurately depict the pain we all feel at his loss. Dahkal was a unique individual, right down to his physical attributes,” Draktal said in a solemn tone. He strained to keep his tears at bay. Draktal truly believed his son was like no other Sheingal before him. 
 
    Draktal continued, “Dahkal wanted nothing more than to bring honor to us all.” He motioned to the family and then the crowd. “Since he hatched from his egg and learned of the great responsibility that rested on his shoulders, Dahkal strived to become better with each passing day. Acceptable wasn’t good enough. He had to excel and master everything set before him. He would push himself harder and harder, and train both his mind and body to their breaking points. It was this tenacity that ultimately cost him his life while on the Imperial Journey of Succession.” 
 
    The crowd remained silent. From time to time, someone would sniffle or wipe a tear away, but nobody spoke. Draktal took a moment before he continued and checked his emotions. He felt as if he might explode. 
 
    “To die in battle while protecting the life of another is a death we should all hope for. There is no greater honor than giving your life so another may live. That has been the belief of our kind since our beginning, and it will remain so until the last breath of the last Sheingal. Dahkal died trying to protect a merchant ship from dishonorable pirates. He knew he was outnumbered and outgunned, yet he fought anyway because it was the right thing to do.” He raised his fist in front of him. 
 
    “We are Sheingal! We do not hide from a fight, and we do not run because the odds are not in our favor!” Draktal shouted, showing his teeth. A blue light flashed in his eyes. “My son was among the best of us, and his last actions in this life proved it.” 
 
    For the first time that evening, the crowd made a sound. Admiral Cortal rose from his seat, followed by General Brazal and every attending member of the Sheingalian military. The sound of clanking steel filled the great hall as, in unison, they tapped the right gauntlets of their dress armor against their chest plates and bowed their heads. Almost immediately, every being in the room stood and did the same. 
 
    Draktal stood there, completely beside himself, unable to form words. Emotions welled up inside him, threatening to overflow. He stood tall and vigorously snapped his right arm over his chest and bowed lower than the rest. It was all he could think to do. Had he tried to speak, emotion would have overcome him, but the emperor had to remain composed and in control in any situation. 
 
    He checked his emotions and found words as he rose. “You honor my son and our family beyond what is deserved. We are humbled, and I am, quite honestly, at a loss for words. All I can say is thank you. Thank you all so very much.”  
 
    He motioned to the bust beside him. “Dahkal’s actions have earned him the honor of immortalization in the great hall. This depiction of him will reside here, among those of our imperial leaders and the greatest of our warriors, for all time. His selfless act of heroism and sacrifice will not be forgotten. We will honor him as he honored our traditions and valued the lives of others over his own.” The entire room erupted in applause. 
 
    Draktal allowed the applause to continue for a few moments before quieting the crowd and motioning them back to their seats. He then turned to Gortal and motioned for him to join him at the platform’s edge. Gortal stepped forward and stood next to his father. Draktal reached up and placed a hand on the armor covering Gortal’s shoulder, then he smiled and nodded approvingly at him. 
 
    Draktal spoke again in a proud and boisterous voice. “This night is not only one of sorrow and loss, but also of endurance and perseverance. As an emperor, I am lucky to have two more worthy heirs. As a father, I am blessed to have another son and a daughter, whom I am deeply proud of. My son, Gortal, stands before you as the Second Heir. The duty and the responsibilities of the First Heir will now pass to him, should he accept the honor. He has trained for this his entire life, as Dahkal did. As you can see, he is more than physically fit to lead our great forces, and I can assure you his mind is just as strong as his body.” 
 
    He turned to face Gortal and spoke directly to him. “My son, will you, in the presence of myself, the council, and the leaders of our military forces, accept the role of the First Heir and take on the great responsibility of emperor when it is my time to step down? Will you become the great leader we all know, in our hearts, dwells within you?” Draktal’s eyes were full of pride and hope as he looked into the bright green eyes of Gortal. 
 
    Gortal looked from his father and to the crowd before him. All eyes were fixed on him as he gave his answer, “As the Second Heir, I will accept the privilege and the great honor of taking on the role of the First Heir to the Sheinrah System. I will take on the responsibilities of the emperor when the time comes. It is my duty and my solemn vow to make us even stronger than we already are.” 
 
    His hand still on Gortal’s shoulder, Draktal announced, “In one month’s time, we will hold a grand banquet, and Gortal will make the Choice of Succession!” Again, the crowd applauded and cheered. 
 
    Amid all the noise, Draktal turned to Gortal and said, “I am proud of you son. You will bring honor to the system; of this, I have no doubt.” 
 
    The two men walked back to join the rest of the family. After they traded hugs and words of encouragement, they joined the crowd below. Over the next few hours, they were approached by many who offered the family condolences or congratulations to Gortal. When the crowd began to thin, Emperor Draktal and Empress Shaelan took their leave and retired for the evening. Gortal, Reuan, Veenan, and the rest of the family stayed until their guests went home. Soon, it was just Reuan and Gortal. 
 
    Reuan looked up at her brother and punched him in the arm. “Well, I guess you’re a big deal now. Not that you weren’t big before,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    Gortal snorted and looked down at his younger sister. “Things are about to get interesting around here,” he said and started to walk away. 
 
    “Things aren’t interesting enough for you already?” Reuan asked. She got no response, so she headed to her room. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Koshal sat at the table in the center of Gortal’s chambers. “I thought you maintained yourself quite well. A very believable performance on your part,” he said, flattering the newly appointed First Heir. 
 
    Gortal was setting his formal armor back on its stand on the other side of the room. He snorted loudly as he turned to face Koshal. “I felt as if I had to vomit the words from my stomach. I wanted to challenge him then and there. Everyone acts as if Dahkal was some sort of god who had already done great things. He did nothing—no more than I have—yet they praise his life as if he were the one who freed our race and started our great legacy,” he said, shaking his head. “It was almost too much to bear.” 
 
    Koshal shook his head, folded his hands together, and rested his elbows on the table. When Gortal seated himself in the empty chair opposite him, he leaned forward. 
 
    “You speak as if you do not impress the masses, which is untrue. You are known throughout the empire as the strongest and largest of us all. The citizens speak often of your fighting ability. They flock to the training camp simply to watch you train with the other warriors. Your brother was meant to be the emperor, so he was treated and regarded as such. You were meant to be a warrior, and you are treated as such. But soon, you will be emperor, and you will be regarded in the same way your brother was. Have patience, First Heir; you have only a month to wait, then you will take what will be yours for a lifetime.” 
 
    Gortal straightened up and grinned when Koshal referred to him as the First Heir. “That has a nice ring to it. In one month, Emperor Gortal will have an even nicer ring.” 
 
    “That it will,” Koshal said with a sinister grin. “That it will.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ventilation system hissed as the air lock pressurized to allow Dahkal and Ryan to board the merc station. When the light on the hatch turned from red to green, they opened the hatch and entered the facility. Dahkal’s heightened sense of smell immediately registered that the air was different; it carried a unique scent foreign to him. Every station and ship had its own smell, and this one was no different. 
 
    Despite the discomfort, Dahkal decided not to go bare-chested, wearing only his waist cloth. Instead, he wore his battle armor, although he chose to forego his boots. Even being in an unfamiliar space station in a new system couldn’t convince him to wear them. His clawed, bare feet would do just fine. He armed himself with his sword, along with his kinetic pistol, which he attached to his thigh plate using the electromagnetic grip upgrade Reuan had installed for him before he left home. He slung a leather satchel over his shoulder with his slate. 
 
    Ryan wore grey fatigues and armed himself with a Sheingal laser pistol. It was large in his hand, but he could manage it. He also had his katana that he never went anywhere without. It was as much a part of his personal defense as any other weapon. The sword-bearing pair were quite a sight. 
 
    They walked side by side down the corridor and found themselves in a busy hallway, filled with all manner of beings. Many of them noticed Dahkal, and he received the usual stares and gawks of fear, confusion, and surprise he was accustomed to, though not quite as many as he had anticipated. 
 
    Dahkal looked down at Ryan and said, “Let’s find a terminal and get our bearings.” 
 
    “Good idea, this place is busy. Where do you want to go first?” Ryan asked. “We could look for a contract. With all the different uniforms I’m seeing, I’m betting it won’t be hard to find something to our liking.” 
 
    “No,” Dahkal said, with a shake of his head. “We need to hire some new crew members, as you have suggested numerous times recently. We can’t operate optimally if it’s just us.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ryan said. “I think we could really get some stuff done with a full crew, not to mention that it would be nice to have more than just the two of us watching each other’s back.” 
 
    Dahkal spotted a terminal just ahead that was currently being used by a Leethog. He stepped in line, just behind the small being, who instantly became aware of the large shadow that overtook him and turned to see who it belonged to. His eyes met Dahkal’s waist. He slowly panned his head upward until his eyes met Dahkal’s. The Leethog seemed to shrink back into himself at the sight of the scaled, black figure, armed with vicious claws and teeth. Dahkal noticed the body language and immediately took a few steps backward. 
 
    “My apologies,” he said, raising his hands, palms out. “I did not mean to crowd you or interrupt your business. I was just waiting my turn.” As he spoke, the Leethog language translated through the speaker on his waist. It sounded like a mix of hisses and growls. He attempted a friendly smile, trying to do so without giving the impression that he was showing his teeth and fangs to intimidate the little being. 
 
    The body language and the facial expression of the Leethog changed from tensed fear, becoming more casual and relaxed. He smiled back, showing his own set of sharp, menacing teeth. 
 
    “No harm done. I will be finished with my business momentarily. I am looking for a store to purchase parts for repairs,” he said. 
 
    “Take your time, man. No rush,” Ryan said. “We don’t know where we’re going yet anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the Leethog said and turned back to the screen. After a few moments, he turned around and said, “It is all yours.” He walked away. 
 
    Ryan nodded to the Leethog as he walked past. “I don’t know who has a more unnerving smile, you or the Leethog,” he said, looking at his friend. 
 
    “Didn’t bother me. It’s just another being’s teeth,” Dahkal said with a shrug. He activated the screen on the terminal. “I’m used to other beings being intimidated by my looks. As I have told you before, even my own kind do not often make eye contact with me. It is partially because of my appearance, and partially because I’m the First Heir,” he continued as he tapped on the different options. After a moment, he reached into his leather bag and retrieved his slate. 
 
    Ryan leaned against the wall next to the terminal. “It doesn’t help that you look like you’re about to reach into a being’s chest and remove their soul.” He gave a friendly nod to a group of mercs who were passing by and staring at them. “Maybe you should add some color to your wardrobe. Some blue, green, maybe a little yellow. Ya know, lighten your appearance up a bit.” 
 
    Dahkal entered some information into the terminal and slipped his slate back into its leather pouch at the small of his back. He turned and looked down at his friend and said, “I’ll not change my appearance. If a being chooses to fear me based solely on how I look, they do so in ignorance. No being need fear me until…well…” 
 
    Ryan squinted. “Until what?” 
 
    Dahkal gave a quick laugh and a slight grin. “Until they need to fear me.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “Fair enough. So, where to?” 
 
    Dahkal patted his armored belly. “To eat. I entered our information and our need to hire a crew. I also specified that any being with extensive drone expertise would be given serious consideration,” he said as they walked down the corridor. “We can go to a restaurant and eat while we wait to see if we get any response. It could be a day or two before we hear anything.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. I could use something different,” Ryan said, patting his stomach. “I like the Shein food you have programmed into the replicator, but I don’t see how you’ve managed to eat only from that selection since you left home. You didn’t even eat the food on Pergus. It was always something you’d already had.” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “I didn’t see any reason to spend the extra credit. I had plenty and didn’t want anything to spoil.” 
 
    “Well, you’re missing out. There’s all kinds of great stuff in the galaxy to try,” Ryan said. 
 
    Dahkal took in all the different races of beings on the station as he passed them. They were so much more diverse than he had imagined—Leethog, Withaloo, humans, Yalteen, Caldivar, Pikith, and even a few Krift. He could think of nowhere else in the galaxy where one could see such a diverse group of races living and working together. He caught himself wishing his own planet and system were more diverse. It was a beautiful thought, and it made him smile. The level of galactic knowledge and experience in Salvage System was impressive. A star system couldn’t help but succeed with such a population. The Sheinrah System could greatly benefit from doing similarly. 
 
    They found a lift and took it up to the restaurant level, which had many different places to eat, drink, and relax. As they took it all in, Dahkal noticed something familiar at the far end of the corridor.  
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” he asked as he walked toward it to investigate. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, a familiar sign hung over the entrance doors. It read: Brad’s Brews, Coming Soon. They stood there for a moment like a couple of adolescent beings who had just found an abandoned military base full of trouble to get into, then they turned to each other and grinned. 
 
    “Well, this place just got a whole lot more awesome,” Ryan said, “or at least it will soon.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded with excitement. “I was worried about having to drink subpar beer. Now it appears I won’t have that issue,” he said. “I have a few more weeks’ worth on the ship; maybe they’ll be open by the time we run out.” 
 
    “Not the way you drink,” Ryan said. “Speaking of ships, what are we going to do with a whole crew on Winged Fury? There isn’t room for a lot of us.” 
 
    As they walked back down the hall to the next eatery, Dahkal looked down at his friend and answered, “We will have to disassemble the training room and turn it back into the two original quarters. I have all the materials stored below deck. I also have all the materials needed to turn your quarters and mine back into quarters for two beings each,” he said. 
 
    Ryan’s head and shoulders dropped, and his pace slowed a bit. Dahkal stopped and looked at him, confused, and motioned with both hands back and forth between the restaurant and the spot Ryan was standing in. 
 
    Ryan looked up at Dahkal with a disgusted look on his face. “I just realized I’ll be back to sharing a room with another guy.” He let out a heavy sigh. “I was so happy to be done with that when we left Pergus.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Dahkal asked, laughing as he spoke. “You will share quarters with me. My room will divide just the same as yours. We will use the other three areas to house the other six crew members. Who knows? We may not even hire that many.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s not so bad then,” Ryan said, perking up a bit. “That’ll be much more bearable. Are you sure? I mean, this is really your deal, and it’s your ship. If anyone should have their own space, it’s you.” 
 
    Dahkal looked at his friend for a moment without speaking. He couldn’t help feeling honored by Ryan’s simple comment. This was not just “his deal.” This journey, which he shared with Ryan, was beneficial for both. Ryan was the closest thing he had to family outside his system, and if he were going to share quarters with another being, Ryan was by far the best choice. He wouldn’t have shared a room with Gortal back on his home planet. He would have slept under the stars before that happened. 
 
    “You haven’t figured out this is now as much your journey as it is mine, have you?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Ryan shrugged and looked at the floor. “I mean, I didn’t want to assume anything and end up with the wrong idea. I think of you as a brother, and I would follow you into any situation without question. But I didn’t want to be presumptuous in thinking I was doing anything nearly as big as what you are.” 
 
    Dahkal stepped closer and put his hand on Ryan’s shoulder. “Never think that. You are in this as much as I am. My friendship with you, alone, was worth leaving home. I consider you my brother as well. Genetics be damned. We are brothers. So, let’s consider this matter closed.” 
 
    Ryan smiled and patted the forearm of the hand Dahkal was resting on his shoulder. “Thanks, man. I’m honored.” 
 
    “Good. Can we eat now? We also need to discuss where to go to have a ship built,” Dahkal said, motioning to the doorway again. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starving,” Ryan answered, and they walked in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal and Ryan claimed a tall table with stools at the back of the establishment with a clear view of all the exits and every being in the room. It was visually advantageous, and the stools were more comfortable for Dahkal than traditional chairs, due to his muscular tail and wings. Dahkal took note of a group of humans sitting in a booth who all seemed to have the same flashing, blue tattoo across their faces. They had been watching him when he and Ryan entered.  
 
    They browsed the menu slate built into the tabletop. Dahkal had to use his personal slate several times to translate words he did not recognize as he was still learning to read Earth Common. Another being would have selected their own language to view the menu; however, he did not have that option. 
 
    “Looks like they have a pretty big selection of beer,” Ryan said. “They even have the Prithmar kind.” 
 
    “Is it good?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “I heard it’s pretty strong,” Ryan answered. “Way stronger than regular beer. Most beings can’t drink it like the Prithmar can. I’ve never tried it.” 
 
    “Hmm, I think I’ll give it a try,” Dahkal said and selected it from the menu. 
 
    “I’m going to try one of the brews I recognize from other merc stations,” Ryan said. 
 
    A few moments later, a short woman with dark hair walked over, carrying their drinks on a serving platter. She was small but carried herself with confidence. She wore a kinetic pistol on her left hip, with the grip faced outward and angled toward her right side to facilitate a right-handed cross draw. When she walked up to the table, she didn’t appear surprised at Dahkal’s appearance and didn’t seem intimidated in the least. Living in a system with so many different types of beings had likely prepared her for anything she might encounter. 
 
    “How you boys doing tonight?” she asked with a bright, white smile. “I’m Ginger, and I’ll be taking care of you. Just let me know if you need anything at all,” she said in a light, cheerful voice. Her eyes were blue, and they seemed to brighten as she smiled. Perhaps it was due to the light brown eyeshadow she wore. 
 
    A devious smile crossed Ryan’s face. “Well, there is one thing we could use,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that, hun?” Ginger asked. 
 
    “Got any sacrificial princesses?” Ryan asked, his smile turning into a grin. Dahkal sighed heavily, as he knew where Ryan was going with the question. 
 
    A confused expression crossed the woman’s face. “I’m sorry, do we got any what?” she asked, trying to sound as polite as possible. 
 
    Ryan scrolled through the menu like he was looking for something. “You know, sacrificial princesses. My friend is a dragon, as you can see. He only eats princesses and whatever sheep he can steal from nearby farms,” he said, motioning to Dahkal. “There aren’t any farms around, so a princess is his last hope.” 
 
    Ginger looked at Dahkal and smiled sweetly. “Unfortunately, we’re all out of both. The one princess we have in our system isn’t one you’d want to mess with. She’s kind of feisty.” 
 
    Ryan turned to Dahkal with smirk and said, “Sorry, buddy, I guess you don’t get to eat tonight.” 
 
    Dahkal furrowed his scaly brow. “You’re a rectal orifice,” he snapped at Ryan, who began to laugh out loud. 
 
    Ryan chuckled as he spoke. “Dude, those aren’t the right words, but somehow…they sting a little more. I’ll have to remember that one.” 
 
    Dahkal softened his facial expression as he turned back to the woman. “I apologize for my friend and his poor attempt at humor, Ginger,” he said, shaking his head. “Thank you for bringing our drinks. We’ll order food from the slate menu in a few minutes.” 
 
    Ginger smiled sweetly and flashed her blue eyes at them. “Oh, that’s ok. I thought it was cute. Well, just hit the call button if you need me, and I’ll bring your food out once you decide what it is you want.” She walked back behind the bar and served her next customers their drinks. 
 
    “You and your dragon nonsense,” Dahkal huffed in irritation. “I am a Sheingal, not a dragon.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “Whatever, bro. That was funny. She even said it was cute. I’m going to try to get her comm sequence before we leave here tonight,” he said, watching the young woman work behind the counter. 
 
    “Sure you are,” Dahkal said dismissively as he continued to look over the food options. “I think I’m going to order four of the double cheeseburger meals. It looks delicious.” 
 
    Ryan snickered. “Me too, except I only need one meal. I’ll never get over how much you eat. I know your race’s rapid healing trait requires the calories, but geez,” he said in disbelief. “I’d have a heart attack from all that.” 
 
    Dahkal entered the order on the slate, then picked up his mug containing the Prithmar beer. He had not yet tasted it. He lifted the mug to his snout and inhaled the aroma deeply. The liquid smelled delicious and had a slight aromatic burn to it. He put it to his lips and took a slow pull to savor his first taste. As soon as the liquid hit his tongue, his eyes widened. He had not expected the flavor to be so strong. He pulled the cup away from his mouth and blinked a few times, then took another sip. It was spicy, and he liked it. 
 
    “I must say, this is delicious,” Dahkal said, amazed. “It’s not like the beer from Brad’s Brews; it’s different. You can tell the fermentation process is different, and it has left the beverage much stronger.” He turned the mug up several more times, enjoying it more with each pull. 
 
    Ryan raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Yeah, well, take it easy, we still have business to handle,” he said, watching Dahkal finish off his drink, then ordering another one. He leaned over and sniffed the empty mug. “Holy crap, man, that smells like straight alcohol. How the hell can you drink it?” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “Tastes good to me. I have a much stronger digestive system than you do and a faster metabolism. That one drink would have you on the floor.” 
 
    A moment later, Ginger showed up with Dahkal’s second mug of Prithmar beer. She looked confused and appeared to want to ask them a question. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    She nodded with her head at an odd angle. “It’s your order. There are only two of you. Did you mean to order five full meals?” Ginger asked. “Also, due to a mishap on the planet, I can only serve any being a total of three Prithmar beers. So, after this one, I can only give you one more.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded in disappointed acknowledgment. “I understand. And yes, five meals total. One for him and four for me,” he said, holding four clawed fingers in the air. 
 
    “You mean four of the burgers?” Ginger asked, still confused. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “No. Four entire meals. Four burgers, four sides, and four drinks. I eat more than the average being. It’s a metabolism thing. The order is correct, and I promise it will not be wasted,” he assured her. 
 
    Ginger smiled and nodded. “Alrighty then, I just wanted to be sure before I brought it all out. I’ll pile yours on one tray to save room and pour your drinks into one large pitcher,” she said, looking at the small space on the tabletop. “What drink do you want?” she asked. 
 
    “Water is fine. Thank you,” Dahkal answered. Ginger gave another quick nod and walked away. 
 
    Dahkal looked up and noticed the group of humans with the flashing blue marks watching them again. He glanced at Ryan and in a low voice asked, “Have you noticed that group, over in the booth, that has been watching us since we got here?” 
 
    Ryan lifted his eyes from the table slate to meet Dahkal’s. “Yeah, I saw you watching them back. I’ve been keeping an eye on the guy at the bar with the scar on the left side of his face and the missing ear,” he said, nodding slightly in the bar’s direction. 
 
    Dahkal looked over and saw the man Ryan had mentioned just as he turned away from them. He wasn’t a tall man, maybe five and a half feet tall, but he was built for power—stocky with broad shoulders. He wore light battle armor that had obviously seen better days; it was scored and dented from past battles—a possible testament to his experience. The man quickly glanced their way again before Dahkal turned his gaze away. 
 
    “Has he done anything suspicious?” Dahkal asked, looking back at Ryan. 
 
    “Other than watch us frequently and appear agitated? No,” Ryan said and looked at the man. “I just don’t like the look of him.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Dahkal grunted. “Perhaps we are overthinking the situation and being overly cautions. But in case we are not, keep an eye out. Better safe than sorry,” he added, as he looked around the restaurant. “Let me show you the design I’ve come up with for our ship.” He tapped some commands into his slate before setting it down flat on the table. 
 
    The tri-v function activated, and a three-dimensional image of a warship appeared to float and spin on its axis in the middle of their table. During the trip through alter-reality, Dahkal had spent a significant amount of time considering their need for a crew and a larger ship, especially after the battle in the Herrupa System. Ryan was insisting, and he was right. Effectively operating the frigate, Winged Fury, during battle, with just the two of them, had proved to be more difficult than he had originally thought. The two of them could properly fly and fight the ship, but if they took any damage or sustained engine or power failures, there was no one to perform repairs, put out fires, replace fallen crew, or do any of the essential things during a real battle. And Dahkal’s frigate was not built for battle; it was not properly equipped. 
 
    “A heavy battlecruiser?” Ryan asked, wide eyed, as the image spun. “A bit large, don’t you think? We don’t even have enough crew for the frigate.” 
 
    “This will take a few months to build, maybe longer, depending on the shipyards,” Dahkal said, motioning to the design. “We should be able to complete a contract by then, and then we can attempt to hire more crew to operate it. Judging from the number of mercenaries on this station, I don’t think we would have a problem filling the positions.” 
 
    “Where is the fighter bay?” Ryan asked, leaning in and looking at all sides of the craft. “I can’t make it out.” 
 
    “That is because it is not there. This ship will not have fighters,” Dahkal said, a hint of mystery in his voice. “It is a battlecruiser, yes, but it is also a drone carrier. The space that would be used for a fighter bay has been replaced by the drone bay, with a station for many operators to control the small craft.” 
 
    “You can see here.” Dahkal pointed to the ship’s underside. “There is a section that resembles a very large bomb or mine bay. This is where the drones will launch from.” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes lit up with excitement. “This ship is going to be so sick. I can’t wait. I had no idea you had already designed it.” 
 
    Dahkal cocked his head to the side in confusion. “Sick? No, there will be no viruses aboard the craft,” he said shaking his head. “We will take all the necessary preventative measures to avoid any sort of viruses, biological and computer alike.” 
 
    Ryan sighed and rubbed his temples. “I have got to write a program for your translator, just for human slang. When I said it would be sick, I meant it would be amazing.” 
 
    “Earth Common,” Dahkal said, irritated, then he rolled his eyes. 
 
    Ginger walked up with a tray full of food, and Dahkal put away his slate. She set a regular-sized plate down in front of Ryan and a much larger tray that held all four of Dahkal’s meals in front of him, along with a pitcher of ice water. Dahkal inhaled the aroma of the freshly cooked burgers, and his mouth began to water. He licked his chops as he selected the burger resting on top and took a bite. The flavors of cheese, tomato, lettuce, meat, pickles, and various seasonings and sauces overloaded his taste buds. He closed his eyes and a moan of culinary appreciation escaped his lips as he chewed. 
 
    “Well! I’m glad you like it!” Ginger exclaimed, watching Dahkal enjoy his burger. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Dahkal said, his voice muffled by the food in his mouth. He’d eaten nearly half the burger with his first bite. “I should have ordered six.” 
 
    “Try the fries,” Ryan said and pointed to the mound of crispy, golden strips on Dahkal’s plate. “Here, dip them in this,” he said and slid over a bowl of red sauce. 
 
    Dahkal picked up several of the fries and dipped them as Ryan had suggested, then popped them into his mouth. Once again, he was overwhelmed with flavor. The simplicity of the dish seemed to be its greatest strength. He closed his eyes as he chewed and swallowed. 
 
    “I have no words,” he said after swallowing the fries. “This is one of the best meals I have ever had. Truly.” 
 
    Ginger laughed and waved a hand at him. “Oh, hunny, it’s just burgers and fries. Noth’n special at all. I’m glad you like them, though.” She turned to walk away, stopped suddenly, then turned back to face them. 
 
    “Sorry, but I couldn’t help noticing the ship layout you had up when I brought the food over,” she said. “You boys looking to have a ship built?” 
 
    “We are,” Dahkal answered. “Why? Do you have any suggestions about where we can commission the job?” 
 
    Ginger nodded, her hair and earrings bouncing as she did. “Oh yeah. There are a few places you can go, but the best would be Mike and Mike on Cube,” she said. “They’re further in-system. You can’t miss them.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled at her as he picked up another one of his burgers. “Thank you very much, Ginger. We will take your advice and seek out their services.” 
 
    “Hey, Ginger, before you go.” Ryan said before she could turn away again. “I just wanted to say you have beautiful eyes, and your smile is absolutely captivating.” 
 
    Ginger smiled from ear to ear, and her cheeks turned slightly red from blushing. “That’s sweet of you to say,” she said, slightly twisting back and forth at the waist and holding her serving tray with both hands against her belly. 
 
    “Yeah, it is. You should definitely say that to your wife when she video calls you later. I bet she would love it,” Dahkal blurted out before Ryan had the chance to capitalize on his compliment. 
 
    Ryan’s jaw dropped, and his eyes widened as he tried to speak. All he managed to get out were a few inaudible sounds, similar to choking. The smile on Ginger’s face disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. She now wore a look that would strike fear into the heart of the bravest being in all the galaxy. 
 
    “Huh,” Ginger said flatly, and she abruptly dropped the tray she was carrying down to her side with one hand, turned, and stormed off in a cloud of anger. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Ryan yelled at Dahkal, throwing his hands in the air. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. My hunger for a sacrificial princess confused me,” Dahkal said, tossing more fries into his mouth. He smirked at Ryan as he chewed. 
 
    “Really? You chose THIS to get me back? Cold man. Cold,” Ryan exclaimed. “That could have totally worked out for me,” he said and took a drink of his beer. He laughed and shook his head. “Well played, sir. Well played.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and said, “I’ll set it straight in a few days, but you deserved it. We are still being watched, by the way.” He pointed with the hand hidden by his body. “Your friend at the bar and the same group of men over there.” 
 
    Ryan looked directly at the man at the bar, no longer being subtle. The man looked right back at him through bloodshot eyes. After a long moment, he seemed to get angry, slammed back his drink, jumped off his stool, and barreled his way over to them. His eyes were locked on Ryan. The closer he got, the easier it was to see the scar on the side of his face with the missing ear. It looked like a burn scar, not unlike the light scarring on the left side of Ryan’s face from the battle on Pergus. However, Ryan had undergone immediate nano treatments, and the damage was almost unnoticeable. 
 
    Ryan stood and stepped to the side of the table to meet the man. He would not be intimidated. Within seconds, the two men stood about a foot from each other, locked in a starring contest of sorts. The bearded man from the bar scowled, and the stench of liquid courage emanated from him. Dahkal watched the two intently and glanced occasionally at the booth of men who were also watching the confrontation. He continued to eat his meal. Good food was not to be wasted after all. Dinner and a show, he thought. How nice. 
 
    “You got some kind of problem with me, boy?” the man growled in a scratchy voice. 
 
    Ryan contorted his face in confused anger. “I’m not your boy,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’ve been staring at us since we got here. What’s your problem, dude?” 
 
    The man bared his teeth in a sneer. “You been staring at my missing ear and scar since you got here, and it’s pissing me off. Mind your own damn business!” He turned and pointed a finger at Dahkal. “And if you think I’m afraid of your lizard pal, here, guess again! I’ll pound both your faces into the floor!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    By now, the entire restaurant was silent as the patrons watched the interaction. A crowd of beings who wanted to get a closer look at what was happening was forming. Ginger was standing at the edge of the bar, holding up a platter of drinks with her left hand. Her right hand rested on her belly, ready to draw her weapon if she saw the need. The men with the blue markings on their faces had stood and were surveying the situation. 
 
    Dahkal smiled at the bearded man as he chewed his food slowly and deliberately. He pointed at him with a fry. “You’re a spirited being. You show no fear,” he said and swallowed his bite. “Though, I am not a lizard. I am a Sheingal.” He ate the fry and held up his hand, bringing his thumb and index finger close together and said, “Slight difference.” Then he finished off his second Prithmar beer, keeping his eyes on the man as he drank. 
 
    The bearded man glared at Dahkal; fury evident in his eyes. “It doesn’t matter what you are. What matters is this guy’s been staring at my face all night, and I wanna know why. You think my injury is funny?” the man asked, anger making his voice rise. “Do I amuse you?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, you are pretty funny looking,” Ryan snapped back. “Get out of my face. I’ve been watching you because you’ve been watching us. You need to walk away before this gets ugly and somebody ends up hurt.” 
 
    The man cocked his head to the side, and his chest swelled. “Did you just threaten me?” he asked, stepping forward and shoving Ryan in the chest with one hand. “You little punk.” 
 
    Ryan held his ground, never breaking eye contact with the man. “Push me again, and I’ll show you who’s the punk,” Ryan growled back, trying not to lose his head. 
 
    The man reached out with his right hand to shove Ryan again. Ryan caught the man’s wrist with his left hand, stepped forward, shoved the man’s hand inward and down, and swiftly snapped his left elbow into the man’s chin. The man’s jaw was solid, and though the strike was perfectly executed, he was able to land a left uppercut on Ryan’s chin and knock him back a step or two. The two men shook off the blows, squared up, and charged. 
 
    Dahkal continued to eat his remaining burgers and fries as he watched the two men collide with each other, then brawl on the floor. They rolled around, trading punches, knees, and curses. After a few moments of scrutinizing the sloppy fight, he decided enough was enough. Dahkal ate his last burger in one bite, wiped his hands, took a long drink from his pitcher of ice water, and stood. He casually walked around the table and winked at Ginger as he stepped between the two men. He grabbed them both by the back of their collars and lifted them off the floor. 
 
    When Ryan realized what had happened—and that he wasn’t going anywhere—he crossed his arms and allowed his legs to dangle uselessly above the floor. He stared at his opponent. 
 
    In complete contrast to Ryan, the man with the beard thrashed and fought to free himself, cursing Dahkal with every profane word he knew. When clawing and hitting Dahkal’s wrist didn’t work, he attempted to twist his head around and bite the large, scaled hand that held him captive. 
 
    Dahkal saw what was about to happen. He brought the man closer to his face, then snarled and snapped his deadly set of sharp, black teeth close to the man’s nose. His incisors resembled fangs more than teeth. 
 
    “If you bite me, I will take a much larger bite out of you,” he said and glared menacingly at the man with his blazing topaz eyes. The man quickly changed his mind and stopped struggling. 
 
    To his right, Dahkal heard a commotion and the sound of weapons leaving their holsters. Instinctively, using his peripheral vision, he flipped out his wing and brought the black, spearlike tip to rest at the throat of the man leading the group. The flashing blue marks on his face nearly hid the fear, but Dahkal could still see it. The man was holding a laser pistol in his hand, as were the three men behind him. All four were aimed at Dahkal’s head. 
 
    “That was a poor decision,” Dahkal said, eyeing the man’s face. “Now, you are at a disadvantage. You were better off spectating from your booth.” 
 
    The man swallowed and spoke. “We have you outnumbered four to one, and our weapons are drawn. How are we at a disadvantage?” 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “I like those odds. The last being I faced who spoke of percentages also had me at four to one. They didn’t fare so well.” He turned to the bar; Ginger was still standing there. He smiled at her and asked, “Ginger, do you know these beings? Are they in here often?” 
 
    Ginger smiled back and shook her head in disbelief. “You’re sumth’n else aren’t you, hunny? Yeah, I know them. They’re members of the Bolts, an extension of the Salvage military force. These guys work here, on the station, as a sort of law enforcement and keep the peace,” she said, setting her tray of drinks down on the bar. “They’re good guys; you don’t need to hurt them,” she added. 
 
    Dahkal nodded slowly. “Thank you. You have been most informative this evening.” 
 
    “My pleasure, hun. Now, you should probably let him go,” she said, pointing at the man with the wing tip to his throat. 
 
    Dahkal turned back to the man he held at bay. “Ah, yes. The Bolts is it?” he asked as he retracted his wing and folded it into place close to his back. He still held Ryan and the other man in the air. 
 
    The man holstered his weapon and rubbed the red spot on his neck where the bone tip had been resting. The men behind him also holstered their weapons. “Yeah, we keep the peace up here and on the planet, just like the lady said. We also have other branches that do other things for the military. But they’re not important right now; this is.” He motioned to Dahkal and then the two men he was holding in the air. “Can you set them down?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Dahkal said with a smile. He released his grip on Ryan and the other man, and they dropped to the floor. Two of the Bolts walked over and took Ryan and the man by their arms, detaining them. 
 
    The Bolt leader turned to the crowd that was gathered around them and instructed everyone to go back to their meals and drinks. The crowd quickly dispersed, and he turned his attention back to Dahkal. “I am Sergeant Yarwah. What seems to be the issue here?” 
 
    Dahkal held his massive hand out, and Yarwah shook it. “I’m Dahkal, nice to meet you, even if it’s not under the most favorable circumstances.” Dahkal motioned to Ryan. “My friend and I were having a meal and discussing business when my friend noticed this man.” He motioned to the bearded man, who appeared to still be infuriated. “He had been observing us throughout the night, much like I observed you monitoring us,” he said, looking knowingly at Sergeant Yarwah. 
 
    Sergeant Yarwah nodded in understanding. “Yeah, we were watching you to see how you acted and behaved. We’ve never encountered a being like you before, and we wanted to be sure you weren’t a threat,” he said. “It wasn’t out of malice or xenophobia, and we would not have approached you unless we needed to. To be honest, we became more curious the longer we watched.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded, understanding the soldier’s point of view. “I can see your need to ensure I’m not going to cause trouble. My appearance can be threatening, even to beings on my home planet. Though, I can assure you, I’m no threat. I was breaking up the fight, and you pulled your laser weapons on me.” 
 
    “You threatened to eat that guy,” Sergeant Yarwah said, pointing at the bearded man. “It seemed like a reasonable response.” 
 
    Dahkal spread his arms with his palms out. “Merely a verbal deterrent to avoid being bitten myself. My scales are thick and strong, but I do not want some stranger’s saliva all over my hand,” he said with look of disgust. “Besides, he doesn’t look like he would taste very good.” 
 
    Sergeant Yarwah smiled. “Yeah, but we didn’t know that. Better safe than sorry, ya know.” 
 
    “We aren’t the ones at fault here. This guy is,” Ryan spat out, pointing at the man across from him. “He came over here ranting and raving about us watching him and staring at his scar or whatever and attacked me. I defended myself. Simple as that.” 
 
    Sergeant Yarwah nodded. “We watched the entire thing; you were justified in your actions.” He looked at his subordinate and said, “Let him go.” The soldier released him. 
 
    He turned to the soldier holding the bearded man. “Take this one to processing and book him for an overnight stay in our finest suite. Perhaps, in the morning, he’ll have a better attitude.” 
 
    The three men cuffed the prisoner, escorted him out of the restaurant, and turned down the hallway. Surprisingly, the man didn’t resist. Apparently, he had been in similar situations before and knew resistance would only make things worse. 
 
    Ryan walked over and stood next to Dahkal, then faced Sergeant Yarwah. The sergeant was wearing fatigues and combat boots. He had short, brown hair, brown eyes, and a solid build. He stood around five feet ten inches tall. His most noticeable and memorable feature was the flashing blue markings on his face. 
 
    Sergeant Yarwah noticed Dahkal looking at the marks. “Are you wondering about my tattoo?” he asked, pointing at his face. 
 
    Dahkal looked at Ryan, confused, then back at the sergeant. “That word translated as epidermal art. Is that what that is? Art?” 
 
    Sergeant Yarwah chuckled. “Yeah, it can be considered art. To us, it’s a symbol of dedication. Not everyone can get one; only the best soldiers earn that honor. The Bolts are the best of the best. We are unique. We are a family. This signifies that,” he said pointing to his face. 
 
    Dahkal nodded slowly in understanding. “It is a mark that signifies your accomplishments as a soldier and as a being. I respect that very much.” He thought for a moment before he spoke again. “I cannot help feeling I owe you an apology. You were only doing your job. I apologize for threatening you and impeding you as you performed your duties, Sergeant Yarwah.” 
 
    A smile crossed Sergeant Yarwah’s face. “Thank you for saying that, though it’s obvious you didn’t know and were defending yourself. Besides, you didn’t really attack me, you just stopped me in my tracks,” he said, touching the spot on his neck where the wingtip had rested. 
 
    “You could have really done a number on me, huh?” he asked, and he looked Dahkal up and down, taking in his appearance. He saw the clawed talons atop the topmost joint of his wings and his clawed hands and feet. And he saw the powerful tail that rested on the floor behind him. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahkal said in a blunt tone. “However, unnecessary violence and bloodshed is exactly that. Unnecessary.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the sergeant said. “Well, as much as I would like to stay and chat with you, I must be off. I still have the rest of my shift to work. Try not to get into anymore altercations tonight. Ok?” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Ryan said from behind Dahkal. 
 
    “We will do our best,” Dahkal said with a shrug. “No promises.” 
 
    Sergeant Yarwah shook his head and laughed as he turned around to exit the restaurant. Dahkal and Ryan watched him leave, as did several other patrons. When he was gone, they took their seats at the table. 
 
    Ryan’s food was now cold, but he ate it anyway. It still tasted good. Dahkal tapped on the table slate and ordered his third, and final, Prithmar beer. He really liked the way it tasted. A minute later, Ginger came over and set it down in front of him with a smile. As she walked away, she shot Ryan the meanest, nastiest, most hateful look in all the galaxy. 
 
    “She’s definitely getting a generous tip,” Dahkal said with a wide grin, just before turning up the mug. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    A slight breeze through the open window tickled the candle flames that dimly lit the royal family’s dining room. Gortal took a sip from the chalice before him, filled with the finest fermented fruits from the palace cellars. The flavor was sweet, and the liquid was at the perfect temperature. He looked across the table and met the eyes of his dinner guest. Since his training session with Captain Lental when he had met Captain Teagan, he had not been able to get her off his mind. Not only was she visually very appealing, but she was a well-trained and capable officer, and she impressed him.  
 
    Gortal broke the silence. “You look lovely tonight, Teagan. I am pleased you were able to join me for dinner,” he said, watching her eyes sparkle as the candle flames danced. They had dropped the formalities and begun referring to each other by their names, at least out of the public eye. 
 
    Teagan smiled coyly. “You’ve said that all three evenings we have spent together. Are you sure it is not a rehearsed line?” 
 
    Gortal grinned slyly back at her. “Not at all. Your presence drains me of all my vocabulary.” 
 
    She raised her chalice for a drink. “Somehow, I find that hard to believe,” she said and put the chalice to her lips. 
 
    “Well, it’s the truth. I have no reason to lie or to use lines on you. I enjoy your company,” Gortal said. 
 
    Teagan set her chalice down and leaned forward, crossing her forearms on the table. “As do I. It’s too bad you’ll be leaving soon. Are you nervous about tomorrow night?” 
 
    Gortal snorted. “Not in the least. I am prepared. I knew my decision as soon as I knew I would have to make one. There is really only one choice.” 
 
    “Will you seek out your brother’s killers?” Teagan asked, tilting her head to the side. “You really haven’t said much about him.” 
 
    Gortal leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “There isn’t much for me to say. He went into a situation he was not prepared for and paid the price. He should have used better tactics,” he said, looking past Teagan and up into the night sky through the open window. “Besides, going out on the Imperial Journey with revenge as the first item on your list of things to accomplish defeats the purpose of the journey. There is nothing to learn or gain from it. Dahkal died with honor in battle. That is the end of it.” 
 
    Teagan brought her hand to her mouth as if to keep anymore poor comments from escaping. “I didn’t mean to offend or upset you, Gortal. I was just curious.”  
 
    Gortal raised a hand and quickly shook his head. “You did nothing of the sort. I do not have much to say about the matter. I am focused on the future of our empire, and I do not have the time or the privilege to dwell in the past. You are welcome to ask questions. Just be prepared to accept the answers I give you,” he said. “If we are to continue seeing each other, you will need to get used to blunt, honest answers.” 
 
    Teagan locked eyes with him and smiled. “Well, I guess my question was as good a start as any then. I would very much like to continue spending time with you.” She raised her chalice toward Gortal. “To forgetting the past and building the future. Our future.” 
 
    Gortal beamed and lifted his chalice to touch the rim of hers. “To our future, may it be everything we want and more.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he is ready for this?” Shaelan asked Draktal as she sat in front of her vanity mirror. She was applying an ointment to her facial scales to ensure they kept what was left of their youthful shine. 
 
    Draktal lifted his head from the pillow of the lounge chair on their balcony, where he was resting and enjoying the night air. He looked at his mate and smiled. “Of course he is ready. He received the same training and schooling as Dahkal. I showed no favoritism between the two of them.” He stood and walked inside. “Dahkal simply had seven extra years of preparation. He was older. That’s the only advantage he had. Well, that and a cooler head.” 
 
    Shaelan put down her ointment and turned to look directly at Draktal. “That’s the part I am worried about. Do you think his temper is too much? I fear it could cause him issues in the galaxy, and he might not come home to us either.” She paused for a moment as she thought. “I can’t lose another one of my hatchlings. I couldn’t endure it.” 
 
    Draktal walked over and rubbed her shoulders and the area around her wing joints. “Gortal is intelligent and will learn from his brother’s experience. Knowing what happened goes against the rules of the heir, but it is a special circumstance since Dahkal was only the second heir not to return home. Gortal knows, and he will not allow history to repeat itself. He is an intelligent, massive, strong, fierce, capable warrior. He will do more than survive,” he assured her. 
 
    Shaelan put her hand on her mate’s and looked at herself in the mirror before she asked her next question. “Do you think he will make a good emperor? Does he have the right character and the right mind to lead an entire system?” she asked. “You know as well as I do, he can be a bit extreme at times.” 
 
    Draktal laughed. “I know he will be a good emperor. We raised him to be as good a being as he can possibly be. His experiences outside our gate and in the galaxy will help mold him into a more capable leader. His entire mindset will change long before he returns home, and for the better. I have faith in him, as should you.” 
 
    Shaelan smiled up at her mate. “Of course I have faith in him. I have faith in all our hatchlings. I am a mother, though; I worry. About all of them. All the time.” 
 
    Draktal leaned down close to Shaelan and whispered, “I know you do.” Then he kissed her on top of her head and walked over to their bed to lie down for the night. Tomorrow was a big day, and they needed their rest. 
 
    Shaelan finished her beauty routine, turned the lights out, and walked to the bed to join her mate. As she settled next to him, she felt his arm slip around her waist and pull her close. He gently stroked the scales of her side with his thumb as he held her and kissed her softly. The love they shared was stronger now than it was when it was brand new, many years prior. The breeze from the open balcony continued to blow through the room, causing the silk drapes to dance and flutter as the emperor and empress held each other throughout the night.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yet again, the great hall was packed and buzzing with the voices of the citizens of Planet Shein. Some were discussing business, some their concern for the system’s new leadership. Others expressed their thankfulness that the royal family had another heir suitable for the position. The one constant point of discussion was how Dahkal’s loss greatly impacted the society. For one hundred and nine years, every being on the planet and in the system had expected him to step into the role of emperor. Gortal had been expected to lead the military forces under Dahkal’s rule. Now that Dahkal was out of the picture, Gortal would rule as emperor. It was a sudden change nobody was prepared for, especially the royal family. 
 
    Many of the attendees laid flowers or some sort of personal token at the base of Dahkal’s bust. Silence took over, and the citizens stood respectfully at their seats as the royal family entered the room. Each one, starting with Emperor Draktal, laid a single Rosanta flower at the base of Dahkal’s likeness. All except Gortal, who did not enter with the family, per tradition. 
 
    Empress Shaelan paused for a moment after laying down her flower. With tears welling up in her eyes, she smiled solemnly, kissed the tips of her fingers, and tenderly touched them to the forehead. Draktal turned and patiently waited for his mate to pay her respects, then held out his hand for her. She took his hand and joined him on the platform above the crowd. Reuan joined them, and the rest of the family stood slightly behind as they awaited Gortal’s entrance. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal flexed his fingers around the leather-wrapped handle of his war hammer as he stood in the dimly lit hallway outside the great hall’s entrance. His mind raced as he gathered his thoughts about what he would say. His massive muscles tensed, and his wings flexed in anticipation of what would come next. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Gortal,” he heard a familiar voice behind him say. “You are prepared.” 
 
    Gortal rolled his broad shoulders and snorted as he stretched his thick neck side to side. “Easy for you to say, Koshal. You aren’t about to fight one of the most skilled warriors to ever sit on the throne.” He took a deep breath and slowly released it. “To the death, no less.” 
 
    Koshal nodded slowly as he spoke. “Yes, this is true, but you must not approach him in that frame of mind. You must be confident. He is just another warrior who you will crush with ease.” 
 
    Gortal snapped his head around and fixed his bright green eyes on Koshal. “No,” he snapped. “He is not. He is my father, and he is the emperor. He has fought in many real battles beyond our gate, he has faced and felled many enemies, and he is the most efficient being I have ever seen at hand-to-hand combat.” He took another deep breath. “Dahkal was closer to his equal, as much as I hate to admit it.” 
 
    He stepped closer to Koshal. “I will maintain the frame of mind that he is my ultimate challenge, and I have everything to lose, yet even more to gain. To fight him as just another Sheingal would be a foolish and fatal mistake,” he said. “You would understand this if you were a warrior, not a politician.” 
 
    Koshal stepped forward and stood next to Gortal. “If you feel you cannot win, there is always the journey. It will take longer, but the result is the same.” 
 
    Anger flashed in Gortal’s eyes at such a ludicrous statement. “That is not what I meant,” he said through clenched teeth. “I have honed my skills to complement my size and strength. I’m not the same fighter I was; I’m no longer just a heavy hitter. I will be victorious. I never said I couldn’t win.” 
 
    Koshal bowed his head slightly. “Of course, sire. I was merely presenting you with all the options.” 
 
    Gortal released a low growl. “There are no other options. This is the only way. We’ve come too far to turn back now.” He stepped toward the entrance and turned back to face the being who had molded him since he hatched. “And Koshal….” 
 
    Koshal straightened. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Gortal bared his teeth and narrowed his eyes at the much older Sheingal. “If you ever insinuate that I will fail or that I should retreat again, I will feed you your own tongue. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Crystal, my lord,” Koshal said and bowed low at the waist. 
 
    Gortal grunted and strode into the great hall. As he entered, the light illuminated the sheen of the red scales on his chest, shoulders, wings, and back. His walk was brisk, with purpose and intent. Shoulders back and chest out, he carried himself tall and confidently, as if he were already the emperor of the Sheinrah System. He stared coldly at his father, who stared back at him, his face devoid of emotion. 
 
    The crowd gasped as they realized he was not wearing his formal armor yet wielded his war hammer. He heard shuffling and whispers as he passed, but he didn’t take his eyes off his father. Briefly, he allowed himself to wonder what they were thinking, but he quickly collected himself and focused on the task at hand. 
 
    A few feet shy of the aisle’s end, he stopped, and with little effort, he casually tossed his immensely heavy war hammer into the air. The Sheingalian steel arced in the air, then dropped to the stone floor with a thunderous clang. The weapon’s construction was so precise and well balanced that, when it crashed to the floor, it landed perfectly upright with the handle sticking straight up, ready to be snatched up again for battle. 
 
    Gortal spread his arms wide and raised his hands. He spoke in a boisterous, commanding voice, “I’ll save you the time and breath of a long speech, Father! Let us not waste any more time preventing the inevitable! I choose the Imperial Battle of Ascension! Step down, cast aside your armor, and face me!” 
 
    Shaelan’s eyes widened and her hands shot to her mouth as Draktal involuntarily gasped, “No!” She started to rush forward toward her mate and son to intervene, but Draktal, without looking at her, held a hand out to signal her to remain where she was. With tears in her eyes, she did as he asked. 
 
    The great hall erupted with the cries of upset citizens. “This cannot stand!” “You can’t do this!” “Where is your honor?” Gortal ignored them. His concentration was unwavering as he kept his eyes on his father. Everything else was a blur in his peripheral vision. All he saw was Draktal, who stood in the way of the throne. In seconds, the sounds of the crowd grew faint in his ears; all he heard was his own heartbeat as he awaited his father’s response. 
 
    “Silence! Be seated!” Draktal commanded in a stern voice, slicing his hands outward through the air. The crowd immediately fell silent, and every being sat without question. “My son is entitled to his choice, regardless of your opinions. This is our way. This is our heritage. If this truly is his choice, it will be honored.” There were no objections. 
 
    “Is this your choice, Gortal? Is this what you honestly desire?” he asked. Gortal continued to stare him down. “My son, I beg you to reconsider. Please do not make me do this.” 
 
    Gortal noticed his father’s stance and facial expression soften slightly. “Do you fully understand the weight of the decision you make tonight?” Draktal asked. 
 
    Gortal parted his lips, exposing his sharp teeth, and balled his hands into fists at his sides. “What I understand, Father, is that your time is over. I understand that our empire has gone from being one of the strongest, most respected, and feared in the galaxy to being completely forgotten! 
 
    “I cannot idly stand by any longer and allow weak leadership to sink us further into the abyss in which we already lie. I will build our might to heights never seen before, and I will take our beings back into the galaxy and reestablish our dominance. We will be powerful again!” he shouted. 
 
     Draktal slowly turned his head from side to side and looked down, then he looked back at his second-born son. “Your judgement is clouded by your lust for power. It is not the respect and honor of the galaxy you seek; it’s fear,” he said solemnly. “You speak of war against those outside our gate, yet you do not comprehend the magnitude of the repercussions our system will face if you do as you have suggested.” 
 
    Gortal pointed at his father with a clawed finger. “Do not speak to me as if I am a simpleton! I have studied the military forces of the galaxy, just as you have. They would fall in defeat against our superior forces. Yet we remain hidden, cowering in our shame, for an act committed by beings long dead. This must stand no longer!” he declared. 
 
    He took a step closer to his father. “Fight me in the Imperial Battle of Ascension or step aside. Relinquish the throne to me, and there will be no need for you to die.” A darkness was in his words as he spoke. 
 
    Looks of disappointment, heartache, confusion, and regret crossed the emperor’s face. He reached across his body with his right hand and drew his sword from its sheath. It was beautiful. There was no other sword in the system that could compare. It was the emperor’s sword, after all. The Sheingalian steel blade was shined to perfection, and the handle boasted veins of several precious metals with the crest of the Sheingal Empire at the butt. Its guard curved upward on either side of the blade’s razor edge, ending in the snarling form of an ancient beast. However, it was not just a visually stunning piece, it was cast by some of the best armorers in the history of the Sheingal. It was the sword of a warrior emperor. The deadly, mesmerizing weapon gleamed in the light of the great hall. 
 
    “You are far from ready to lead our system. Nor do I believe you ever will be. You have been corrupted, and I failed to see it until now. In failing to see it, I have also failed you as a father. I’m sorry, Gortal. Please know that I love you with all that I am, but…I cannot allow you to assume the rulership of our beings,” he said solemnly and cast his sword down next to Gortal’s war hammer. “I accept your challenge.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sergeant Alexandro Jauregui sat in the temporary quarters he rented on the merc station in Salvage System. He needed to find work for himself and his team. Another few days and he wouldn’t have enough credit left to keep them housed. And without a ship, that would be problematic. Two weeks had passed, and nothing seemed to be working in his favor. 
 
    “There has to be something we can do,” he said aloud to himself as he scrolled through the job listings on his slate. 
 
    The problem wasn’t that he wasn’t a good soldier or that he was too picky. The problem was that he was a munitions and drone specialist in a system with two artificial intelligences. There was also a company named Mike and Mike that built all the missiles for the system defense fleet and anyone with the credit to purchase their own. The missiles they built were an ancient design from an alien race, and they packed one heck of a wallop. They also had a much longer range than most other missiles. Sergeant Jauregui was in the wrong system for his field, and he was beginning to feel obsolete. 
 
    He tossed the slate to the side and lay back on his bed, feeling defeated. He rubbed his temples, trying to alleviate the stress headache that was starting to creep up. What the hell am I going to do now? Should I try to barter passage out of this system to another, less advanced system and find work? Alexandro’s main concern was for his team. Three other beings depended on his leadership and his ability to find work for them. He was the only human, and they weren’t very good at negotiating deals and contracts. Brawlt had tried once, and they had ended up owing more credit than they made. 
 
    His earpiece chimed and a translated voice came through, “Any luck finding a company that needs our services, Alex?” 
 
    “Not yet, Ranga. I’m trying. I’ll let you know something as soon as I do,” Alex responded. 
 
    Ranga was their engineer. The little Deetah could work on anything you put in front of him, and it would operate more efficiently than it had before. His small stature made it easy for him to work in the power plants and engine rooms as he could fit into the smaller areas without disassembling major components to make repairs or adjustments. The Deetah were only about three feet tall and slender with wide, flat heads that looked like Ts with round, black eyes on either end. 
 
    “Very well. Please keep us informed. Brawlt is becoming anxious, and Hunai is getting bored,” Ranga said. 
 
    “You guys will be the first to know,” Alex said, trying not to sound annoyed. He cut the connection. 
 
    Something has to give. He rubbed his temples again. The conversation had pushed the creeping headache into a full-blown migraine. He was about to get up and take some medication to help ease it when his slate chimed. He picked it up and couldn’t believe what he saw. Alex scrolled frantically and read the details of the available position. His fingers flew across the slate as he responded as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “He did not sound very confident that suitable positions would come available for us,” Hunai said. His voice sounded robotic through the speaker on his suit. The mouth area vent was closed to keep the light off his lower face. The thought of breaking out in a painful rash wasn’t very appealing. 
 
    Brawlt threw a rubber ball at Hunai’s helmet and caught it as it bounced back to him. “Nooo, you think? I thought he sounded as confident as humanly possible,” he said, rolling his large, red eye. 
 
    “Your sarcasm is noted, Brawlt, but my point is that we may have to part ways and find individual employment if he cannot find something for us as a team,” Hunai said, wiping the smudge from the ball off his face shield. “And I have told you a thousand times, my helmet is not a target for your super ball. I wish you had left that thing on Earth where you found it.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? This thing is awesome. Even in regular gravity, it bounces so high I lose track of it,” Brawlt said, bouncing it off the floor. It ricocheted off the wall, then the ceiling, before he caught it again. “This is humanity’s greatest invention.” 
 
    “I strongly disagree with that statement,” Ranga interjected as he turned and spun the segmented sections of a cube-like structure in his hands. He was attempting to match up the small colored squares. It had been a side project of his for months, and it perplexed him greatly. 
 
    A few hours passed before all their personal comm units activated, and they heard Alex’s excited voice come through. 
 
    “You guys get your crap together and get professional. We have an interview at eight hundred hours tomorrow morning. We need this to go well so be on your game. See you then and don’t be late. I’m talking to you, Brawlt,” he said. 
 
    “Hey! I’m not always late. Just usually,” Brawlt defended himself with a grin. “But I’m sick of being on this station; I’ll be early. Let’s get this job,” he added. He looked at his two companions who were still hanging out in his rented quarters, and they concurred. 
 
      
 
        * * * 
 
      
 
    “I have scheduled an interview with a Sergeant Alexandro Jauregui at eight hundred hours tomorrow morning. He claims to be a drone and munitions specialist,” Dahkal said across the table to Ryan. 
 
    “That was quick,” Ryan said. “You sound skeptical.” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged and picked up his mug. Realizing it was empty, he ordered the same brand of beer Ryan was drinking. “It seems too convenient that we find exactly what we are looking for mere hours after posting the wanted ad. Perhaps, though, it’s just good fortune.” 
 
    “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, man,” Ryan said. 
 
    Ginger brought out Dahkal’s beer, and he drank the whole thing before responding. “If I am to continue listening to more of your confusing Earth phrases, I am going to need a lot more of this,” he said, pointing at the empty bottle. 
 
    Ryan laughed. “It just means don’t look for something that’s wrong when a good thing falls into your lap. Be thankful for it and take advantage.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “A wise piece of advice,” he said and closed out their tab using the table slate. He left Ginger a more than generous tip. “Once it’s worded to make sense, that is.” 
 
    Ryan pointed at Dahkal with a smile. “But you’ll remember the phrase with the words gift horse. It’s stuck in your head forever. Most beings are so arrogant, they will ignore or forget regular advice. But a funny or odd phrase will stick in their heads for a long time, and they’ll actually use the advice.” 
 
    “An Earthling, yes, but not a being from the other side of the galaxy who just learned Earth Common. It’s just a verbal headache,” Dahkal said, annoyed. “Even if you are right,” he added as they rose from the table. 
 
    Dahkal pushed his chair under the table. “We need to prepare inquiries and do background checks for the interview. A crew of four beings from different races has applied, but I only have the information for the sergeant leading them, and he only stated they were a diverse crew. We will see what we end up with, I suppose.” He waved goodbye to Ginger, who was working behind the bar. She waved back and smiled sweetly at him. She gave Ryan another dirty look as they exited the restaurant. 
 
    “I wonder why he didn’t send everyone else’s information along with his?” Ryan asked. 
 
    Dahkal looked back over his shoulder as he answered. “I believe he was trying to be the first applicant. The personal message he sent when he uploaded his resume had several spelling errors and seemed rushed. Perhaps he is in desperate need of employment. At least, I hope that is the case, and it is not that he is incompetent and unprofessional.” 
 
    The conference room on the space station was more than adequate. In the center was a large, oval, metal table that could seat about twelve different beings. The table had a tri-v system in its center for projecting plans, videos, images, or anything else you might need in a meeting. The chairs had been built to accommodate most species, and Dahkal was very thankful, as his wings and large tail didn’t mix well with standard chairs. Renting it for the day had cost some credit, but in the end, it was worth the price. 
 
    Dahkal relayed some new information to Ryan. “We have a meeting after this one with a Dustyn Monday. He’s a mech pilot, and judging from his experience and his recommendations, a really good one. His application came in an hour ago. I scheduled him for eleven-hundred hours, and I figured we could eat lunch after.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Mech pilot could be useful. I don’t see why we’re not interviewing on the ship,” he complained as he messed with the controls for the table’s tri-v device. “This is a waste of credit. We have all this stuff on Winged Fury.” 
 
    Dahkal sighed heavily and looked at him. “You’re worse than a hatchling sometimes,” he admonished. “Do you think it wise to have beings we do not know in our ship, seeing what bit of Sheingal technology there is with the naked eye? 
 
    “What if someone applied for the position simply to case the ship so they could steal it? This may be an honorable system with honorable leadership and intentions, but that does not mean all the beings here are honorable. There are shameless, immoral beings everywhere.” 
 
    Ryan crossed his arms and tilted his head back as far as it would go. “Fiiiiine, you’re right. As usual. I just hate being in an office. It feels so corporate.” He brought his head back down to look at Dahkal. “So, doesn’t this go against your whole plan of starting off and learning everything from the bottom? You said you didn’t want to start a company, but now we’re doing just that, and we’re even planning to build a battlecruiser.” 
 
    Dahkal reached up to scratch behind his ear canal. “Yes and no. As my father told me before I left, nothing ever goes according to plan. Ever. I started out at the bottom with you as hired help at Thompson’s Hell Hounds, and I learned much about following orders, comradery, and loss of life in battle.”  
 
    “Then, on our way here, you put the wrong codes into the computer, and we ended up in the Herrupa System—an uncharted and virtually unknown system. There, we became morally obligated to fight in a war to keep an entire planet from being enslaved. That gave us a different kind of experience, and we came out of it with something no other force in the galaxy has, at least that I am aware of. If we joined a military force, we would not be able to use them as our own, and we would have to share that technology. Or worse, never use them at all. 
 
    “I do not want to share those ships any more than I want to share my planet’s technology until I have to. So, the best way to maintain control is to do our own thing.” He raised his hand then put it back down again in an exaggerated shrug. “As far as the warship is concerned, I’m supposed to purchase ships while I am out here. It is a part of my duty to my system. I’m just building this one to my own specifications. We’ll aid Harmon Tomeral and the Salvage System if they need our help, and if necessary, we will unveil our little secret. But for now, we’ll hire this crew, provided they are worth our time and credit, and work smaller contracts until the ship is built. Once we have the warship, we’ll hire many more beings and possibly build some escort ships to go along with it. But, once we do that, the secret will get out. That many beings can’t keep a secret. Someone will talk.” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes got really big at Dahkal’s last statement. “Dude, you’re talking about an entire squadron. Like, missile frigates and light battlecruisers?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Dahkal said with a smile. “Who knows what kind of contracts will come our way? The better prepared we are, the more involved the contracts can be, the more they will pay, and more importantly, the more experience we will gain. But, for now, let’s focus on hiring this crew. We haven’t even commissioned the warship yet. No sense in making plans that cannot be carried out except in the hypothetical realm.” 
 
    “Right. Baby steps,” Ryan said. 
 
    Just then, the buzzer on the conference room door sounded. Dahkal and Ryan looked at each other. Outside the door stood what could possibly be the exact crew they were looking for, or they could be a complete bust. If so, they would have to continue looking and take contracts that could be accomplished by just the two of them. They hoped the interview would work out in their favor. Dahkal stood and pressed a control on the table to open the access. The panel slid sideways, revealing a human with three beings of different races standing behind him. 
 
    Three of them wore the same grey fatigues and stood at parade rest. The fourth wore what appeared to be an environmental suit. The face shield was tinted black and hid the being’s face. The suit was the same grey and seemed to fit comfortably. There was a speaker on the chest, and the lower part of the helmet’s face area had a sectioned center piece with closed vents to the side. It didn’t appear to be overly complicated, but appearances could be deceiving. The human was staring directly at Dahkal, trying to hide his surprise. He was mostly successful. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex wiped sweat from his brow and ran a hand through his dark, black hair. He took a deep breath as he stood outside the conference room door. He turned around to speak to his crewmates one more time before ringing the buzzer. 
 
    “Ok guys, we need this gig, so keep it together and be professional,” he said, smoothing out his uniform. 
 
    The team members nodded in agreement and assumed parade arrest. There had been no indication of rank or military affiliation in the job posting, so they had decided not to salute or stand at full attention before they arrived. Alex rang the buzzer and positioned himself in the same stance. 
 
    When the door slid aside, it took everything Alex had not to jump back in shock and fear. Before him stood a massive being, spit up from the depths of hell. The scaled and completely black monster was heavily muscled with large wings folded against its back. The peak of its wings had three clawed, finger-like appendages, and the lower, outer tips were bone spikes that resembled spear points. It had a mouth full of black, sharp teeth, but its incisors resembled fangs more than teeth. Its hands were clawed and looked like they could shred the toughest armor with ease. And the eyes. Those eyes. They were ablaze with a life of their own, and he swore they were peering directly into his soul. 
 
    The creature wore dull black armor and carried a large caliber kinetic pistol on its thigh. A large sword in the same dull black hung from his belt opposite the pistol. No manches. El Diablo. He then noticed a human standing next to the giant beast. The man was a couple inches taller than Alex with a leaner build, and he wore grey fatigues similar to his. He also carried a sword; however, it was very different in design. The beast began to speak, and Alex returned his gaze to its soul-scorching eyes. 
 
    “Hello. I am Dahkal. This is Ryan. Please relax, come in, and have a seat,” it said in Earth Common and motioned to the chairs surrounding the conference table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The team of four entered the conference room and sat on either side of the table. Dahkal noticed they were all a bit uneasy and, through his heightened senses, could smell a hint of fear. He could not see the expression of the being in the environmental suit. He equated their response to his appearance. Many beings on the space station didn’t show much surprise at it due to the vast diversity in Salvage System, so he hadn’t thought it would be an issue in this meeting. He needed to put them at ease so the meeting could progress and be effective. 
 
    “Let me get this out of the way. I know my appearance is probably a bit of a shock to you. No, you haven’t seen a being like me before, nor are you likely to ever again,” Dahkal said, looking directly at each of them. 
 
    “Relax, guys,” Ryan said. “He’s not as mean as he looks. He’s actually a really nice guy when you get to know him. Just a big, ol’, cuddly dragon,” he added and patted Dahkal on the shoulder. Dahkal shot him an irritated look. 
 
    The team sitting at the table smiled or laughed and seemed to loosen up a bit. Dahkal noticed and took the opportunity to move things along. 
 
    “Please introduce yourselves and explain what it is you specialize in,” Dahkal said. 
 
    Alex stood. He wasn’t a tall man, only about five and a half feet tall, but he appeared to be in great physical condition. His skin was dark brown, as were his eyes, and his hair was black. He fixed his attention on Dahkal as he spoke. 
 
    “First of all, thank you for taking the time to meet with us. We’re eager to get to work and appreciate the opportunity to interview. I’m Sergeant Alexandro Jauregui. Just call me Alex. Alexandro is a mouthful and hardly anyone says it correctly,” he said, sounding nervous. 
 
    He clapped his hands and blew out a breath of air. “Uh, this is my team.” He gestured to the beings at the table. “We’ve worked together for around four years. I specialize in munitions design, construction, and programming. I’m also highly versed in drone technology and piloting. Along with these skills, I will make available many of my various drones for use in any mission we may need them in. In addition, I have some missile designs that could be used,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal nodded, intrigued. “What about altering an already completed drone design and merging it with another? Can you do that? What we have in mind will be quite different from anything you’ve ever worked with, I assure you.” 
 
    Ryan added to the question. “Yeah, do you think you could rig a ship to fly remotely? Like, a battlecruiser?” he asked. 
 
    Alex looked a bit taken aback by the question and looked down at his crewmates, then back at Dahkal and Ryan. “A battlecruiser? Well, I’ve never tried anything on that scale before, but with the right programming and a capable pilot, I believe it’s possible. It would have to be one heck of a program, but I believe I can do it. The tricky part isn’t flying the ship, it’s all the other systems a basic drone doesn’t have—environmental, shields—and all the safety protocols. Automated programs would have to be introduced for all of those. But it could be done,” he said and sat down. 
 
    Dahkal and Ryan looked at each other, pleased with his answer. Knowing what they were planning was possible and that Alex felt he could make it happen made them both feel better about their future endeavors. Dahkal looked at Alex and motioned for him to continue.  
 
    Alex nodded. “This is my engineer,” he said, motioning to the small being sitting next to him. The being stood. His face was barely higher than the tabletop. 
 
    “Greetings. I am Specialist Ranga,” said a translated voice from the speaker on his belt. The sounds that came from his mouth were deep and bubbly. It appeared his species was physically incapable of speaking Earth Common. His mouth was very small and seemed to seal tightly with every sound it made. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Ranga,” Dahkal said. “You are a Deetah, from the Deetahmahn System, yes?” 
 
    The little being cocked his head and blinked the black eyes on either side of his wide cranium. “You are familiar with my system?” 
 
    “I am,” Dahkal said with a grin. “Tell me what it is you excel at.” 
 
    Ranga stood proud as he answered the question. “I maintain the power plants and the engines. I have experience with many different forms of technology from across the galaxy, and I can make repairs and alterations on nearly any craft. I also help Alex with the designs and programming of the drones.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded in approval. “What about using technology you’ve never seen before? Are you able to adapt quickly?” 
 
    Ranga cocked his head again and blinked. “Are you saying you have technology I have not worked with yet?” 
 
    “If I did, could you adapt?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ranga said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I believe him,” Ryan said. “He looks like a genius.” 
 
    “Thank you. I will take that as a compliment,” Ranga bubbled and sat. 
 
    “No problem, man,” Ryan said and gave Ranga a thumbs up. 
 
    The grey skinned being across from Ranga and Alex stood and straightened his uniform before fixing his one large eye on Dahkal and Ryan. 
 
    “I’m Brawlt. I’m the team’s pilot. I can fly anything you put me in, and I’ll fly it better than anyone. I fly drones too. Like I said, I can fly anything. I can also help with repairs and ship maintenance,” he said in perfect Earth Common. 
 
    Dahkal grinned at the being and slapped his hand on the table, causing everyone in the room to jump, including Ryan. “Yes! I like your confidence. Be proud of your abilities! However,” he said holding his index finger up, “be sure you can do what you say you can before being boisterous about it. There is no honor in praising yourself if you cannot accomplish the feats you claim you can.” 
 
    Brawlt narrowed his eye at Dahkal and stood up strait. “Oh, I can do it. Put me at the helm, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “Spoken like a true Kroogen. Your race is known for its confidence and natural ability as pilots. I have no doubt you can do what you claim.” 
 
    Brawlt’s eye widened. “You know of my race as well?” He looked quizzically at Dahkal. “You seem very well versed in the galaxy’s races. My kind are common, but the Deetah are not,” Brawlt said, pointing at Ranga. “Do you mind if I ask why?” 
 
    Dahkal leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. “I spent many years studying the races of the galaxy. I learned their basic anatomy, their system’s form of government, and their military strategies. Along the way, I also picked up small pieces of random information, such as traits common to a species—like the Kroogen being confident and having natural pilot’s abilities. The majority of Kroogen who join mercenary companies and leave the system end up as pilots because of your race’s high tolerance for g-forces. 
 
    “Of course, there are races I do not know of. No being could possibly know them all. They are endless across the galaxy, but I am aware of and educated about a great many.” 
 
     Dahkal turned his attention to the last being at the table. “Yet, I find myself in the dark when it comes to you, my friend,” he said to the being in the environmental suit. “Why do you wear this apparatus? Are you unable to breathe the same mix of environmental gases we are?”  
 
    “An interesting choice of words,” a robotic voice stated through the speaker on the being’s chest. He stood. “The dark is precisely why I wear this suit.” 
 
    Dahkal was curious. He never turned down an opportunity to learn something new. “Intriguing. Please continue,” he said and gestured with his hand for him to go on. 
 
    With a slight nod, the being continued his explanation, “My name is Hunai, and I am a Warvat. This suit is not for respiratory purposes; it protects me from the light. You see, my race lives in underground cities on the planet Vatinik, far from the reach of our system’s starlight,” he explained. 
 
    When nobody spoke or asked another question, he continued. “When our flesh is exposed to light, it causes a very painful reaction. A horrible burn-like rash will form on the exposed area and boils will fester. If the exposure is for any extended length of time, it can lead to internal issues and even death. For all intents and purposes, we are deathly allergic to light.” 
 
    “What about artificial light?” Dahkal asked and motioned to the overhead lights. 
 
    Hunai shook his head slowly. “Unfortunately for my kind, artificial light has come a very long way over the millennia. Because so much time is spent on ships and in space stations, many species have enhanced artificial light so it closely resembles natural light. It has the same effect on our biology as the light from a star.” 
 
    He raised a gloved finger. “But there are a few forms and shades of artificial light I can be in without issue. The face shield and the inside of the neck of this helmet are fitted with a ring of those lights, so when I am in a dark environment, I can turn off the helmet’s blackout mode. This feature also allows others to see me, instead of a helmet. The interior of the face shield has the same heads-up display one might find in a mech. It feeds me information and allows me to view the world in many different spectrums,” he answered. 
 
    “Here,” Dahkal said. He reached forward and pressed a few commands on the slate connected to the conference table. A moment later, the lights went out. Another moment later, a light blue ring inside the face shield of Hunai’s helmet lit up and revealed his face. 
 
    Hunai’s face resembled that of a rodent-like species, with high, swollen cheeks, large upper front teeth accompanied by smaller sharp ones, and an elongated nasal area. Short, coarse, white hair started at a point between his eyes and veered back to cover his cranium. The hair encircled his face and continued down to cover his throat and, presumably, the rest of his body. He reached up and twisted the helmet. It clicked, then he lifted it up and off. The light around the face shield faded, and a ring of light inside the collar illuminated. 
 
    He took a deep breath, then released it. “Thank you. While my suit is comfortable and very well ventilated, it is nice be exposed to the fresh air, even if it is just recycled air on a space station. When the vents near my mouth are closed, my voice comes from the speaker. That is why it sounds like a machine. Otherwise you cannot understand what I am saying.” he said in Earth Common. A slight lisp, due to his oversized front teeth, accompanied his “s” pronunciations. “I would also like to inform you that my genetic condition will not interfere with my duties if you choose to hire us. By the way, I am our communications officer. I am also combat trained and versed in many different kinetic and laser weapons. And drones, of course,” he added and sat back down. 
 
    Dahkal chuckled at the last statement. “I was so wrapped up in learning about you and your race that I completely forgot why we were here. I have never heard of the Warvat race, but as I said, nobody can know all the races. There are too many to count.” 
 
    “May I ask you a question?” Alex asked, his face dimly lit from the light of his slate. 
 
    “By all means,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “Shoot, bud,” Ryan said. 
 
    Alex cleared his throat. “What kind of ship do you have and what sort of living conditions will we have? And of course, what sort of pay are you offering?” he inquired. 
 
    “All relevant questions,” Dahkal said. “We have an older, Gritloth frigate that has been modified and updated. Currently, we only have two living quarters set up for three large beings. However, the ship originally had four quarters and room for eight large beings. I have the necessary materials in the hold to restore such living conditions. We just need to remove the training facilities and set it back up. It will take a few days but will not be an issue.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “And the pay?” 
 
    Dahkal looked at Ryan. Ryan looked at Dahkal. They had discussed how to pay everyone before the meeting. In the end, they had decided a more unconventional method would work best for them. 
 
    “What we are prepared to offer is a bit off the beaten path,” Dahkal replied. “First, there will be no official ranks on my ship, so pay will not be based on the position you currently hold. I run the operations. When I am unable to do so, Ryan is in charge. End of story. That being said, if we decide to hire you, after all overhead expenses for each contract are paid, we will evenly split all profits. It will be an even split six ways, possibly seven. We have another interview after this one. Those are the terms. They are fair and non-negotiable.” 
 
    “I would have killed for a contract like that when I started out,” Ryan added. “Well, technically, I killed for the other contracts too…but you get what I mean. We will earn a modest amount for some contracts, and we will make a ton for others. It’ll be give and take.” 
 
    The four beings sat with their mouths open. None of them had ever heard of such a contract being offered in a mercenary company. Usually the owner or co-owners took fifty percent off the top of the profits and then paid each merc a specified amount every seven or fourteen days. Some companies paid every thirty days. It was an amazing opportunity; one they couldn’t pass up. 
 
    Alex spoke before any of his team could open their mouth and ruin their chance. “That is a most unorthodox offer, and we will gladly accept it if we are offered the opportunity to work with you. It is, as I said, unorthodox, but it is also a gracious and more-than-fair offer,” he said in the most thankful tone he could muster. 
 
    “One more thing,” Dahkal said, folding his hands together on the table. “You will keep anything and everything you see on my ship or anything you learn about me and my species secret from anyone who isn’t us unless I deem otherwise. Once you have earned my trust and I yours, perhaps more detailed knowledge will be made available to you. Until then, consider yourselves probationary employees, bound to a code of confidentiality in the workplace. It will all be in the contract you will sign.” 
 
    The four members of the drone team looked at each other. They were probably wondering the same things. What sort of being was hiring them? Was his life such a secret? If so, why? However, none of those questions negated their need for employment, housing, and credit. 
 
    “Soooo, does that mean we get the job?” Brawlt asked, his eye wide with hope. 
 
    Ryan looked up at Dahkal in the dim, blue light emitting from Hunai’s suit. “What’ch’ya think, Dragon Master?” he asked. “I like them.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Dahkal said, with a nod. “Yes. We will give you the opportunity. You seem to be an honorable group of beings. The fact that you have all worked together for a long time will be a great asset on missions. You already have trust in one another. I hope, in time, Ryan and I will be able to develop the same trust with you.” 
 
    “As do I,” Alex said. He stood and reached out his hand. 
 
    Dahkal stood and grasped the man’s hand firmly and shook it. Ryan did the same, then the two of them repeated the act with the other three team members. Dahkal sat down and pulled up the contract he had written the night before in case he and Ryan decided to hire the team. Starting with Alex, they reviewed it and read the clauses regarding payment, confidentiality, and basic mercenary contractual formalities. They all agreed to the terms and signed the document. Dahkal and Ryan then signed it and forwarded copies to everyone to keep for future reference. Once they were done, Dahkal took a biometric scan of their right hands so he could grant them access to the ship and its systems. 
 
    Dahkal addressed the new team. “Report to Winged Fury at nine hundred hours tomorrow morning, and we will begin re-constructing the living quarters. Once construction is complete, you may move in at your convenience. As of this moment, you are all authorized crew members. I am excited to see what awaits us in the future.” 
 
    “Most exhilarating,” Ranga said. “I am eager to see your vessel and to look at your power plants and engines. I gather they are different from anything I have ever seen before.” 
 
    “You will not be disappointed,” Dahkal said with a smile. “Now, if you will excuse Ryan and me, we have another interview.” 
 
    Hunai replaced his helmet and activated the face shield’s blackout mode before Dahkal brought up the room’s lights. Once everyone’s eyes adjusted, the newly hired crew left the conference room, giving thanks as they exited. 
 
    Ryan held out a closed fist and Dahkal bumped his own much larger fist into it. “That went pretty good. I think they’ll do well with us,” he said. 
 
    “I have high hopes for them,” Dahkal agreed. “We shall find out.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the conference room’s buzzer sounded again. Dahkal grinned mischievously at Ryan and entered the command to open the door. It slid aside and revealed a man wearing navy blue fatigues. A thick red stripe ran from the top of the uniform’s right shoulder to the red stripe that ran down the front of the right pant leg. The pant legs were tucked into black combat boots that had been shined to perfection. A name patch on the uniform said D. Monday, and the bar on his collar indicated he was as a lieutenant. 
 
    The man was broad and muscular, standing a modest five and a half feet tall. He had a bushy, black beard with hints of red in it. His hair was black and shaggy on top, and the sides were shaved close to his head, just above ear level. It was combed straight back over his head. On the right side of his face was a high intensity burn scar that lead to where an ear used to be. 
 
    Ryan’s eyes widened, and he quickly jumped up from his seat. “You!” he yelled and balled his fists at his sides. He looked down at Dahkal, who was doing a poor job hiding the fact that he thought this was hilarious. “You knew he was the one coming, didn’t you!?” 
 
    Dahkal composed himself as best he could before he answered, “I did not at first. I read his resume and looked over his background check before I saw his picture. He is younger and clean shaven in the picture, and he does not have the telling scar on his face. But I recognized him. His record is impressive. I believe you should give him a chance to interview.” 
 
    The man in the doorway stepped across the threshold, entered the conference room, and stood at attention. “Lieutenant Dustyn Monday, reporting as scheduled, sirs,” he said respectfully. He briefly locked eyes with Ryan and then looked straight ahead, concentrating on a spot on the wall between Ryan and Dahkal. 
 
    Dahkal stood and smiled at him. “At ease, Lieutenant Monday. Have a seat and let’s talk.” 
 
    Both Ryan and Monday sat. Ryan cast a hateful look in his friend’s direction and then stared at the man he had been in a fight with the night before. The lieutenant looked at Ryan, then at the wall ahead of him, then down to his hands, obviously unsure of where to set his gaze in such an awkward situation. 
 
    Dahkal noticed and laughed. “Relax. Last night’s interaction will not dampen your chances of being hired. This will be a fair interview, based on your abilities, not on a mistake made while you were intoxicated.” 
 
    Lieutenant Monday nodded nervously and turned to face Dahkal. “I apologize to both of you for my behavior. I had too many drinks and acted poorly. I spent most of yesterday running drills in a virtual simulator and training with some other guys I met. I was at the bar, blowing off some steam. I didn’t even bother to change out of my armor before I went.” 
 
    He sighed before continuing, “I would like to say that had I known you were hiring for a mercenary company, I would have acted differently, but that would probably have been a lie. When the Bolts released me this morning after I sobered up, I realized I needed to get a job. I’ve got too much time to sit around and make dumb decisions. Plus, my credit is getting lower than I’m comfortable with, and I need to do some maintenance on my mech. That isn’t free,” he said, humbly. “I saw the posting online when I got to my room. I’m not a drone guy by any means, but I figure a merc outfit can always use a mech pilot. So, I applied. I was pretty surprised to get such a fast response.”  
 
    Dahkal took in the man’s words and watched his body language. He could tell the man was truly remorseful for his actions. He spread his hands apart, palms up, on the table. “All is forgiven, Lieutenant. I appreciate your honesty and your resolve. When you saw us, after the door opened, you could have easily walked away. Yet, you chose the harder path and faced us. I like that. It shows me you have a sense of propriety, honor, and self-respect,” he said. 
 
    “When you aren’t intoxicated, that is,” he added with a sly grin. “I’m sure my friend here would agree with me. Right, Ryan?” 
 
    Ryan continued to stare at Monday for a moment before taking a deep breath and exaggeratedly releasing it. He looked at Dahkal and then back at Monday. “Dahkal’s right. That took a lot. What happened, happened. No big deal. No hard feelings. I haven’t had the opportunity to see your resume. Are you from Earth?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “No, I’ve been there a few times in recent years, but that’s not where I’m from. I was born in the Dead System on Station Seventeen.” 
 
    Ryan pulled back in surprise. “The Dead System? I’ve never heard of it.” He looked at Dahkal who just smiled at him. “Let me guess, you have.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “I have, but I will let the lieutenant tell you about his home.” He motioned for Monday to continue. 
 
    Monday shook his head and smiled. “They call it the Dead System because all the planets that used to be there are dead. It’s empty now. There used to be six planets, I think, but something happened, and all that’s left of them are some massive asteroids and asteroid belts,” he explained. “It’s like they were all destroyed by something. Or maybe they all collided with each other. Who knows?” he asked, with a shrug.  
 
    He continued, “A little over four hundred years ago, some guy found it and built a space station there. Now there are nineteen of them. They all orbit the system’s star at about the same distance from it as Earth. Only humans used to be there, but now all kinds of different beings live on the stations.” 
 
    Ryan looked amazed. “So you never walked on a planet as a kid?” 
 
    Monday shook his head. “Nope, but that was normal for me. I was born and raised in space. To me, life on a planet seemed crazy and weird. Random storms that can destroy homes, the inability to control temperature or the amount of light, wild animals everywhere—it all sounded so inconvenient and dangerous. Of course, as I grew up, I understood more.” 
 
     “That’s crazy and extremely interesting,” Ryan said. “But, getting back to the interview, can you tell us about your mercenary skills and experience?” 
 
    “I can, sir,” Monday said, his posture perking up a little. “But can you guys call me Monday? No need for formalities unless you prefer them.” 
 
    “Less formal is perfect, Monday. And you can stop calling us sir,” Ryan said. 
 
    Monday nodded and turned his chair to face them. “So, I’m a mech pilot. I own my own machine, and I have a portable charging station for it, as well the tools to maintain it. A couple years ago I was with an outfit that went bankrupt, and in place of credit, they gave us our mechs and charging stations. I think they wrote them off as losses in battle, but I got my own mech, so it’s no skin off my back,” he said, with a shrug. 
 
    “Who would have skinned your back?” Dahkal asked, his eyes wide with surprise. “That is barbaric. Over a suit of mechanized armor?” 
 
    Monday looked as confused as Dahkal and turned toward Ryan. Ryan was covering his mouth and silently laughing to himself. He removed his hand, revealing a huge grin. “He doesn’t get human turns of phrase. He thinks you literally meant someone would have skinned your back.” 
 
    Monday laughed. “Oh, I see. That’s pretty funny. Sorry, that just means it didn’t cost me anything, and I won’t be the one who gets caught for tax fraud. That mech and the charging station are worth much more than they would have paid me in credit. I was happy to make the trade.” 
 
    “Could have just said that to begin with,” Dahkal mumbled. He crossed his arms and sat back to allow Ryan to finish the interview. 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “How much experience do you have in the mech? Is that your only skill or do you have other training? On warships, for instance.” 
 
    Monday nodded with his lower jaw jutted forward. “I’ve been in plenty of battles with my mech. I got certified around eight years ago. Honestly, I feel more comfortable in it than I do in my own skin. I’d rather not go into detail about the battles. I’ve lost a lot of good friends and soldiers. I prefer not to dredge up those emotions. Everything is in my portfolio if you would like to read it,” he said with a haunted look in his eyes. 
 
    Ryan held up a hand in understanding. “No need. I’ve been on the battlefield plenty myself. Quite recently, as a matter of fact, and I know what you mean. I’m sorry for your losses.” 
 
    Monday nodded slowly. “As am I for yours.” Monday cleared his throat and composed himself before speaking again. “Aside from being on the frontline, I primarily tend to work as security. As far as warships go, I can perform emergency repairs during battle and assist wherever I am needed. I spent about a year on a light battlecruiser with Mier’s Fliers. Picked up a lot of ship time on that job,” Monday said. “Got into a few battles where stuff got hairy, but we came out on top. In the last space battle, a missile penetrated the portside aft shields, and the hull was breached, exposing several decks to open space. I assisted in repairing numerous emergency systems and closing off those areas to keep the ship alive.” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes widened a little, and he sat forward. “Wow, you really have run the gauntlet.” 
 
    “Yep. But that’s the life of a merc. Each contract could be your last. It’s why we get paid like we do,” Monday said. 
 
    Ryan leaned against the backrest of his chair. “Well, I think I’ve heard plenty. I’m willing to hire you as long as Dahkal is,” he said, and he looked at his friend. “I think he’ll more than contribute, man.” 
 
     Dahkal nodded. “I have the same impression. Congratulations, Monday. You are hired, pending your agreement with the conditions.” 
 
    “What conditions are those?” Monday asked. 
 
    Dahkal and Ryan went over the method of payment and non-usage of rank with Monday as they had with the drone team. Monday was pleased about being paid an equal share of the profits as opposed to a set rate. They went over the living conditions and informed him they had hired a diverse group of beings just before their meeting with him, and he would meet them in the morning. 
 
    Dahkal asked if Monday had any issues working with beings who were not human and might have different needs than his at times. Monday assured them he had worked with many different races and was not xenophobic. He said a member of a four-legged species called the Tralphanought had saved his life in battle once. He still had the being’s contact information and conversed with him regularly. Dahkal was pleased to hear this and made a mental note to inquire about the being later. Monday shook their hands and exited with the promise to meet them on Winged Fury at nine hundred hours the next morning. 
 
    “That was a sneaky trick,” Ryan said when they were alone again. 
 
    Dahkal smiled. “Yes, but it worked out. I’m glad I sent him the message to come interview. I’m quite impressed with him.” 
 
    “Me too. He’s certainly not what I thought he was last night. I wanted to ask about the scar, but I think it’s a touchy subject. Maybe another time when we’re all a little more used to each other,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Probably for the best. Let’s go eat. I want to see if Ginger gives you more dirty looks.”  
 
    “Man, you better fix the mess you’ve made,” Ryan said, shaking his head as they walked toward the lift. “Married. You had to go there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gortal paced back in forth in anticipation as he watched Emperor Draktal remove his armor. He could hear the murmurs of the crowd behind him, still in shock from what they had just witnessed. This was history in the making—they were about to see the rise of a new emperor. He would bring great changes to the system and his fellow Sheingal. He would build them into a great force that would be feared throughout the galaxy once again. He would be the greatest emperor his race had ever seen. The historians would revere him as the Savior of Sheinrah, and his actions would be praised for all time. 
 
    He ceased his thoughts of domination long enough to steal a glance at Teagan. She was watching him from the other side of the room with a worried look on her face. He assumed she had been just as surprised as the rest of the beings in the great hall. During their dinner together the night before, she had been sure he was going to take the Imperial Journey of Succession. He had not confided his true plans, though he had never actually said he was going to choose the journey either. He hoped that this would not have a negative effect on their relationship as he was very fond of her. She would make a strong empress; he was certain of it. But those thoughts and plans would have to wait; he needed to handle the situation at hand first. 
 
    He turned to look at his father, but he only saw his mother. She stood in front of him with tear-filled, pleading eyes. She clasped her hands together and held them tightly to her chest as she inched closer to him. It appeared she was struggling to find the words she wanted to say. Gortal’s face softened at the sight. He held nothing against her. Quite the contrary; he loved his mother. She had not been responsible for weakening their system. That rested on the shoulders of his father and every emperor prior to him, including those who had closed their gate to the rest of the galaxy. He would resolve this, but first, the emperor had to fall, even if he was his father. Sacrifices had to be made. 
 
    Hands on his chest and cheek brought him out of his thoughts again. He heard his mother’s voice shake as she pleaded, “Please, Gortal. Don’t do this. He is your father; you are my son. We have already lost your brother. I cannot bear to lose another of my hatchlings or to lose your father. Please, I beg of you, do not make me endure this.” She pressed her forehead into his broad chest. 
 
    Gortal put his hands on his mother’s shoulders and held her as he spoke in a calm, collected voice. “This will be hard on us all, no matter the outcome. But it is what I must do. I’ve made my decision. I’m sorry for the pain you are feeling now and for the pain you will feel in the future.” He sighed heavily. “It will pass in time, and I hope you can forgive me, whether I am dead or still in this life. Pain and loss are necessary for growth and development. They make us stronger and better prepare us for what lies ahead. I am doing what must be done, Mother.” 
 
    Shaelan slowly pushed herself away from his chest and looked deeply into his green eyes. He thought she was searching for something. Guilt or remorse, perhaps? She would find none. He knew, down to his very essence, he was doing the right thing. She stepped away from him and put a hand to her mouth to stifle the sobs desperately trying to escape her. Without another word, she turned, walked back up the stairs, and embraced Veenan as she lost control. 
 
    A furious female voice erupted beside him. “What has gotten into you? Are you insane? You’ve always been crass, and even a bit mean, but I never thought you would do something like this. Look what you’re doing to Mother!” He turned and saw the angry, blue eyes of his sister. 
 
    He grunted before speaking. “Hello, Reuan. You should be up on the stage. No matter the outcome of this battle, you will be the First Heir of Sheinrah. You will have many new responsibilities and obligations.” 
 
    “Is that all you have to say?” she asked, completely at a loss. “Are you so hungry for power you don’t have a problem killing your own father? Our father?” She gestured between the two of them with her finger. 
 
    “IT HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH WANTING POWER FOR MYSELF!” Gortal yelled at her, anger flashing in his eyes. Many of the beings in the room looked their way when they heard the commotion. He took a breath to calm himself before speaking again. “It is for the greater good of our system and the beings in it. It is time we stop hiding from the rest of existence and reclaim our place in the galaxy.” 
 
    He continued, speaking more calmly. “The closed gate not only keeps others out, it keeps the Sheingal in. It takes a royal decree for anyone to leave here. If the reason is not dire, it is denied. We have been prisoners for thousands of years, and nobody realizes it except me. Our emperors have kept us hostage for far too long. I will end it, and at the same time I will take us back to the galactic standing we once held. The galaxy will know our strength”  
 
    Reuan glared at Gortal. “There are many who would call such a leader a war monger and a tyrant.”  
 
    “Only those who wish to be tried for treason,” he said, returning her glare. His tone implied he was not only warning her but giving her an ultimatum should he take the throne. 
 
    Reuan motioned to Gortal and then up to her father, who was removing the last of his armor. “This would be considered treason in most systems.” 
 
    Gortal continue to glare back at his her. “We are not in most systems. We are in the Sheinrah System. Remember where your loyalty lies, Sister. I hope, by tonight’s end, you come to your senses one way or the other. There is more at stake than our bloodline. Now, go take your place as the First Heir. Your life, as you know it, is about to change.” Reuan continued to stare at him angrily for a moment before she quickly walked away to stand with the rest of their family on the stage. 
 
    Emperor Draktal stood there, looking down at Gortal. Draktal wore nothing but a silver waist cloth trimmed in gold. The sheen of his opal scales gleamed in the light of the great hall. It’s a shame he is one of the few males with that genetic trait. Perhaps my offspring will carry the same gene, Gortal thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Draktal removed the last of his armor and turned and looked down to face his son from the platform. Gortal was waiting on the main floor of the great hall, where the traditional Battle of Ascension would take place. Guards had already removed many tables and decorative pieces to clear the area. This would not be the first and, unfortunately, not the last time this type of battle would happen. There had been times in the past when it was necessary, but most occurred because an heir had more hunger for power than they had honor or patience. 
 
    Draktal was full of mixed emotions. On one hand, he was fighting for his life. He would need to employ every fighting skill he had. On the other hand, he was fighting his son. Could he really force himself not to hold back? He had never thought he would be in this situation. He had raised good, honorable beings. What had gone wrong? What had he missed? 
 
    It didn’t matter now. The choice had been made, and he was bound to it by oath and honor. He would fight Gortal to the death. He would either remain the emperor, or he would fall, and Gortal would be named the new emperor. Draktal was sure if Gortal sat on the throne, irreparable damage would be done to this system and many others. This could not be allowed. He only had one choice. Win. Kill Gortal and prevent his rise to power. His mate might hate him forever for it, and that might break him, but he had no alternative. He would deal with the aftermath and try to piece things back together. I don’t want to do this. I must put an end to a life I helped create, nurtured, and loved unconditionally. This is going to haunt me for the rest of this life and the next. 
 
    With heavy heart and conscience, the emperor walked over to his family to embrace them for what he hoped wasn’t the last time. He clasped wrists with his brother and Veenan’s mate. He offered his appreciation for their companionship and support through the years. He embraced Veenan as a sister and thanked her as well. He asked them to look after Shaelan should he fall, and they assured him they would always be there for her, Reuan, and even Gortal should they need them. 
 
    Reuan walked up to him as she returned to the platform. He had noticed she was on the floor, talking to Gortal, moments before. She had probably been trying to reason with him. To no avail, no doubt. She gave him the traditional Sheingal warriors’ salute before she hugged him as if it were the last time. 
 
    Reuan looked up at with a worried expression. “Father, I don’t know how to say this, and I can’t believe I have to, but you must win. You have to. He’s not the brother I thought he was. Something has changed. Or perhaps, he was always like this and hid it so well we didn’t know. But I do know he can’t win,” she said with fear in her voice. “I am afraid of what else he may be capable of.” 
 
    Draktal took in his daughter’s words and her posture. Her mind was sound, and her plea was from necessity and void of personal emotion. She would make a fine leader one day. He felt his heart fill with pride; at least he had not failed her. 
 
    He cupped her face in his hands as he spoke. “You are as insightful as you are beautiful. One day, you will lead a great many beings and be a great asset to our system. I am proud of the Sheingal you are becoming. That took courage to say. He is your brother and my son. However, that does not make you any less right,” Draktal said. 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Reuan said. The magnitude of her father’s words was apparent in her eyes. 
 
    Draktal’s face and voice turned serious. “Reuan, I need you to maintain your composure, should I fall. Your mother will need your strength. She will lean on you. You will become the First Heir and next in line for the throne. The beings of Shein will need you more than ever if he takes the seat of power.” 
 
    Reuan nodded. “Yeah, he reminded me my life will change forever tonight when I tried to talk to him. He thinks he is doing the right thing,” she said. 
 
    Draktal sighed deeply. “I know he does. That is what concerns me. I don’t know where this ideology came from. But I do know that I must end it here and now,” he said. The emperor released his daughter and turned to walk away, but he stopped and spoke to Reuan again. “I want you to know you have been one of the great joys in my life, Reuan. I need you to know that. It has been an honor and a privilege to be your father. None could ask for a better daughter. I love you.” 
 
    Reuan’s eyes filled with tears. She lurched forward and hugged him again. “I love you too, Father.” She pushed herself back and stood straight, wiping the tears from her face. “But don’t fall. Look down on his body in pity when it is over. We need you.” 
 
    Draktal nodded to his daughter and turned to his mate. She was a nervous wreck, on course for a complete nervous breakdown. He had never seen her in such a condition. She had always been able to hold her composure and remain strong through any situation, though losing a hatchling, then losing another hatchling or a mate would cause any being to break. Not to mention that one of them would be the cause of the other’s death. 
 
    She rushed to him, wrapped her arms around him in a vice-like embrace, and buried her face against his chest as she wept. He returned the sentiment as he held back the tears that fought fiercely to escape his eyes. He loved Shaelan more than life itself. If he weren’t fighting to save the system from uncertain turmoil, he would be fighting to spare her more heartache. No matter the outcome of this night, her heart would break more than it already had. This cut him to his core, but his hands were tied. There was no alternative. 
 
    Shaelan wailed into his chest “You don’t have to do this! You don’t have to die, nor do you have to kill him!” She continued to speak as she sobbed. “Plea-he-he-heese…I cannot lose any more of my family.” 
 
    Draktal took a deep breath, relishing the scent of her perfume, and hugged her close, though it would never feel close enough. “I’m sorry, my love. One of us must fall. If I step aside and relinquish power to him, many innocent lives will be lost instead of just mine. My honor and loyalty to the beings who look to me for leadership and protection will not allow me to concede their fates. Not even for your sake.” 
 
    Shaelan looked up at him. “Damn your honor, Draktal. And damn your sense of duty to everyone but yourself,” she whispered harshly. 
 
    Draktal laughed and smiled at her. “Isn’t that what made you fall for me?” 
 
    She tried to hold back the smile, but it formed anyway. “Yes, it is. And it is why I love you still,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes and trying to gather herself. “I’m sorry for falling apart. I know I need to be strong right now.” 
 
    Draktal slowly shook his head, put his hand on the side of her face, and lightly rubbed her cheek with his thumb. “You have nothing to apologize for. Somewhere along the way, I failed Gortal, and this is the outcome. No matter what happens, stay strong and know that nothing is your fault.” He looked deep into her green eyes. Gortal has her eyes, he thought. He leaned in and kissed her long and deep. “I love you,” he said, then he turned and walked away before she could say anything else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowd behind Gortal was silent as Draktal walked away from the royal family to stand at the edge of the platform. They met each other’s gaze. Draktal broke the stare and addressed the assembled beings with his fists balled at his sides. Gortal noticed his wings flexing in anticipation, the same way his were. 
 
    “The choice has been made!” Draktal exclaimed. “As is our law, our tradition, and our choice, we will battle to the death. The Sheingal standing at the end will be Emperor of the Sheinrah System and lead the beings in it. Those of you here, in the great hall, and those of you viewing on your tri-v devices at home are about to witness history. If I fall and my son claims the throne, I want you to know it has been an honor to serve you.” 
 
    He panned the crowd, making eye contact with several and nodding to some. “It is part of our laws and traditions that no being interferes with the contest. If anyone aids either of us or brings dishonor to the bout, they will be tried for treason. You all know the punishment! Please, honor our ways and honor Gortal’s choice,” he added. 
 
    There were no objections. All knew the code of honor and the laws that enforced it. None would intervene. None would refute the outcome.  
 
    Gortal watched his father leap from the platform and land ten feet below with ease. The years had not slowed him much. He was still as agile as ever, and fast—biological benefits to the long lives of the Sheingal. They stayed in good physical shape with proper diet and exercise. His father practiced this with diligence, and it showed. 
 
    The duo had trained together many times in Gortal’s life, and his father had never once failed to surprise him. Gortal would have to fight his father with intelligence and instinct, rather than brute strength and force. Strength and force might have worked on the soldiers in the ranks, but not on his father. They had never worked on Dahkal either. But he was not the same fighter he was the last time he trained with his father, or Dahkal, for that matter. No, he had evolved into a more observant, tactical fighter. At least he hoped so. He would need to be for this fight. This…battle of ascension. 
 
    The emperor nodded to his son. “You’re sure this is what you want? We can still end this without bloodshed,” Draktal said in a smooth voice. He spread his arms slightly, palms out. 
 
    Gortal snorted and began to slowly circle their weapons. Draktal mimicked his actions. Neither looked away from the other. 
 
    “It is not my blood that will be shed here tonight, Father. Of this, I am sure,” Gortal replied coldly. 
 
    The emperor let out a quick sigh. “I wish it were neither, but if this is what you desire, then you will have it!” he exclaimed as Gortal’s back aligned with the wall of the platform overlooking the great hall. 
 
    Draktal rushed in low and fast, cocking his right fist to throw an uppercut. Gortal stepped back to avoid the hit, lifted his chin in the air, and spread his arms a little wider to keep his balance. To his surprise, the uppercut was not the true attack. Draktal planted his wing tips in the stone floor, used them to catapult his feet forward, and landed a double dropkick on Gortal’s unprotected sternum. The attack happened so fast, Gortal didn’t register what was happening until it was too late. 
 
    The air was knocked out of Gortal’s lungs, and he crashed into the wall behind him. His father was quick to seize the opportunity. Gortal felt the furious blows from Draktal’s fists as they connected with his midsection and face, one after the other. The emperor was ridiculously fast. 
 
    Gortal brought his arms up to protect his face from the barrage of iron-like punches. He lashed out with the talons atop his wings to create space between them, hoping to land a lucky strike. Draktal dodged the attack, giving Gortal the opportunity to push ahead and get off the wall. 
 
    With some room to breathe, the larger warrior rushed forward, quicker than the emperor expected, and wrapped Draktal in a bear hug. Gortal lifted him off the ground and spun toward the center of the fighting area. He slammed the emperor onto the stone floor with his entire mass, pinning his wings and disorienting him. Gortal straddled the emperor and lifted himself just high enough to rain down right elbow jabs while his left hand restrained Draktal’s right. 
 
    Hot, searing pain shot through his right side, causing Gortal to roar. He felt warm liquid running down his side and thigh. He glanced down and saw that Draktal’s left claws were dug into and tearing through the flesh and scales just under his ribs. He reached back, grabbed Draktal’s wrist, and extracted the claws from his flesh. He realized he had made another mistake when the area between his neck and shoulder exploded with horrible pain as Draktal sank his fangs in as far as they would go. 
 
    Gortal howled in agony, stood, grabbed the flesh on the back of Draktal’s neck, and sank his claws in. Blood poured from the claw wounds over the emperor’s pure opal scales. He pulled as hard as he could until Draktal’s fangs released him. When they did, Gortal slammed his forehead into his father’s twice as hard as he could. With the emperor dazed, Gortal released his right arm, grabbed his tail, and tossed him across the room. Only, the emperor did not land in a heap. Instead, he oriented himself in the air, spread his wings, and glided just inches above the floor. 
 
    Gortal watched as his father tucked his head and shoulders, and rolled from the air onto his feet again. Draktal quickly brought himself up and turned to face Gortal, gouging the stone with his claws as he brought himself to a halt. Blood ran from his nostrils and mouth from the elbows he received as well as from biting Gortal. A red puddle started to form at his feet as blood from the wounds on his neck ran down his back.  
 
    Gortal mentally assessed his own wounds. His shoulder was bleeding profusely as was his side. And he had a possible broken rib from the initial dropkick. That attack had been unexpected. He was breathing heavily, and he was worried he was losing too much blood. He felt like they had been at it for an hour, though it had only been about two minutes. He rolled his shoulders, flexed his wings, and roared ferociously at his father, baring his claws and teeth. Draktal, unintimidated, returned the action in kind. 
 
    “You’re still pretty nimble for an older being,” Gortal taunted. “That first attack was new. You’re still developing new tactics, I see.” 
 
    Draktal spit a wad of blood and bits of scale on the floor before he answered. “And you remain just a brawler, I see. Still relying only on your size and strength.” 
 
    Gortal sneered and growled deeply with hatred. “Enough talk!” He charged. 
 
    Draktal spread his wings flat and spun like a rotating blade as they came together. Gortal was prepared for this move—it was one of Dahkal’s favorites—and leapt high over Draktal, landing on the ground behind him. He grabbed the emperor’s tail and was about to snatch him off the floor when he heard steel scraping across stone. His eyes widened as he realized he had been all that was between Draktal and the weapons until he jumped over his attack. Draktal had been going for his sword, and Gortal had fallen for it. He cursed himself and quickly rolled to the side, just in time to see light glint off the blade as it barely missed his face. 
 
    He quickly got to his feet and dodged several more attacks as Draktal swung and jabbed the sword at Gortal’s vital areas. Draktal took an uncharacteristic, wide, forehanded swing, leaving his ribs open. Gortal swung, putting all his weight behind the punch, and connected. He could feel bones break beneath his fist with the impact. Draktal cried out in pain and fell to a knee, but only for split second. He rose in an instant, swinging the sword in a backhanded strike, but it was too late. 
 
    Gortal dove for his war hammer, grasped the upright handle as he rolled over it, and came up to a knee with a savage grin on his face. Draktal’s sword came down on him again, and he met the blade with the solid steel head of his hammer. Sparks flew as the two weapons met. Gortal rose to his feet, pushing Draktal’s blade higher as the two weapons remained pressed against each other. Gortal took a step forward and, with his great strength, shoved back on the emperor’s sword, causing Draktal to take several steps backward. It was not without cost; Gortal felt gut-wrenching pain through the muscles between his right shoulder and neck. Draktal’s teeth had done significant damage. He could wield his hammer, but not with his usual precision and gusto. 
 
    Gortal’s chest heaved as he struggled to catch his breath. He was beginning to feel the effects of losing so much blood. That his heart was about to beat out of his chest didn’t help. The mangled warrior knew he would have to finish the fight quickly, before his father could formulate a strategy to take advantage of his injuries, if he hadn’t already. 
 
    Draktal, also covered in blood, didn’t look as if he were faring any better. He was using both hands to wield his sword and breathing heavily. He winced with each breath due to the shattered ribs in his side. His tail dragged on the ground, and his wings drooped with fatigue. Blood from both warriors stained the floor of the great hall. 
 
    The beings in attendance remained silent, waiting to see who would prevail and lead them into their future. Gortal looked up to the stage for a split second and saw his family, watching intently. His mother was on her knees, tears steadily flowing from her eyes. Reuan glared at him in anger, confusion, and uncertainty. 
 
    Draktal swung his sword from the side, and Gortal parried the attack with his hammer. Then again and again. The sound of the steel weapons clashing reverberated throughout the hall, and sparks erupted each time the two weapons connected. Bits of steel flew from Draktal’s sword, and the edge rolled a little with every blocked attack. It was beginning to look like a large, serrated blade. If anything, it was now more dangerous than it had been before. A landed strike with the blade would gouge, shred, and pull the flesh, along with slicing it, inflicting horrendous pain. 
 
    Gortal smacked another forehanded swing away with his hammer and reached out with his left hand to grasp Draktal’s sword hand. He tightened his hold and pushed his father’s arm and sword high in the air, trying to shove him back. As soon as he did, his foot exploded in pain as Draktal plunged a wingtip into it. 
 
     A thunderous bellow of pain escaped the challenger, and he brought his hammer straight up into the emperor’s jaw. The connection broke one of the emperor’s incisors, and sent the piece flying across the room. Draktal had managed to avoid most of the attack, but Gortal was able to land enough of the strike to inflict significant damage. Draktal extracted the wingtip from Gortal’s foot and stumbled backward. Gortal gritted his teeth and ignored the pain as he balanced on the injured foot and landed a forward heel kick on Draktal’s sternum with the other. 
 
    Gortal attacked with the hammer, high and wide, attempting to bash the emperor’s skull in as he stumbled, but with his injuries, he wasn’t fast enough. Draktal reversed the grip on his sword with his right hand and used it as one would use a dagger. He stabbed at the handle of Gortal’s war hammer, and the jagged blade skidded across the handle until the curved guard caught it, and it slid up and locked where the handle was welded to the steel head of the hammer. Using both hands, Draktal shoved as hard as he could toward the floor and dislodged the weapon from Gortal’s grip.  
 
    Gortal watched in what seemed like slow motion as the hammer dropped from his hand. His father released his grip, twisted his body around, and landed a left elbow to Gortal’s temple. The emperor continued the rotation and struck Gortal in the same temple with the butt of his sword, and he stumbled. 
 
    As Gortal fell to a knee, Emperor Draktal sliced his weapon through the air in a backhanded attack. The blade connected, slicing Gortal open from his right armpit up to his collar bone, then across the right side of his face, under his eye, and across his snout. As the battle-worn blade’s edge cut and ripped through Gortal’s scales and flesh, the pain was more than he could endure. He lost his voice and felt nothing but unrelenting agony. Before he could fully register what had happened, a pearl, clawed foot connected with a devastating third strike to his right temple. Everything went hazy as he crumpled to the floor in a massive heap and rolled to his back. 
 
    When his eyes focused, he saw that his father had taken a stance next to him. Gortal’s eyes widened as he watched in disbelief as Draktal raised his sword with blood-soaked hands. I have fallen after all; now, this life ends for me. At least I will do so in battle, with a more than worthy opponent, my father, the emperor. An honorable demise, he thought as he locked eyes with his father. He grinned in the face of death as Draktal thrust the blade down to end the Imperial Battle of Ascension. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a shame we have to take this training room apart,” Alex said while unbolting a weight bench from the floor. “This would have been amazing to have for long contracts. I guess we’ll have to make do with resistance bands and such.” 
 
    “Gotta have somewhere to sleep,” Monday said. “And I prefer a bed as opposed to a couch in the common area.” He and Brawlt were bringing up the original wall panels from the hold to reinstall for the crew quarters. 
 
    “I agree with the hairy human,” Brawlt said as they sat a panel down. 
 
    “Chicks dig a guy with a sweet beard,” Monday said, running a hand over the length of his substantial facial hair. 
 
    Alex smiled and ran a hand over his own face. “Nah, man. They like a clean-cut man. El guapo,” he retorted. 
 
    “He thinks he’s pretty,” Brawlt said, motioning a hand at Alex, which caused Monday to laugh again. 
 
    “To each their own, I guess. Don’t think I’ve ever been, or wanted to be, referred to as pretty.” He made air quotes as he said the word “pretty.” 
 
    “Neither of you are pretty,” Dahkal said as he entered the room. He was accompanied by Ryan and Hunai. “Hunai will take over for you here, Alex. I have a special project I would like you to get to work on immediately. Ranga is waiting for us in the bay.” 
 
    “Sure, Dahkal,” Alex said. He stood and handed his tools to Hunai. 
 
    Hunai accepted the tools. “Thank you. I see you have made quite a bit of progress,” the robotic voice said from the speaker on his chest. 
 
    “Yeah, looks like it’s moving fast,” Ryan agreed. “I’ll be back up here in a minute to give you guys a hand and move my stuff to Dahkal’s room.” 
 
    “Ryan, may I speak with you?” Hunai asked. 
 
    “What’s up, Hunai?” Ryan asked, motioning for Dahkal and Alex to go ahead. 
 
    Hunai stepped closer to address him more directly. “I still believe it is unnecessary for you and Dahkal to have to share quarters with another being,” he said. “There is room for eight beings on this ship. The quarters were designed for Gritloth, so we could comfortably fit three of us in one room. That would allow two of us to have their own private quarters. That privilege should go to you and Dahkal. Not me, though I am greatly appreciative of and humbled by the offer.” 
 
    Ryan smiled and put a hand on Hunai’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, man. Godzilla and I discussed it at length. You should have a space you can go to with proper lighting so you can get out of this thing,” he said, tugging gently on the material of Hunai’s suit. “It’s not right for us to deny you that simple pleasure. We want you to be comfortable. Like you said, the rooms are plenty big. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Thank you. But who’s Godzilla?” Hunai asked. 
 
    Ryan laughed. “I thought you guys went to Earth. You never came across that reference?” 
 
    Hunai shook his head. “No.” 
 
    Ryan shrugged. “I guess it’s not a common reference anymore. Godzilla’s a giant lizard that fed off radiation and fought monsters and stuff in some old Earth movies. Like, really old. Thousands of years ago. You can still find them on the net though. I love old Earth cinema.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. You are referring to Dahkal,” Hunai said. 
 
    Ryan smiled and winked at him. “You got it,” he said and pointed at him. “Now, enough about the rooms. You said you have lights you can use without issue, so let’s get those installed. The rest of us will pair up, and it’ll all be fine. Thanks for the offer, but we really want you to be able to relax in your off time.” 
 
    “We’re also going to install a second set of lighting on the bridge so when you’re up there, we can switch over, and you can take the helmet off. There’ll be times when we need regular lights for operations, and obviously to maintain a regular circadian rhythm, but we can certainly find ways to accommodate you,” he added. 
 
    After a moment, Hunai responded. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you,” he stammered. “I have worked on several ships and been a part of many missions and never once have I been offered such accommodations.” 
 
    Ryan grinned. “You’ve never worked with beings who care then. We do. About all your needs,” he said, looking at Monday and Brawlt as well. “This is going to be much different from any crew you’ve worked with before. So you guys had better get used to it. I gotta catch up with Dahkal, but I’ll be back to help.” He turned and headed for the bay. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Did you get them settled?” Dahkal asked as Ryan joined them at the bay entrance. 
 
    “Yeah, Hunai was trying to get us to keep our own quarters. I squashed that, though,” Ryan answered. 
 
    “Good. He deserves comfort, too,” Dahkal said, nodding. 
 
    Alex spoke up. “Thank you, guys, for doing that. Hunai has never been on a ship where the crew tried to accommodate his needs before. I’m sure he doesn’t know how to feel right now. I know I don’t.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled at the man and shrugged. “We all have our differences and needs. We’re a team now and should treat one another as such.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ranga said from below them. His small stature made it easy to forget he was in the same room. “May we enter the bay now? I am curious to see this special project you want us to work on.” 
 
    “You didn’t show them yet?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “No,” Dahkal said, shaking his head. “I was waiting for you.” He tapped the access panel on the wall, and the hatch leading into the bay slid aside. 
 
    “These…are your special project,” Dahkal said, stepping inside the bay. 
 
    He spread his arms wide, his wings spreading slightly with them, and slowly spun amid the twenty miniature battlecruisers and their replicators. They had received them as payment or purchased them in the Herrupa System. Alex and Ranga stepped inside, their mouths open in disbelief. Ryan grinned wildly behind them. 
 
    “Crazy, right?” Ryan exclaimed. 
 
    Alex turned to him and then back to Dahkal. “Are these actual battlecruisers? Like real ships with shields, engines, power plants, missiles, and everything?” 
 
    “And everything,” Dahkal said with a sly grin on his face. 
 
    “Most intriguing. I have many questions,” Ranga said. He was already reaching for his slate to begin preliminary scans on the ships. 
 
    Dahkal held his palms up. “All I can tell you is that we found ourselves somewhere by accident, and things worked out in our favor. We are bound by our word to say no more than that.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” Alex said. “If you gained these honestly and you took an oath, that’s all I need to know. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I hired you and your team because you specialize in drones, Alex,” Dahkal said. “I want you to combine the best features of these two ships and create the best drone battleship possible, with all the bells and whistles.” 
 
    Alex approached a Lequan battlecruiser and ran his hand down the hull. “I need so much information for that. Do you have the schematics and programming for all the systems? If not, it’s going to take me a while to figure it all out.”  
 
    Dahkal walked over to a workstation on the wall opposite the ships and tapped some commands into it. The screen lit up. On it were the complete files for both ships, minus the details of their origins and designers, which had been redacted so it didn’t fall into the wrong hands. Dahkal had seen to it himself. 
 
    Dahkal stepped to the side and invited Alex to take over the station. Alex began scrolling through the information. “I think you’ll find everything you need here. You’ll also find the programming information for the replicators. The technology between the two ships is similar, so it shouldn’t be very difficult for you to combine them. There will be no living organisms on board, so life support is not essential. G-forces will not be a factor either. Make them as fast as possible,” he instructed. 
 
    “How would you like them to operate?” Ranga asked. “And how many would you like?” 
 
    “Is it possible to make them maneuver like a swarm?” Ryan asked. “Like, have them all move as one?” 
 
    “Not really,” Alex answered, looking up from the screen. “It would take a being capable of operating many systems at once to do that.” 
 
    “You mean an artificial intelligence,” Dahkal stated. 
 
    Alex nodded. “Exactly. What I can do is load programs that dictate a specific action for each ship. Each drone will know where to place itself in relation to the surrounding drones and the commands we send to them. I can design some basic strategy programs for different formations if you have any in mind. But that’s about as close to a swarm as we’re getting without an AI,” he explained. 
 
    Dahkal nodded as he mulled over his options. “Makes sense to me. I have some ideas for formations I’ll give you. Program the ones you can. Work on creating one hybrid drone for now. When you have a fully operational version that has no issues, I’ll buy some scrap material, and we’ll replicate thirty drone ships to take on missions. We’ll keep them clamped down here, in the bay,” Dahkal instructed. 
 
    “Roger that. We’re on it now,” Alex said, jumping back on the workstation. 
 
    Dahkal narrowed his eyes at Alex and looked at Ryan. Roger again. This being seems to be wherever I go, he thought. “Very well, I’ll leave you and Ranga to your work. If you need anything, just let us know,” he said and started to walk out of the bay. 
 
    “Roger,” Alex said again, not looking up from the workstation. 
 
    Dahkal stopped short of the doorway and looked at Ryan, who looked back at him and shrugged. With a harrumph, he started back out again. He didn’t see Ryan snicker to himself before falling into step behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Dahkal and Ryan were setting up their newly shared quarters. Ryan had just brought in the last of his things and was arranging something on a shelf. Dahkal thought they looked like figures of some sort, created out of a thin, folded material. Ryan appeared to be handling them with great care, so they were obviously important to him. Dahkal walked over and, carefully—without touching it—pointed a claw at a bright orange one. 
 
    “May I inquire what these are?” Dahkal asked, looking at his friend. 
 
    Ryan smiled. “It’s an art known as origami. Most studies show it was created by the Japanese, but other studies point toward the Chinese. My grandmother taught it to me when I was little. She actually made these,” he said, motioning to the one Dahkal had pointed at, as well as the two next to it. They were decidedly dingier than the other brightly colored figures. 
 
    “The orange one is a tiger, the blue is a crane, and the yellow is a butterfly. Look, the wings even flap,” Ryan said, picking up the butterfly. He pulled gently back and forth on the breast of the figure, and the wings moved up and down in a flying motion. “I’ve made these over the years,” he added and waved at a container full of figures of many different colors. 
 
    Ryan took a deep breath. “Baa-baa always said it was a way to keep the mind and hands busy. She said it would help me learn patience and give me a way to clear everything out of my head. She was right,” he said. 
 
    “Even now, as an adult, when things get crazy, I can grab a piece of paper and start folding, and it all disappears for a few minutes. When I’m done, I can think clearer, and the issue doesn’t seem so bad. Like this one. I made it during the transit from Herrupa to Salvage. I was chastising myself about incorrectly punching in those gate codes. This helped me clear my head,” Ryan said and picked up and held out a green, four-legged figure with several sharp points protruding from its back. “It’s a hedgehog.” 
 
    Dahkal felt his lips stretch into a smile as he gently took the figure from Ryan. “They are beautiful,” he said, eyeing the craftsmanship. “You are very skilled in this art, Ryan. Thank you for sharing it with me and for sharing the memory of your grandmother. The memory is just as beautiful as the art.” He handed the figure back to Ryan. 
 
    “My father used to take Gortal and me to the cliffs behind the palace to clear our heads. They overlook the ocean, and the winds are always strong. It’s about a three-hundred-foot drop from the cliff. We would dive off and ride the winds, gliding higher and higher and soaring out over the open ocean and back. We would be gone for hours. Those are some of the best memories I have,” Dahkal reminisced. 
 
    His eyes seemed to brighten, if it were possible, and a grin spread over his face. “Then there were the times Gortal and I would go flying without Father,” he said with a mischievous laugh. “We would climb to the highest point of the palace and jump, and we would usually end up on the far side of the city. It would take us all day to get back, and we would almost always run into trouble on the way. Of course, Father would already know about it by the time we got home. We always had each other’s backs, though. Reuan, as well, once she was old enough to join us.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have a great family waiting back home for you,” Ryan said, also smiling. 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “I do. But they will have to wait. I am here now, with my new brother, and getting into just as much trouble,” he said and slapped Ryan on the back. 
 
    “Damn right,” Ryan said, grinning. “Damn right.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Monday finished making up his bunk and looked across the room at his new bunkmate. He was thankful Alex appeared to be organized and clean. Despite Monday’s shaggy appearance, he preferred well-kept living quarters and couldn’t stand a mess. 
 
    “Thank the stars, you’re clean, man,” Monday said as Alex finished making up his own bunk. 
 
    Alex laughed. “I’m glad you’re human, to be honest. I know that sounds really bad, but my guys have some weird habits. At least with you, I’ll know what to expect.” 
 
    “Say no more,” Monday said, with his palms up. “I know what you mean. I was with a company once where I had to share a room with a Quavenarr.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes widened, and he sat down on his bed. “Really? Don’t they have arms that start solid and end in three tentacles? They have a mucus film over their skin too, right?” 
 
    Monday pressed his lips together in a tight smile and nodded. “Yup, the mucus had a funky smell to it. He was a nice dude and all, just, like you said, he had weird habits. And his mucus would get all over the place.” Monday shivered at the memory. “You get that special project going?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. I came up here as soon as they said the quarters were ready. I already had my bags packed and ready to go. Got all my equipment loaded down in the bay with all the other stuff I’m working on,” Alex said. “The rest of the team should be doing the same. When are you going to get your mech loaded? I made a space for it, your tools, and your charging system in the bay.” 
 
    “I’ll have to get with Dahkal about it. We’ll have to make sure everything is secured in the bay before we open it up to space. I’m probably going to do a spacewalk on the hull of the station to get it here. It’s easier than moving the ship. I can carry the charging equipment and extra power cell with the mech,” Monday replied. 
 
    “Sounds insane. Be careful,” Alex said. “By the way, we may be able to make you a few more power cells with the replicators. I’ll look into it.” 
 
    “Cool,” Monday said. “I don’t mean to pry, but I noticed you have an accent. I’ve never heard it before. Where are you from? I know Ryan’s from Earth, but he doesn’t have an accent like that. I came from the Dead System. As a human, a lot of my upbringing out there was Earth based. Makes sense. The guy who started it all was from Earth.” 
 
    Alex smiled and shook his head. “I’m not from Earth. My ancestors were though. Around a hundred years after the gate was installed in the Sol System, the cartels completely took over Mexico and Central America. That’s what the area was called back then, anyway. It was a bad situation, to say the least. Crime, poverty, drugs, you name it. Finally, everyone had enough of living in fear for their lives on a daily basis. Thousands and thousands of people banded together and made a mass run to escape. Texas opened their boarders and let them in. Even still, a lot of innocent people died as the cartels tried to stop them. The Texas government helped set up all kinds of programs to help everyone get on their feet and find work. It took a while, but my ancestors managed to get enough credit together to buy the rights to an uninhabited planet. They named it Serenidad. It’s Spanish for serenity. My ancestors continued all the traditions of the Latino and Hispanic cultures and passed them down to each generation. We still practice them to this day, including the language. Spanish is my first language. Earth Common is my second; we learn it in school. That’s why I have an accent.” 
 
    “Wow,” Monday said. “I’ve never heard of Serenidad. Maybe we’ll be able to swing by there between missions or something. If the name is any indication, it sounds like a nice place.” 
 
    “Paradise, man,” Alex replied with a grin. “Absolute paradise.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I refuse to live like this, Brawlt! You will maintain an orderly cabin while we are bunkmates!” Ranga yelled over his translator. “Your uniforms are already on the floor, and on my side of the room, no less. It has been one hour. How is that even possible?” 
 
    “Easy, easy. I’ll get it, Ranga. Don’t worry about it. This’ll be great,” Brawlt said, catching his rebounding super ball and blinking his eye rapidly. “Just relax.” 
 
    Ranga put his hands on his hips. “I will not relax. You will also refrain from relaxation until you pick your dirty laundry up off the floor. You are worse than a pubescent being! I will not be your cleaning servant!” he yelled. The translator crackled a bit due to the volume of his voice. 
 
    “Alright, alright, geez. Give me a second, would ya?” Brawlt walked over to pick up the uniform shirt. He haphazardly tossed it onto his bed, which was already littered with an abundance of different items and clothing, as were his shelves and the floor around his bed. 
 
    “This is not going to be fun,” Ranga said. “Hunai better count his blessings.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hunai sat alone in the blue lights of his new quarters. His helmet sat beside him on the bed, and a smile overtook his face. He felt like he was the king of the entire galaxy. He had a room that was specifically designed for him and his needs. It was something he hadn’t had since leaving his home beneath the surface of Planet Vatinik. 
 
    He could hear the muffled argument between Ranga and Brawlt through their shared wall. His smile got even bigger. Those two would be at each other’s throats constantly. Brawlt was not the best housekeeper. He looked around his room. There was a place for everything, and everything had its place. He laid his head on his pillow and stared up at the ceiling. He tried to think of ways he could show his gratitude to Dahkal and Ryan. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We have a meeting with Mike and Mike about commissioning the ship in three days,” Dahkal informed the crew a day later. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t hard,” Ryan said, sounding surprised. 
 
    “It’s just a meeting. It doesn’t mean they will actually do it,” Dahkal responded. “I don’t see why they wouldn’t, but you never know. I do know credit talks, in every language.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Hunai agreed. 
 
    Dahkal studied the massive ship on the screen that covered the wall of the common area. “It is a Merwick Cube. I didn’t think any were still operational,” he said, fascinated by the ship. “It will be an honor to board her.” 
 
    “It is an anomaly. Some still exist, but they are rare indeed,” Ranga said. “This will be the first time I have seen one as well. I hope to learn something about the craft while I am there. From what I can see, the humans have hired Smilp to maintain it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look very impressive to me,” Ryan said. “Sure, it’s big, but so what? I bet it’s slow as can be, and it would be a massive target.” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at him at the same time. He shrugged his shoulders and contorted his face. “What?” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head in disbelief. “You don’t know anything about that ship, do you?” 
 
    “No. Why?” Ryan replied. 
 
    “It can fire one hundred missiles from each side,” Dahkal said enthusiastically. “It is basically a giant defensive platform and can shut down to the point of disappearing from any sensors looking for it. Still not impressed?” he asked. “That’s not considering it’s also a mobile shipyard. Each side of that craft is three thousand yards long. Our heavy battlecruiser will be built within that ship. If the Merwick Cube doesn’t impress you, I’m afraid nothing ever will,” Dahkal replied. 
 
    “No, you guys are right. The ship is overly impressive. It’s no wonder this system has accomplished the feats it has with stuff like that at its disposal,” Ryan said, sounding a bit more humble. 
 
    Three days later, Winged Fury set down in the bay of Cube. Two human males met the crew as they disembarked the frigate. Both men carried krishta cups. One was bald with a trimmed beard and a cigar tucked in the corner of his mouth. The other still had his hair, though it was a little grey around the edges. Their posture suggested they were past military and could still handle themselves in a fight.  
 
    “Welcome to Mike and Mike’s! I’m Mike Melton. This is my friend and business partner, Mike Bradford. Just call him Bradford to avoid confusion. Call me Mike,” the man who still had hair said. 
 
    “Thank you for having us and allowing us to see your ship in person. It is quite impressive,” Dahkal said. He introduced everyone, starting with Ryan. 
 
    After the pleasantries and the usual questions that came up when beings met new races for the first time, Bradford spoke. “So, let’s get down to business. You guys wanna talk about building a ship, right?”  
 
    “Correct,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “What kind?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “A specially modified heavy battlecruiser. I already have the design. I just need it built,” Dahkal said. 
 
    Bradford and Mike narrowed their eyes at Dahkal, then looked at each other. It appeared they were having a conversation that didn’t require words. After a moment, Mike spoke. “That’s going to cost quite a bit of credit, not to mention the down payment for such a build would be a substantial amount. Have you already secured loan approval and gotten all the legalities out of the way? We aren’t in the business of starting projects that don’t get paid for,” he said. 
 
    “No credit, no ship, and no offense,” Bradford added then took a sip from his cup. 
 
    Dahkal smiled. He liked their honesty and forwardness. They were much better than a being trying to talk him into something he didn’t need, or even want, for that matter. These humans had a successful business, and beings sought them out, not the other way around. 
 
    “I can assure you credit isn’t a problem. I am willing to pay half up front, and the final half upon completion of the warship,” Dahkal said. “If we can come to an agreement, that is.” 
 
    Mike’s and Bradford’s eyes nearly bulged out of their heads. Most beings, unless filthy rich, would pay for such a ship for the rest of their lives. Only large military forces or successful mercenary companies could afford such machines. Dahkal could understand their surprise. 
 
    “How can you afford it?” Bradford asked. “That’s more credit than some merc companies make during their entire existence,” 
 
    “My financial business is just that. Mine. All I can—and will—tell you is that I can afford it, and that the credit is honorable and not stolen or dirty in any way,” Dahkal said with finality. 
 
    Bradford looked a little taken aback by the answer and turned to look at Mike. Mike shrugged his shoulders. They couldn’t do anything to force Dahkal to prove he had credit. All they could do was decide one way or the other about building the ship. Mike stepped forward. 
 
    “Do you mind if we step away for a moment?” he asked. “We need to make a call before we make a decision. It’ll only take a minute.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Do what you must.” 
 
    They thanked him and walked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, Mike?” Bradford asked. “You think this guy is legit? He looks like some sort of evil devil-lizard thing. Hell, he’s a damned space dragon. And he wants a warship to boot!” 
 
    Mike shook his head. “Let’s call Harmon and see what he thinks. That ship is a Gritloth design. Its old as hell, and it’s been refitted really well, but I recognize the build. I’m willing to bet Harmon contacted them when they entered the system, just for that reason.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Call him,” Bradford said. 
 
    Mike pulled out a slate and placed a video call directly to Salvage Title. After a moment, they were looking at the young president of the Salvage System. 
 
    “Hey, Mike. Hey, Bradford. What’s up?” Harmon asked. 
 
    Mike scratched the back of his head. “Well, Harmon, we have kind of an odd situation with a potential customer. We wanted to ask you what you think about it.” 
 
    “Talk to me, guys,” Harmon said and leaned back in his command chair. 
 
    “It’s a being by the name of Dahkal. Calls himself a Shingle or something like that,” Bradford said. “Shangle? Shoongle. I dunno, something along those lines.” 
 
    Harmon laughed and shook his head. “Sheingal. He’s large, black, scaled, and winged, right?” 
 
    “See, I told you he contacted him,” Mike said to Bradford. “You saw the make of the ship when they entered the system, didn’t you?” he asked Harmon. 
 
    “Not me. Jayneen spotted it. She brought it to my attention, and I contacted them. Bahroot actually spent some time on the ship with them,” Harmon said. “He said they seem like honorable beings. They even gave him permission to board their ship any time he wants to. What’s the issue?” 
 
    “He wants us to build him a specialized heavy battlecruiser. He says he can pay for half of it upfront and the rest upon completion,” Mike said. 
 
    “Yeah. Something about that don’t smell right to me,” Bradford added, pointing with his cigar. “When we asked him how he could afford it, he basically said it was none of our business.” 
 
    “Well…” Harmon said, spreading his hands slightly. “It’s really not. Are you worried the credit is stolen?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” Bradford said. “And not because he looks like he would eat you and take your wallet. But it’s a whole lot of credit to be dropping at one time with no explanation.” 
 
    “What’s a wallet?” Harmon asked. “Oh, hang on.” He turned his head and spoke with someone outside the view of the screen. After about a minute of discussion, he looked back at them. “Sorry guys, I’m back,” he said. “Bahroot just informed me Dahkal can afford to buy as many ships of that nature as he likes, and his credit is truly his. They are honorable and clean.” 
 
    Mike and Bradford looked surprised. “How does he know that?” they asked in unison. 
 
    Harmon laughed. “He says he can’t tell me. He says it’s Dahkal’s personal business, and if you want to know, you’ll have to convince him to tell you. He also said the reason he won’t tell me or anyone else is because he gave Dahkal and Ryan his word he wouldn’t tell anyone about their business. He says Dahkal is a good being on a mission to do good things for the galaxy. Bahroot gave me his word Dahkal is someone we can trust. He suggests we become friends with him.” 
 
     Harmon took a deep breath and ran his hand through his hair. “I’m not telling you how to run your business; that’s all you,” he said. “But there aren’t any laws in Salvage that state he can’t buy that ship, or have it built, as long as he can pay for it. I am telling you, I trust my nephew’s judgment, especially since he’s been through all the systems on that frigate.” 
 
    “Bahroot said all that?” Mike asked. “Well, if he says it’s good, I guess it’s good. He’s never steered us wrong before.” 
 
    “No, he hasn’t,” Harmon said with a smile. “He’s a good kid and shaping up to be a great officer. Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Nope, I think that about does it. Thanks a lot, Commodore,” Bradford said and sipped his coffee. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Mike said. 
 
    “My pleasure,” Harmon said. He waved and cut the call. 
 
    “Let’s go sell a ship,” Mike said. 
 
    “Fine. I still wanna know how he has all that credit though,” Bradford said as they walked to the door. 
 
    “Be my guest and ask him again,” Mike replied. “But don’t come crying to me when you get eaten for ticking him off. You said it yourself; space dragon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal and Ryan stood patiently about twenty feet from the door Mike and Bradford had gone through. After what felt like an hour, the two men emerged again. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Mike said with a smile. “Just had to make a call.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Dahkal said. “Have you come to a conclusion?” 
 
    “We have,” Bradford answered. “We’ll build your ship for you, and we’ll use the design you have. We have some other projects in line already, but as soon as they’re done, you’ll be next.” 
 
    “Are you still willing to do fifty percent up front and the other fifty percent upon completion?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I am. Also, there is no rush. I am not in a hurry. I must hire the crew to operate it. We will continue to work out of my frigate until then,” Dahkal said. 
 
    “Great!” Mike exclaimed. “So, what design do you have in mind?” 
 
    “This,” Dahkal said and activated his slate to show the rotating three-dimensional image of his recently designed heavy battlecruiser. 
 
    Mike looked over his glasses at the design and let out a slow whistle. 
 
    “Well, that’s different,” Bradford said, sounding surprised. “Is that a giant bomb bay? Where are the fighters going to be?” 
 
    Dahkal smiled, showing off his jet-black, fanglike teeth. “No fighters. As you said, Bradford, this is very different.” 
 
    “I guess so. One piece of advice though,” Bradford said. 
 
    “I’m listening,” Dahkal said. 
 
    “You mentioned hiring a crew to work this baby,” he said, pointing at the diagram of the heavy battlecruiser. “Do yourself a favor. Don’t hire any Dalgitt to fly it. They’re terrible pilots. You’ll spend more on repairs than you’ll pay for the ship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tip of Draktal’s sword hovered an inch above Gortal’s chest. Gortal looked from the sword to his father, then back to the sword again, waiting for it to enter his chest, pierce his heart, and remove his lifeforce from existence. When it didn’t happen, he looked back into Draktal’s wide eyes. 
 
    The emperor stood over him, covered in blood, teeth bared, with the killing strike in his grasp. Yet, he didn’t take it. His eyes were wide and filled with every emotion Gortal could think of. He could see anger, hatred, sadness, remorse, guilt, and fear, and yet, the one that took precedence over them all was confusion. He didn’t appear to know what to do. Gortal surmised his father was fighting an inner battle with himself. He didn’t want to do what was necessary to win. He was weak. 
 
    Gortal continued to watch his father, staring intently into his blue eyes. Suddenly, the emperor turned his head and looked away. In that instant, Gortal summoned all the strength and willpower he had left. He reached up and grabbed the blade of the sword with his left hand and gripped the hilt and his father’s hands with his right. He shoved up and in with his left hand and pulled down hard with his right, raising the tip of the sword toward Draktal’s chest and pulling his body down on it. The emperor toppled onto Gortal….and the entirety of his ravaged blade. The tip penetrated his chest and exploded through his back between his wings. Blood flowed from the wound onto Gortal as he lay under his gasping father. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Draktal stood motionless, staring down at his second-born son. He had avoided impaling his hatchling by an only an inch or so. The sight of his son, beaten and helpless, ripped him apart on the inside. His tactical mind told him to kill Gortal and end the conflict and save the lives of the innocent. His heart screamed and pleaded with him to spare the life of his creation. His love as a father told him to kneel and embrace his son and work with him to solve the issues afflicting his mind and his ability to reason rationally. His sense of honor and duty was split between family and the beings of Sheinrah who depended on him. He was torn in too many directions to decide. 
 
    What do I do? He is my flesh and blood. This is not what fathers are supposed to do to their sons. I don’t know how I am going to live with myself if I finish this. What do I do!? Damn the universe for this cruel reality! No parent should live to see the demise of their hatchlings, much less be their direct cause!  
 
    Without realizing it, he turned away from Gortal who was lying beneath his sword to look at his mate. She was on her knees, pleading for it all to stop. He locked eyes with the one he loved most and silently tried to ask her what he should do. Her expression said she was as lost as he was. Either way, she would lose another family member and be torn apart more than she already was. Dahkal’s death had nearly broken her. She could not help him. 
 
    Suddenly, Draktal felt his sword shift in his hands, and another hand gripped his on the hilt of the sword. Then he had the sensation he was falling. He felt a sharp pain, then pressure, and then an excruciating amount of pain blew through his chest cavity. He found himself over Gortal, trying to catch his breath and looking into his green eyes from only inches away. His body was getting colder by the second. 
 
    He felt himself being pushed up and to the side, and he stretched out his arm to gain some balance as he sat on his hind quarters. He looked down to see where the pain had come from and saw his own sword piercing his chest cavity. He could feel the blade brushing his wings on his back. Gortal crawled over and lifted him, surprisingly gently, as if he didn’t want to hurt him. 
 
    He looked up into his son’s eyes again and thought he saw something. Yes, he saw subtle hints of sorrow and love. Draktal knew his time in this life was over, there was no going back. But he could help his son one last time. He could see that Gortal was struggling with his decision and might have trouble completing the task. Perhaps those emotions would grow, and he would see the error of his ways. His eyes filled with tears. He would let them come. The time for pride was long past. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal pushed the emperor off him as he sat up. Draktal sat on his haunches, resting his weight on one arm, the sword still in his chest. Gortal crawled to him, put his arms beneath his father’s, and lifted him to his feet. He held Emperor Draktal up and steadied him at the waist with one arm. He used the other hand to grip the sword. After a long moment, he took a slow, deep breath and looked at his father. The light was slowly fading from Draktal’s eyes. He tensed as he was about to extract the blade when Draktal softly slid his hand over Gortal’s, and some understanding seemed to return to his face. He stared up at Gortal, his eyes full of nothing but the unconditional love a father holds for his son. A single tear escaped Gortal and slowly rolled down the side of Draktal’s face. 
 
    “I’m sorry I failed you, son,” he whispered in a hoarse voice. “Please, take care of your mother and sister for me. I love you.” He shoved himself away from Gortal, extracting the blade in the process and ending his life. Emperor Draktal fell, and this time, he did not rise again. 
 
    Gortal stood there, unable to move. His gaze was locked on his father’s battered body as it lay on the floor before him. Even the opal sheen of Draktal’s pearl scales didn’t seem to be there anymore. His electric blue eyes were still open and fixed on Gortal. They looked apologetic and still reflected the love a father has for his young. Memories of himself as a hatchling with his father flooded his mind. For a fleeting moment, it was almost more than he could bear. 
 
    Tears threatened to fill the eyes of the new Emperor of Sheinrah, but he fought them back. He had done what he needed to do, what was necessary. He had done what his father couldn’t only moments before. Things were as they should be. He could grieve for his father in private at another time. Right now, he had a throne to claim and a system to restore. The rest was irrelevant. 
 
    He slowly walked over to his father and gently re-sheathed his sword. He picked up his hammer and ascended the staircase to the platform. He tried to hide the pain as he took each laborious step. His hammer felt as if it weighed one hundred times what it normally did. His wounds were severe, and the pain was agonizing. When he got to the top, he looked at his mother. She was still on her knees, staring at Draktal’s body. Reuan knelt with her, and she had the same distant look as their mother. They would both hate him, he knew, but he also knew he would have to sacrifice much to obtain his goals. It was all for the betterment of the system. In the end, it would be worth his sacrifices. 
 
    He reached center stage and faced the crowd of shocked Sheingal beings. They remained silent. No being dared risk their life by angering the new emperor. Gortal turned and looked at Reuan. 
 
    “Sister,” he said in a low, cold voice. “It is time for you to make a choice. You are, as of now, the First Heir. Your place is at my side. Will you do your duty and join me?” he asked and motioned to the space on the stage next to him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the space where Dahkal had chosen to take the Journey of Succession. It was where Gortal should have done the same, but he had not chosen that path. He had chosen to begin his rule covered in blood. Even now, the blood of her father dripped from him onto the platform. She would stand there because she had no other choice. Until Gortal produced an heir, she was the only thing between Gortal’s temper and the citizens. She had to do it for them. Otherwise, any being who crossed him could end up like her father. 
 
    Reuan looked at her mother, who was still in a daze of disbelief. When she did not turn to look back, Reuan kissed her on the cheek and assured her she would be right back. Veenan knelt to hold her sister. Reuan rose slowly to her feet, and without saying a word, walked over and stood next to her brother. Gortal gave a single nod in her direction as she took her place. Blood poured from the wound across his face. He’ll bleed out or die from infected wounds if we’re lucky, she thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal raised his hammer high over his head and shouted to the crowd in the great hall and to those who were watching on their tri-vs at home. 
 
    “The emperor has fallen!” he exclaimed. “I stand before you the victor! I claim my rule as the new Emperor of the Sheinrah System, the planet Shein, and the Sheingal beings.” 
 
    He tapped his broad chest lightly with his hammer. It sent searing pain through him, but he remained strong. “I will now lead us into a new era. One that will require us to work together, and yes, also require sacrifice. As you have all witnessed here today, I am willing to make such sacrifices for you and our system,” he said and motioned to the body of Draktal with his hammer. 
 
    “Some of you may disagree with my decision, and that is fine. As long as you abide by and obey the laws with honor and serve our system, your opinion is no concern of mine. But great changes are coming. This I tell you now. Many…many changes. They will be for our betterment, and our future generations will thank us for it. That is all I will say for now.” 
 
    He looked down at his father again. “There will be an imperial ceremony in one week’s time to honor my father, Emperor Draktal. I will have no official coronation ceremony; it is unnecessary. I am your emperor now.” 
 
    Koshal stood and stepped forward to stand before the platform. He saluted Gortal in the way of the Sheingal. “We honor you, Emperor Gortal,” he called out as loudly as he could. 
 
    The rest of the council solemnly joined him. Admiral Cortal and General Brazal also stepped forward. In unison, they uttered the same exclamation and saluted, and they were followed by the entirety of the great hall’s occupants. 
 
     A smile crossed Gortal’s bleeding face, and he motioned for them to retake their seats. “Thank you, I am honored. As you can see, however, I will require time to heal. My First Heir,” he motioned to Reuan, “will be able to assist you with whatever you may need, should I not be available. Members of the council will also be available. Koshal and Moran will be at your service, though it will not take me long to regain my full strength.” The council members stood and bowed to him. They turned to the crowd and did the same, then again took their seats. 
 
    “Now, go! Return to your homes and prepare yourselves. Ready your hearts and your minds for a time of great prosperity and expansion!” 
 
    He turned and walked to the throne and sat down. He watched until every being in the great hall was gone, including his mother and sister. He stood slowly and painfully, then tenderly walked down the steps. When he reached the bottom, he saw the blood stains on the floor. The spot where his father had fallen was bare. His body had been taken by the physicians to be prepared and cared for until his final ceremony. 
 
    “You fought well, Emperor Gortal,” a voice behind him said. “Congratulations are in order.” 
 
    He turned and saw Koshal standing behind him with a nanite injector. He walked over and injected the nanites directly into Gortal’s chest. Gortal cursed in pain as they spread through his chest and began to work on his wounds. 
 
    “That is just a preliminary round. It will ease the pain until you can get to the infirmary. You will need many procedures with your injuries. Come, mighty Emperor, let’s get you back in good health,” Koshal said and motioned toward the palace medical facility. 
 
    “Only for as long as necessary. Then I want to be in my own quarters,” Gortal snapped, still feeling the burning from the nanite injection. 
 
    “Shall I have your mother moved to another room so you can take the emperor’s quarters?” Koshal inquired. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Gortal growled. “My mother is not to be inconvenienced in any way. She has suffered enough, and I do not wish to compound it. Unless she requests it, she will remain where she has been since before I hatched. 
 
    “I will take my grandfather’s old quarters. They are empty and as fitting as the emperor’s. They will be fine. Have my belongings moved there before I leave the infirmary.” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor. I understand. Very generous and thoughtful of you to allow for your mother’s comfort,” Koshal said with a slight bow. “Now, if you please?” He gestured again toward the medical facilities. 
 
    Gortal grunted and walked in the direction of Koshal’s outstretched hand. The pain was beginning to subside, but it was still gut wrenching. As he walked, he began to formulate in his mind the new programs and laws he would enact in the coming weeks. There was much to be done. An uncontrollable grin enveloped his face as he walked down the corridor. I am Emperor Gortal. The entire galaxy is about to know it. We will be feared and respected again…and forgotten no more, he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought you were going to die,” Teagan said as she held Gortal’s hand. “I don’t think he could bring himself to do it.” 
 
    Gortal nodded from his bed. He had undergone many nanite treatments and actual surgeries over the last two days, some of which had required the use of red Galacuss Crystals, which would help him retain his youth for an additional fifty years or so when the nanites’ power finally ran out. The procedures cost a small fortune, but luckily for him, he was the emperor, and no price was too high. The physicians tried to insist he stay in the infirmary until the day before his father’s memorial, but he would have none of it. 
 
    “To be perfectly honest with you, I thought so too,” Gortal responded, looking through the window across the room. “I had even made peace with my death, knowing it would have been an honorable end by a worthy opponent. But he hesitated because he couldn’t do what was necessary to stay on the throne. He really was a great warrior, but he was not the emperor we needed. Nor were the ones before him.” 
 
    “Do you regret doing it?” Teagan asked. “He was your father after all.” 
 
    “No. I do not,” Gortal replied bluntly. “I did not kill my father; I killed an emperor who had reigned past his time. I will miss my father, yes, but it needed to be done. I can’t allow emotion to govern the way I rule this system. That is where he, and the others before him, failed.” 
 
    “I’m happy you won. I don’t know if I could have watched you die in front of me. I’m only asking these questions to help you express what you feel inside. Sometimes it helps to get things out,” Teagan said. Her blue scales’ opal sheen glistened in the morning light from the window. “I know you won’t say anything or show any emotion in front of anyone else.” 
 
    Gortal chuckled, then winced immediately. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts,” he said. “I was afraid you would be upset about my decision and stop speaking to me.” 
 
    Teagan nodded slowly. “I will say that I was taken by surprise; I expected you to follow in the same path as your brother. Obviously, you did not.”  
 
    She reached over and adjusted the wrapping on his chest wound before she continued. “There are those who would argue your decision was rash, but you acted within your rights as the First Heir. You ascended to the throne with honor. You upheld our traditions, and I can’t fault you for that,” she said. “Don’t forget, I’m a captain in our military forces with my own team of medics to lead and set an example for. I am as bound by duty and honor as I am by my personal feelings for you. Like you, I can’t allow my emotions to govern my duties as a warrior to the empire.” 
 
    “You’re quite the exceptional being, Teagan. I’ll treat you to dinner as soon as I can move without crying,” Gortal joked with a smile. 
 
    “You? Cry? Ha! That’ll be the day!” Teagan said with a bright smile of sharp, white teeth. “But I’ll gladly accept the dinner. As far as your wounds go, you should be up in time for your father’s memorial.” 
 
    “I owe him that. Like you said, he was my father. I did love him and still do. My decision to challenge him was not personal or out of hatred, but rather of love for my system and its beings. I will honor him,” Gortal said proudly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting over the ocean’s horizon, and the winds were blowing against the cliffs as the massive wooden barge drifted with the tide further out to sea. It was piled high with dry timber and brush. Emperor Draktal lay at its top center on a bed of silk pillows and linens. He was dressed in his favorite waist cloth—green trimmed in black. On it were embroidered images of great battles between Sheingalian warriors and ancient, giant, winged beasts with two snarling heads. His hands were folded across his midsection, and his ceremonial crown rested beneath them. 
 
    Thousands upon thousands of Sheingalian citizens gathered as far as the eye could see down the shoreline. Many wreaths, bouquets, and other sentimental items floated in the water from beings paying their respects. 
 
    Gortal stood tall in his newly crafted formal armor and crown. Both were forged from several precious metals, and the crown was encrusted with precious stones. The armor’s shoulders were emblazoned with the crest of the Sheingal Empire, and the left chest plate bore the imperial seal. The right chest plate bore a new emblem—a war hammer amid the shattered pieces of a sword. The Sheingal symbols for strength were engraved on the side of its head. 
 
    He was accompanied by Reuan, Shaelan, and the rest of his immediate family. Behind them were the imperial council and the military leaders. Teagan was also there, and she stood back and to the side of the council members. Gortal stepped forward several steps and turned to face them. 
 
    “Thank you all for joining my family and me this day to honor my father, Emperor Draktal. The Sheinrah System has never known a finer warrior or a more loving father and mate.” He looked at his mother as he said the last part. She looked back at him; her eyes were swollen from crying. She had not spoken to him since the battle. 
 
    Gortal turned and picked up the bow and arrow that had been placed there prior to their arrival. It was the same ceremonial bow used to light the pyre of the great Razal. The tip of the arrow had been wrapped and soaked in a flammable liquid. A small fire burned in a nearby steel pit. He nocked the arrow and dipped it in the flames. When the wrapping was fully ablaze, he raised the bow and drew the bowstring back. 
 
    “By the sword, your soul was released from this life, and by fire, we shall release your body. May you find honor and peace in the next life, Father,” Gortal said in a voice loud enough for those near him to hear. He released the arrow. 
 
    The flaming arrow arched high into the sky, its light leaving a visible trail, until it struck the rear of the barge amid the wood. After a few minutes, the entire barge was ablaze as the fire spread higher and higher. A massive column of white smoke rolled into the air and nearly covered the setting sun. 
 
    Gortal and the rest of the family remained silently on the beach, along with many citizens, until the flames could no longer be seen. As he and Teagan walked along the shoreline, the water lapped at their bare feet. The wind from the ocean felt good against his scales. Walking in the sand was a bit difficult; his foot was still sore from being stabbed, and he walked with a barely noticeable limp. 
 
    “I’m afraid I will be very busy in the near future, Teagan. I will have many obligations to see to and will be adding more to my workload as I make necessary changes to the empire,” Gortal said over the sound of the crashing waves. 
 
    “Is that your way of saying you will be too busy for me, Emperor Gortal?” Teagan teased. 
 
    “Not at all, I just don’t want you to think I have forgotten you if you do not hear from me or I can’t see you,” Gortal replied. “Just being up front about it.” 
 
    Teagan laughed. “I have things to do too, you know. My life doesn’t revolve around you.” 
 
    Gortal laughed as well. “You are nearly as sarcastic as my sister. You two would get along well.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve ever actually met her,” Teagan said. 
 
    “You will, in time,” Gortal said. “For now, we must focus on our duties and make time to relax together. I just wanted to tell you, in person, that I will be very busy. Tomorrow, I will meet with the council and our military officials to go over some of the changes and policies I plan to put into place.” 
 
    Teagan cocked her head to the side. “You’re going to enact new laws and policies already? Do you not think it is a bit soon?” 
 
    Now Gortal cocked his head to the side, confused. “Do you not think I should? There are many changes that need to be made.” 
 
    “I’m no emperor, but I think the beings need to get used to your manner of ruling before you make a lot of changes,” Teagan said. 
 
    “Better to rip the bandage off quickly than to do it agonizingly slow. Our beings will adjust, and they will honor the policies we put into place. I have faith in them,” Gortal countered. 
 
    “You know best,” Teagan replied. 
 
    They continued their walk in silence, listening to the sound of the ocean until they were away from the top of the cliffs. When they reached the rear entrance to the palace, Gortal pulled her close to him. 
 
    “You know, I don’t have any meetings or official business until tomorrow. I’m free for the rest of the night,” Gortal said with a sly, crooked grin. 
 
    Teagan smiled shyly in return. “Are you now? Hmmmm…I’m sure I can think of a few things to take up some of your time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gortal tromped down the hallway and shoved the door to the council chambers open. When he entered, all six council members hastily stood, as did General Brazal, Admiral Cortal, and the commissioner of law enforcement, Renzal. All made a conscious effort not to stare at the scar that ran across part of his chest and face. The nanites had mostly healed his injuries, but it would take time for the scales to regrow over the damaged flesh, and even then, the abrasion would be noticeable. 
 
    “Good, you’re all here. I was afraid I would have to wait on some of you,” he said before he abruptly snatched his chair away from the table and sat. “Well, sit down, I haven’t got all day,” he commanded, eyeing the rest of the room. Everyone took their seat before he had to repeat himself. 
 
    “This system has gotten soft, and I am going to change that,” Gortal began. He turned his attention to the first officer. “General Brazal, you are to increase the difficulty of our warriors’ training. They aren’t tough enough. The last time I sparred with four of our warriors, they couldn’t even hit me. Since then, Captain Lental has increased the difficulty of the training conditions for those under his command, and the results have been very positive. You are to connect with him and mirror his efforts across the entirety of our ground forces.” 
 
    General Brazal nodded slowly at Gortal. “Yes, Emperor, it will be done. I have noticed the change in Lental’s troops as well. They are more focused and driven, and their all-around combat skills seem to have improved in every simulated situation.” 
 
    “Admiral Cortal,” Gortal said, turning his head to the other side of the table. “I want every ship fully crewed and nonstop drills performed, featuring every single scenario possible, from the invasion of our system to the conquering of another,” he said. His tone was hard, and his eyes were cold. “You are also to increase the difficulty of your warriors’ training. We will have the mightiest forces in the galaxy, both in space and on the ground. Get the fighters out as well, I want full participation.” 
 
    Admiral Cortal hesitated before he answered. “Emperor, forgive me if I offend you, but are you expecting a threat in the near future? Is there an urgent reason for the sudden change in our military training?” he asked. 
 
    Gortal laughed. “No. No system has the codes to our gate; we are under no threat of invasion.” 
 
    Admiral Cortal took a deep breath, then looked at his slate on the table before he looked back up at Gortal. “Are you planning to lead our forces into another system to take it over?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Gortal replied, eyeing Cortal.  
 
    The admiral seemed to deflate a bit. “No, Emperor. It does not. We will begin the simulations immediately, and I will call all of our warriors to duty,” Cortal said. 
 
    “And if I command you to invade a system?” Gortal asked, challengingly. 
 
    Cortal snapped his eyes back to the young emperor. Gortal’s glare was cold, and it dared him to deny the wishes of his leader. “Sir?” he asked. 
 
    “What if I command you to invade another system?” Gortal asked again, this time in a louder, more agitated voice. 
 
    “I will do as I am commanded by my emperor,” Cortal answered without hesitating. “I swore an oath of honor to this empire, and I will not break it.” His voice was stern and proud, and he looked Gortal directly in the eyes as he spoke. 
 
    “Good,” Gortal said and leaned back in his chair. “For a moment there, I thought you had forgotten where your loyalties lie.” 
 
    Cortal stood and snapped his arm across his armor in the signature salute of the Sheingal warrior. “My loyalty is, and has always been, to this empire. I have forgotten nothing, sire,” he said and stood at attention. 
 
    Gortal nodded and motioned for him to sit back down. “Which brings me to my next order of business. I am going to change some regulations regarding our military.” He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table before he continued. “From now on, joining our ranks will no longer be a choice, it will be a requirement.” 
 
    A collective gasp escaped the beings in the room. He’d expected as much. Maran started to speak in protest, but he raised a hand to stop her. She snapped her jaw shut as he began to speak again. “I understand you all have valid protests. However, we need to increase our forces, and we do not time to wait for our hatchlings to come of age and decide to join our honored ranks. Additionally, any being already of age or still young enough to serve will be required to report to duty and begin proper training.” 
 
    Maran stood. “Emperor Gortal, I am afraid I must ask you to reconsider your order. It is one thing to increase the training difficulty for our already existing military, but to force beings to serve takes away their freedom,” she stated. “What about the beings who own businesses or have hatchlings too young to stay alone?” 
 
    Gortal nodded. “As I said, I understand you all have valid arguments. I have the solutions. Business owners can hire older beings to run and maintain their businesses while they train or are on a mission. This will help keep our economy stable. The mother of a mated pair may stay at home with a hatchling. Should a being not have a mate, they will be exempt, as long as the hatchling isn’t of age to serve,” he said. “You see?” He spread his arms. “I am not without reason.” 
 
    Koshal stood to speak. “I do not believe Emperor Gortal wishes to strip our beings of their freedom. I believe he is taking the necessary actions to strengthen our forces, and thus, strengthen our system. Maran, do you honestly believe he would force hatchlings to stay at home alone and essentially become orphans?” 
 
    “That is not what I said!” Maran snapped, cutting her eyes at Koshal. 
 
    Koshal spread his arms calmly and raised the corner of one side of his mouth in a half smile. “It is not what you said, Maran, but it is what you insinuated. I am merely trying to ease your mind.” 
 
    Maran kept her glare on him. “Do not try to twist my words, Koshal. I can speak for myself. Do not forget I am the elder council member here, not you.” 
 
    “And I am the emperor, and my word is final above all else!” Gortal bellowed. He stood and leaned over, bracing his weight on the table with his hands. “You will enact my new policy without question. Is that clear?” he asked. 
 
    Maran stared at him coldly with angry eyes. After a moment, she seemed to realize Gortal was no longer just the second-born son of Draktal. He was the emperor. The expression on his face said he would have his way with or without her. “Yes, Emperor Gortal. I will see that it is announced and enforced,” she said and took her seat again. Koshal also retook his seat. 
 
    “Yes, you will.” Gortal said, with finality. 
 
    He looked at Commissioner Renzal. “Renzal, as the commissioner of local law enforcement, you will assist Maran in enforcing the new law and apprehending those who oppose it. Your officers will be exempt and shall remain officers of the law. They will stay here to keep peace among the citizens.” 
 
    “As you command, Emperor Gortal. We are at your service,” Renzal replied with a salute. 
 
    The emperor turned and regarded the two council members he knew would never speak up. “Dashdal, Lootran, I am putting you in charge of our mining operations. I want shifts extended by four hours, and I want new shifts added for around the clock production.” 
 
    The two beings looked at him with their mouths open. After his shock passed enough for him to speak, Dashdal responded. “Sire, we will need to cut the employees’ off time down to one day a week and hire more beings to meet these requirements.’ 
 
    “Then I guess the two of you had better get to it as soon as we are done here. I’m sure you will need to leave for the mining facilities on Planet Dreeg soon. I want a full report as quickly as possible,” Gortal said. 
 
    Dashdal swallowed hard and looked at Lootran who nodded at the emperor. Dashdal looked back at Gortal. “Yes, Emperor. It will be done. We will leave for the mining planet by nightfall.” 
 
    Gortal nodded back with a snort, then turned his attention to Seritan and Koshal. “The two of you will oversee the shipyards. I want warships in production immediately. The same goes for munitions. I want missile production tripled. Do what you must; just see that it happens,” he ordered. 
 
    Koshal nodded slowly. “Yes, Emperor. Do you have a preference for what ships you want built?” 
 
    Gortal narrowed his eyes and grinned like a savage. “All of them. I want heavy battlecruisers, light battlecruisers, missile frigates, troop carriers, and dreadnaughts. And I want appropriate fighters and dropships for all.” 
 
    Koshal grinned back at Gortal. “You will have them,” he said and turned to look at Seritan, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    Gortal looked around the table and locked eyes with each individual. He felt all but two of them would be one hundred percent cooperative. Maran and Cortal might prove to be troublesome in the future. They were used to the way his father had ruled. They would have to get with his program or be replaced. It was that simple. He would tolerate no less than absolute loyalty to him and the empire. 
 
    “You all have your assignments. See to it they enacted immediately,” he said. He turned to Maran. “You will announce the new policy and its guidelines tomorrow morning. After that, all beings who meet the criteria are to report for duty within seven days. After that, they will be charged with treason.” 
 
    “Treason?” Maran shouted in surprise, her eyes wide. 
 
    “It is an imperial decree, and now, imperial law by my word. To violate this law is treason, and the penalty is death,” Gortal responded and slammed his tail on the floor for emphasis. His icy voice was as unwavering as his glare. “Be sure everyone fully understands the weight of their actions.” He turned to Renzal. “Is that understood?” 
 
    Renzal nodded. “Yes, sire. Emphatically. We will ensure the word is properly spread, compile a master list, and seek out those who have not complied, beginning on the eighth day.” 
 
    Maran looked as if she had something to say, but she kept her thoughts to herself. She cleared her throat and adjusted herself in her seat. “Yes, Emperor,” she answered. She looked down at her slate and began typing in commands. Gortal assumed she was beginning to draw up the proper legal documents. 
 
    “You’re all dismissed. I suggest you begin your tasks with haste,” he said curtly. Everyone stood, bowed in respect, and headed for the door. Gortal laid his hand on Koshal’s shoulder to stop him. “Sit,” he commanded. 
 
    Koshal sat in the seat nearest the emperor. When the last being had left the room, Gortal stood and shut the door after making sure everyone was beyond earshot. He sat back down and looked at his mentor. He rubbed his chin and scratched at the healing area on his face. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t scratch. You will only prolong the healing process,” Koshal admonished. 
 
    “It’s all I can do not to claw my face off,” Gortal responded, shaking his head vigorously. “So, tell me, what are your thoughts on what we can expect from the others?” 
 
    Koshal sighed. “I believe we will have no issues from any but Maran. She is highly opinionated and was never afraid to argue with your father if she felt he was headed in the wrong direction,” he answered. “However, I think she already realizes you are not your father and will not tolerate such behavior.” 
 
    Gortal nodded. “I agree. And what of Cortal? He seemed hesitant to obey to my commands at first.” 
 
    “He will do as he is commanded. His honor and sense of duty to the empire will not allow him to stray,” Koshal replied. “The rest of them will do as they are told without a second thought. All the credit in my account says Dashdal and Lootran have already scheduled a flight to Dreeg. I will work with Seritan to get the shipyards operating at full capacity.” 
 
    Gortal leaned back in his chair and again scratched his face. He wondered how long it would be until he was able to lead a force from the system. He certainly couldn’t take any of the new recruits, but he should be able to take a force of fifty ships and several legions of trained warriors to a system and take it with ease. There was no danger of another system entering his gate. A skeleton fleet would be plenty for the planet’s protection, not that any ship would make it that far. The field of defensive spheres could destroy fleets, let alone single ships. 
 
    “Thank you, old friend. I value your advice. Now, go, handle your affairs,” he said with a dismissive wave. “I have plans to make.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cortal stood by the fountain in the center of the atrium. He was staring into the water, watching his reflection ripple as the water cascaded from the statue of Razal. He felt, rather than heard, another being step up beside him. Several hundred years of military training had honed his senses much more than some realized. 
 
    “Hello, Maran,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “I see you got my message,” she said. 
 
    “I did,” he said. “Very bold of you to send it while sitting right in front of him,” he added, smiling at her. 
 
    She smiled back. “I know you hate hearing slate notifications and keep it on silent. I was fairly certain we were safe.” 
 
    Cortal took a deep breath and released a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure I can be certain of anything anymore.” 
 
    “So, you feel it too?” Maran asked. “Draktal was right when he said Gortal wasn’t fit to lead.” 
 
    Cortal shook his head. “I don’t know what it is. I feel like I will be leading an invasion very soon, something I thought I would never have to do. All the evidence points to it—the need for a larger military presence in the system, the added ships, forcing beings to join the ranks—it all screams invasion.” 
 
    Maran looked at her friend of several centuries. “I can see the conflict in your eyes, Cortal. You know in your heart what he is demanding is wrong. There was no honor in his actions today, only a thirst for power and a foreshadowing of dark times for our empire.” 
 
    A sigh escaped Cortal’s lips. “My heart’s opinion does not matter. What matters is that I swore an oath of honor to obey the commands of my emperor. If I am commanded to go to war, that is what I must do,” he replied. He looked down at his reflection again. At this moment, he didn’t really care for the being he saw. 
 
    Maran gave him a scolding look. “So that’s it? You’ll just follow orders blindly? If he orders you to take one hundred ships to a system barely able to defend against five ships, you’ll go there, destroy them, and take their system? You would take innocent lives and murder beings simply because you are ordered to? Where, I ask you, is the honor in that?” 
 
    Cortal was silent for a long moment, and he looked around before he answered. “We shouldn’t continue this conversation. There are too many beings around, and one may get the impression we are plotting against the emperor,” he said. “We should go now.” 
 
    Maran’s expression could have killed a newly bloomed Rosanta flower. She glared at him with rage. Through gritted teeth, she said, “Of all the beings here, I believed you would be the one I could count on to do the right thing.” 
 
    “I will do my duty, Maran. I suggest you do the same,” Cortal said, not looking at her. He turned and, without another word, walked away to make the necessary preparations to fully crew every ship in the Sheingalian fleet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Impressive,” Dahkal stated as he rubbed his chin. He walked around the newly developed drone ship that now rested in the bay of Winged Fury, eyeing its features. “I didn’t expect a finished version so soon. It’s only been two weeks.” 
 
    Alex beamed with pride, and Ranga stood with his chest out. The two of them had worked nonstop in the bay, trying out various combinations of the Lequay and Iztaka battleships. They knew Dahkal had no intention of accepting any contracts until the drones were ready. He was counting on them to be assets on their missions since their ship wasn’t properly equipped for battle. So, they worked diligently, only leaving the bay when necessary. On more than one occasion, Ryan had found them both passed out among the clutter of ship parts, slates, and replicators. 
 
    “Couldn’t help it,” Alex replied. “All I could think about were these ships. If I wasn’t down here working on them, I was going over the design in my head or on my slate.” 
 
    Ranga nodded; the motion looked awkward with his wide cranium. “Indeed, this was an inescapable project,” he said. He quickly shot a look up at Dahkal. “I mean that in the best way possible. This project was most informative and enjoyable.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “I noticed. I haven’t seen either of you very much in the last two weeks. Monday said he had to force you to leave the bay when he brought his mech in. I am pleased you are enjoying your work.” He laid a hand on the ship in front of him. “Tell me what you have done.” 
 
    “Well,” Alex said, “we left them at twenty feet and kept the dimensions you specified in the plans you gave Mike and Mike for the warship, so there will be no issue fitting them in the launch bay the way you intended. As a matter of fact, they should launch quicker with this design.” 
 
    Alex walked to the rear of the drone. “As you can see, we used the main thrusters and maneuvering thrusters of the ships rated for higher g-forces,” he said, pointing to the triangular cluster of thrusters on the drone’s stern. “They’re fast; really fast. I don’t think a biological lifeform of any kind could survive their top acceleration.” 
 
    He ran his hand down the smooth surface of the ship’s outer hull. “We fused the two hull designs together to create this sleek form. The hull integrity is much better than each of the ships had on its own.” 
 
    Ranga stepped to the drone and indicated the main lasers on the bow. “The slower ship’s laser technology was more advanced, so after integrating some of the technology used in the lasers on Winged Fury, they are quite destructive. You could probably use them to burn through the shields of enemy vessels,” he speculated. “Of course, it would take more than one. But taking down the shielding on a section of a ship should be no issue, provided they get close enough.” 
 
    Dahkal reeled back slightly. He had not even thought about using his ship’s technology to further the capabilities of the drones. Ranga, as the ship’s new engineer, had no doubt gone through every system he could to gain the knowledge needed to properly perform his duties. Dahkal and Ryan had put no restrictions on the crew’s access to the ship’s systems, with the exception of certain files and the hidden weapons cache in the common room. 
 
    “I never thought of integrating my own technology into them,” Dahkal admitted. “What else have you done?” 
 
    Alex grinned. “We didn’t stop with the lasers,” he said. “Don’t forget, I’m a munitions specialist as well.” 
 
    Dahkal also grinned. “Am I correct in assuming you’ve upgraded the missiles, using my technology, as well?” 
 
    “Yup,” Alex answered. “They’re fifty percent larger and much more powerful than those used by the races who owned these ships before. We removed all the unnecessary structures within the ship, so the loading racks for the missiles are larger and hold more rounds. Each ship has twelve launchers, six on either side, facing forward. Each ship can fire up to one hundred and twenty missiles, ten missiles per launcher.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded approvingly. His idea for drones had turned out much better than he originally anticipated. “Shields?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s where we ran into a snag,” Alex said. 
 
    “Oh?” Dahkal replied, looking concerned. 
 
    “The programming, among other things, wasn’t compatible with your technology,” Alex answered. “However, the two ships were very similar. We combined their technology and it created a very formidable shield array. It’s nothing like you have here on Winged Fury, and definitely wouldn’t hold up against a direct missile hit, but I’m confident it can shrug off most laser fire. In any case, an opponent would be hard-pressed to hit the ships with either as fast as they’ll be moving.” 
 
    “We had the same issue with the power plants,” Ranga interjected. “The slower ships had quite elaborate power plants that were much more efficient than those of the faster ships. We decided to use those, so only a little reprogramming was necessary.” 
 
    He continued to talk as he circled the new drone. “We left the magnetic landing struts, as they are handy for any type of craft, and the tractor beams are still functional. They could be useful for capturing damaged drones or whatever else we may need to retrieve in space. There are small cameras and sensors mounted three hundred and sixty degrees around the ship as well.”
“Cameras? What for?” Dahkal asked as he continued to inspect the craft. 
 
    “For manual control,” Alex replied. “We can use a virtual reality program with a command console that will allow a pilot to fly the craft like a fighter.” 
 
    “Without feeling the effects of the g-forces,” Dahkal added. 
 
    “You got it,” Alex said. 
 
    “I like it,” Dahkal said. He smiled and nodded. “You’ve greatly exceeded my expectations. Well done, Alex.” He turned to Ranga. “Well done Ranga. You undersold your abilities as an engineer.” 
 
    Ranga bowed. “Thank you, Dahkal. It truly was a pleasure. The ability to miniaturize powerplants and shield generators opens up endless possibilities for our future.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned and bent down to Ranga’s eye level. “You read my mind. I have other ideas for this technology beyond mere drones. But those will have to wait for now.” He rose back to his full height. “How many drones can you make with the material you have on hand?” 
 
    “Seventeen, I think,” Alex said. “I’ll need some scrap and raw materials to feed the replicators to produce the rest.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Make what you can. I’ll get with Ryan, and we’ll arrange to purchase the materials you need. Once we have all thirty drones, we’ll be ready for a contract.” He turned to leave and then turned back to face Alex and Ranga again. “Thank you for working so diligently. To say I am impressed would be a vast understatement. I was right to hire your team.” Without another word, he turned and exited the bay, leaving Alex standing there with a grin so big, every tooth in his mouth was visible. Ranga bounced up and down, making bubbly sounds of excitement. 
 
    Dahkal passed Monday in the passageway on his way to the bridge. He was checking the emergency systems throughout the ship, looking for anything that needed attention. He looked up at Dahkal and smiled. 
 
    “What’s up, big guy?” he asked. “They get those drones figured out?” 
 
    “They did,” Dahkal replied. “Spectacularly, I might add.” 
 
    Monday suddenly appeared happier. “Sweet, I need to work on my mech. I’ve been staying out of the bay because they needed room to work. But if they’re done, I should be able to do what I need to,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal winced and sucked air in through his teeth. “Actually, they’ll be running material through the replicator and building seventeen more drones.” 
 
    “Aww, man, I need to get that thing going,” Monday said, sounding defeated. 
 
    “How long do you need?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Monday shrugged, raised a corner of his mouth, and shook his head. “I don’t know. A few hours at least. Five would be a safe assumption,” he answered. “I need to run diagnostics, check fluids, replace some rotators, stuff like that. It runs as is, but it’s not optimal.” 
 
    “I understand,” Dahkal said. “I prefer to have my equipment in peak condition. I will tell those two to take an eight-hour break; they need one anyway. That should allow you enough time to thoroughly inspect and repair your mech. Will that be adequate?” 
 
    Monday’s face lit up again. “That would be amazing. I want it to be in perfect condition when we leave for a contract. Thanks, man, I appreciate it.” 
 
    “You are welcome. I will ask Ryan to assist you,” Dahkal offered. 
 
    “Two heads are better than one,” Monday replied. 
 
    Dahkal cocked his head and eyed him. “Have you experienced having more than one head before? There are tales on my planet of an ancient beast that had two heads—a fearsome creature, nearly impossible to kill. There are many ballads written about warriors who died facing it.” 
 
    Monday’s eyes lit up, and he laughed. He shook his head as he spoke. “Nah, man, that just means having another person to check things out with me would be beneficial. Less chance of missing something. I ain’t never had more than one head,” he said. He pointed to his temple with his index finger. “I got enough issues in this one; I don’t think I could handle another.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “I’ll never get used to the way humans talk, no matter how closely I work alongside you.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” Monday said. “You’ll have to tell me about that beast sometime, though. It sounds really interesting. I like stuff like that.” 
 
    “Oh, it is interesting, to say the least,” Dahkal said. “The guard on my father’s sword depicts it.” 
 
    “Cool, I’d like to see that,” Monday said in awe. 
 
    “Perhaps one day you shall, my friend,” Dahkal said with a slight nod. “Perhaps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This contract seems a little weird, man,” Ryan said, looking at Dahkal with raised eyebrows. He reached up and scratched his head in front of his topknot. “The job seems too easy for this much credit.” 
 
    “Earthlings have a saying,” Hunai interjected. “If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.” 
 
    Ryan pointed at Hunai, then looked at Dahkal. “Yeah, what he said. There has to be a catch.” 
 
    Dahkal sat back in his chair as he thought. They were sitting around the table in the ship’s conference room. He rubbed the nodules on the end of his chin. Similar queries about the contract had entered his mind when he read it. 
 
    “I understand what you’re saying, and I agree,” he replied, looking at Ryan, then at Hunai’s blacked-out face shield. “But I believe the catch lies in the cargo. They wouldn’t be offering this much in payment if it weren’t worth much more.” 
 
    “So, all we have to do is pick it up and deliver it?” Alex asked, looking over the details on his slate. “Seems pretty simple to me. Says they couldn’t load it with their gear due to a medical emergency. All we gotta do is grab it.” 
 
    “Easy job, easy credit,” Brawlt said. His eye blinked rapidly, which tended to happen when he got excited. 
 
    “Ok,” Ryan said. “If it’s so easy, why hasn’t another merc outfit picked up the job? Why is it still available?” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “The credit being offered is a sizable amount…to us. To a full-sized mercenary company that needs to pay upward of one hundred beings, it isn’t worth the payroll or the wear and tear on their ships and equipment,” he said. “If it were on the way to or from another contract, I’m sure there would be no issue, but it is out of the way. It will take us five days’ gate travel to reach the system and travel to the planet. Then we’ll need to deliver the cargo and travel back. I would say it will take us a full two weeks. It wouldn’t be worth it to other companies.” 
 
    Ryan sighed. “Fair enough. I hadn’t thought about it like that.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled and slapped Ryan’s back. “What do you think, my friend? Shall we try our hand?” he asked excitedly. “We won’t have to fight anyone. We can, as you humans say, saturate our boots.” 
 
    The three humans in the room began to laugh. Ryan covered his mouth, but Monday and Alex let it rip. 
 
    Monday ran a hand over his beard. “Oh, that’s great.” 
 
    “Get our feet wet,” Ryan corrected. “The saying is get our feet wet. And yes, I think you’re right. Let’s do it. I think we can handle whatever comes our way.” 
 
    “The drones are prepared and ready for use,” Ranga said, speaking for the first time. “All thirty are clamped to the bay floor, and we have set up a master control program that can be accessed from any control console on the bridge, if needed.” 
 
    “Outstanding,” Dahkal said. “I will contact the being responsible for the contract and offer our services. Prepare to leave tomorrow morning by eight hundred hours. You’re all granted shore leave until then. Don’t be late.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal raised the steel cup to his nostrils and inhaled deeply. The rich aroma of his freshly brewed krishta filled his senses, which was almost as good as drinking it. Almost. He brought the cup to his lips and was about to savor its rich and robust flavor when his slate sounded an alert from the main docking hatch. Someone was requesting entry to the ship. 
 
    He set his cup down on the counter and retrieved his slate, wondering who it could be. It wasn’t Ryan or any of his crew; they all had biometric access along with numerical codes to gain entrance. With a few taps of the screen he accessed the camera above the boarding hatch and saw a man in uniform standing there. The uniform was the same as the one Sergeant Yarwah had worn the night Ryan and Monday brawled in the restaurant. When he looked up to smile at the camera, Dahkal could clearly see the distinct, blue facial tattoo. He was a Bolt. 
 
    “This is unexpected,” Dahkal said to himself as he walked to the hatch to let the man in. 
 
    He opened the hatch. The man was a rather large human who kept his head shaved, like the man, Bradford, from Mike and Mike. The tattoo shimmered as the lightning bolt danced on his face with a life of its own. 
 
    “Good morning!” the man said in a chipper voice. He held out his hand. “I’m Captain Nathan Brink.” 
 
    Dahkal reached out and grasped the man’s hand. “Captain Brink, I’m Dahkal. Please, be my guest,” he said and gestured for him to enter. The man didn’t seem to be intimidated or surprised by Dahkal’s appearance. Either the man had experience with beings similar to Dahkal, or he had already seen the security footage from the restaurant. A third option would be that Sergeant Yarwah had given him a very detailed report. Regardless, Dahkal was pleased. To have a being to make eye contact with him, without it being awkward, was a nice change of pace. 
 
    “Nice grip,” Brink said when they released each other. He entered the ship, and Dahkal led him to the common area and offered him a seat. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Captain Brink?” Dahkal asked as he retrieved his cup from the counter and sat across from him. He noticed Brink sniffing the air, without trying to be obvious, and smiled. “It’s called krishta. It’s from my home planet. My human friends describe it as coffee on steroids, whatever that means.” 
 
    Brink laughed. “It must be strong then. It smells amazing.” 
 
    “Would you like a cup?” Dahkal offered. 
 
    Brink perked up a bit and smiled. “If it’s no trouble, that would be great.” 
 
    “No trouble at all,” Dahkal replied as he got up to fix another cup. He brought it back, and Brink accepted it gratefully with two hands. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. He brought the cup to his nose and inhaled as Dahkal had. He then put the mug to his lips and tasted the brew. As the flavor hit his taste buds, his eyes widened, and he pulled the cup away in surprise. His reaction reminded Dahkal of Ryan’s when he first tried it. “Wow,” was all he could say. 
 
    Dahkal grinned. “I’m going to take that as you like it.” 
 
    “That’s the best coffee I’ve ever had. I’m relatively new to drinking it, but this beats anything I’ve tried so far,” Brink replied. “You said it’s called krishta? I’ll have to see about hunting some down for myself.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and shook his head. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Captain Brink, but it only exists in my system. You won’t be able to purchase any.” 
 
    Brink tilted his head to the side looking both confused and disappointed at the same time. “That sucks. What system are you from?” 
 
    “One not on the record,” Dahkal replied. “I’m sorry, but that’s really all I can tell you.” 
 
    Brink raised his hand as he took another sip. He shook his head in amazement and looked at the liquid in the cup. “No need to explain. I’m familiar with lots of different races of beings, and I understand some are much more private than others. I can respect that.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded appreciatively and sipped his krishta. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? I can clearly see you are a member of the Bolts. I met a few of your fellow warriors not long ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, Sergeant Yarwah informed me,” Brink said with a smile. “I’m the commanding officer of the Bolts. Those were my men.” 
 
    Dahkal’s eyes widened. He hadn’t realized he was speaking with the commander of the entire Bolts force. “My apologies, Captain Brink. Had I known who you were, I would have treated you a little more formally. Are you here because of what happened in the restaurant?” 
 
    Brink laughed. “I welcome moments when I can be less formal. No need to apologize. Besides, we’re on your ship, and you don’t work for me,” he said. “No, I came to see you because after Yarwah told me the story and I saw the footage, I knew I had to meet you.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” Dahkal said. “But I did nothing but break up a fight.” 
 
    “All the same, I was impressed,” Brink said. “Do you plan to be in Salvage for long?” 
 
    “For the foreseeable future, we plan to maintain a residence in the system, yes,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    Brink nodded and rubbed his chin. “Have you considered joining a company or anything a little more permanent?” he asked. 
 
    Dahkal realized what the man was attempting to do and chuckled. “Are you trying to recruit me, Captain Brink?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” he replied with a sly smile. He sipped from his cup. 
 
    Dahkal put a hand over his heart. “I am honored. I’ve heard many beings on this station speak of the great deeds your Bolts have performed for this system and others,” he said, humbled.  
 
    He continued after a moment. “But I’m afraid I must respectfully decline. You see, I have just hired several beings to crew my ship and accepted a mercenary contract. Aside from that, I already have a long-term mission of a personal nature to accomplish. It wouldn’t be right to make a life-long commitment to you and your family that I cannot properly honor.” 
 
    Brink looked surprised. “You said family, not troops or company. You said family.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dahkal replied. “Sergeant Yarwah briefly explained it to me. Your tattoos are earned and are symbols of your bond as a family,” he said and pointed to Brink’s face. “I understand this. Ryan is a human, like you, but to me he is much more than a friend or business acquaintance.” 
 
    Dahkal paused for a moment. “He is my brother. We have laughed, cried, fought, and bled together,” he said, emotion heavy in his voice. “I would gladly give my life so his may continue, and I know he would do the same for me.” 
 
    “Sounds like you two have been through a lot together,” Brink said and took another sip of his krishta. He looked in the cup and appeared disappointed when he saw that it was almost empty. 
 
    “We have. And in a relatively short time,” Dahkal said, nodding. 
 
    “It’s amazing how so many things can change so quickly,” Brink said. “It wasn’t long ago that I was nothing more than a scumbag, addicted to whirl and running a street gang. My whole life changed in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    He laughed at his own words. “When you, along with several of your men, get your collective asses handed to you by a lone Leethog, it makes you take a long, hard look at your life decisions. I realized I wasn’t headed in the right direction and decided to make a change. Commodore Tomeral gave me that chance. And now, I’m here.” He gestured with his hands to indicate the system as a whole. 
 
    Dahkal looked at the man with admiration. As the heir to the Sheingal Empire, he had grown up in a palace with every advantage. Captain Brink appeared to have crawled from the gutter and created his own destiny. There was much to be respected in that. 
 
    “A lone Leethog, you say? Interesting. I would like to hear the full story some time,” Dahkal said, truly interested. 
 
    “Come on down to the planet when you get the chance, and I’ll be happy to tell you,” Brink said with a smile. “Also, I would love to see you run our training course. Though, I think you might have to use the larger course we built for the Taylahh. Your wings and claws look like they come in handy for climbing and jumping long distances.” 
 
    “That they do,” Dahkal agreed. “Taylahh? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that species.” 
 
    Brink beamed. “You’re in for a treat. I bet you would make a great sparring partner for them. Just be careful not to let them grab you. They’re liable to pull your arms out of their sockets,” he warned. 
 
    “I’m familiar with the tactic,” Dahkal said darkly. 
 
    Brink eyed Dahkal inquisitively. “Something tells me you are,” he replied. “You can tell me the story when you come down. The invitation stands anytime you’re in-system.” He stood. “I’m afraid I must be going. My schedule stays pretty busy. Thank you for your time and for the krishta. It’s a real shame there isn’t any available. It’s really good.” 
 
    Dahkal stood and thought for a moment. “Wait here a moment, please,” he said, his mind made up. He turned and walked to the galley and returned holding something. He held out his hand; in it was a half-filled sack. 
 
    Brink took the sack with both hands and set it down on the table. “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    “Open it,” Dahkal instructed. 
 
    Brink did so. A huge grin crossed his face, and his eyes filled with joy. Inside the sack were five pounds of unground seeds. From the aroma, he could tell this was what the krishta was made from. “Noooo, I can’t accept this, Dahkal. You can’t have that much, and you can’t get any more,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal held up a hand to stop Brink’s refusal. “I can spare this for you. I’ve greatly enjoyed our conversation and look forward to more,” he said. “Besides, if you have some on the planet, I won’t need to bring my own.” 
 
    One side of Brink’s mouth rose in a half grin. “That sounds like a plan to me. Thank you very much.” He held his hand out, and Dahkal reciprocated. 
 
    “I am glad you decided to try to recruit me, Captain Brink,” Dahkal said. “When we come back, I’ll be sure to take you up on your invitation. I would like to meet these Taylahh and run your obstacle course.” 
 
    “Back?” Brink asked. “Oh, that’s right, you just took a contract with your new crew. I wish you luck, my friend. Come back safely.” 
 
    “We will do our best,” Dahkal said. “Thank you. I’ll show you out.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to hide this stuff,” Brink declared, smelling the bag as they made their way to the exit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal, Ryan, and the members of the newly hired crew were in the common room of Winged Fury. Except Monday, that is. None of them had seen him since the night before, and he was nowhere to be seen on the ship. 
 
    “Where is Monday? Have any of you seen him?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “No clue, bro. I haven’t seen him since I left the bar last night,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Same here,” Alex agreed, as did the other three beings in the room. 
 
    The sound of the air lock opening then closing alerted them to the arrival of a new passenger. It had to be Monday. Nobody else was authorized. A moment later, he appeared in the doorway of the common area, except he didn’t quite look like himself. 
 
    His eyes were wide and blank, his face was flushed and lacked color, and his posture was off. His usual cocky stance was gone; his shoulders drooped, and he placed his arm against the wall to hold himself up. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you look like crap,” Alex said. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Monday said, still gazing into a blank space in front of him. 
 
    “You look like you’ve had a life-altering experience,” Dahkal said. He wondered if the man was going to collapse to the floor in front of them. 
 
    “Uh-huh. You could say that,” Monday managed to get out. 
 
    “Ok, I have to know what happened. Life changing? What could possibly have happened to you last night that would be life changing?” Ryan pried. 
 
    Monday took a deep breath and made eye contact with Dahkal for the first time since he boarded. He looked over at Ryan, then the rest of his partners. “You guys have to promise not to run your mouths or give me a hard time.” 
 
    “Nope! Not how it works, pal! Out with it! Now, I’m really dying to know what’s up!” Ryan said, rubbing his hands together and grinning like a child who just found a candy stash. 
 
    Dahkal laughed, spread his arms wide, cocked his head to the side, and said, “We have to live with our decisions. I’m quite curious, myself, to know what could be so embarrassing that you do not want to talk about it.” 
 
    Monday lightly tapped a hammer fist on the wall he was leaning against and looked up at the ceiling while biting his bottom lip. “I spent the evening with a Yalteen female. There. I said it. Now you know.” 
 
    The room went dead silent. All six crew members of Winged Fury stared at Monday in complete disbelief. None of them could believe what they had just heard. It was unheard of. 
 
    Ryan managed to get his mouth to work. All he got out was, “Dude.” 
 
    “Yup,” Monday said. 
 
    “Are you ok? Do you need to see a doctor, or do you want a medical nanite treatment or something? How is that even possible?” Ryan asked in bewilderment. “She would have been almost three feet taller than you and easily weighed a hundred and twenty pounds more!” 
 
    “You are a brave being,” Brawlt said, speaking for the first time. He was gawking at Monday with his one large eye. 
 
    “I agree. Yalteen females are quite aggressive in their mating habits, according to my studies,” Dahkal chinned in. 
 
    “Judging by the way he looks, he got way more than he bargained for!” Alex exclaimed and burst out laughing. The entire crew joined in. 
 
    “Laugh it up, jerks! You guys don’t know what I’ve just been through!” Monday yelled at them. 
 
    Still laughing, Dahkal said, “You’re granted a twelve-hour period of rest before duty due to your circumstances. I’m sure you need some healing time.” 
 
    A little life seemed to flicker back into Monday’s eyes. He gave the entire crew a dirty look, then made a gesture with the middle digit on one hand. Ryan and Alex returned it, laughing even harder. Monday pushed himself off the wall and hobbled toward the crew’s quarters. 
 
    When the laughter settled, Dahkal asked what the hand gesture meant. Both men explained it to him as best they could. He just shook his head. He had to admit it was fitting for certain circumstances, though. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Dahkal said, settling his crew down. “It’s time to get started on this contract.” He looked over at Alex and Ranga. “Is the bay secured?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ranga answered. “We have all thirty drones clamped two-high with the magnetic struts.” 
 
    Alex nodded in agreement. “I also double checked that Monday’s mech was secure. Not that I needed to. He’s extremely diligent in its care,” he said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Dahkal said. He looked at Ryan. “Shall we make our way to the bridge?” 
 
    Ryan grinned. “We shall,” he replied excitedly. 
 
    Upon reaching the bridge, Dahkal took his place in the command chair. Brawlt took his place in the pilot’s seat next to Ryan, who took the seat of the co-pilot. Hunai sat at the communications console. Dahkal turned his head, and to his surprise, he saw Monday joining Alex at the defensive console. 
 
    “Decided to forego the twelve-hour rest period, did we?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    Monday returned the smile. “Ain’t no rest for the wicked.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled and activated his comm. “How are we looking Ranga?” 
 
    “All systems are operating at one hundred percent efficiency,” answered the engineer. Ranga was down at the engineering station. He had insisted on being there. Should anything go awry, it would take him significantly less time to get to where the issue was. Dahkal had not argued with the engineer’s rational. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Dahkal said. “Prepare for departure.” He gave Brawlt the signal to disconnect from the station. 
 
    A few moments later, the Merc’s Hub began to grow smaller as they made their way toward the gate. Dahkal looked around at the diverse crew he had assembled. They were going over their station’s readings with diligence, and they all had determined looks on their faces. They would fulfill this contract and many more after that. This was the beginning of something much larger; he could feel it in his bones. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gortal sat on the throne and cleaned under his claws with a knife. After several moments, he looked up and scowled. Three Sheingal with their wrists and ankles shackled knelt below the throne platform. Behind each stood an imperial guard to keep them from fleeing or attacking the emperor, not that he would need the help. He sheathed the blade and stared at them. 
 
    Reuan stood to the right-hand side of the throne and slightly back. She was wearing her armor and carried her spear. As Gortal’s current heir, she attended all formal affairs. She had not been present during the council meeting, but she was informed of its content after. She was with her mother at the time. She stood at attention next to her brother and stared directly ahead, over the beings below. She didn’t make eye contact with any of them.  
 
    “I ordered all beings who fell within the designated parameters to report for duty to the Sheingalian forces within seven days,” Gortal said in a deep, calm voice. “That was ten days ago.” He sat back on the throne and rested his massive arms on the armrests. “What have you to say for yourselves?” he asked in a condescending tone. 
 
    The oldest male among the three beings lifted his head to look at the emperor. He wore a defeated expression, and his eyes glinted with tears of fear. Dried blood covered the lower left side of his mouth, and he had several scrapes and cuts from being apprehended by local law enforcement. He had obviously resisted. 
 
    “Please,” he managed in a hoarse voice, “let my family go. They only did as I told them to. It was my idea to hide our son; they are not to blame.” 
 
    Gortal bared his teeth in anger. “Let them go?” he asked incredulously. “They are just as guilty as you are. Your mate is not bound to your command, but she is to mine. Your son is of age to serve, and both of you are still young enough to serve as well. All three of you should have reported as you were instructed.” His tone was menacing and full of hate. “You have acted without honor and are traitors to the empire.” 
 
    The male’s wife and son began to weep, and his expression went from one of defeat to anger. “You have taken away all freedom of choice!” he yelled. “How can you speak of honor? You, who murdered your own father so you could be in power! You know nothing of honor! You spoke of us being held here as captives as an excuse to take the throne. Now you force us into the ranks to serve as your slaves in battle!” 
 
    Gortal laughed long and loud. “I would like to meet a slave who is paid half as well as I pay our forces. Many systems require service in their military. This is no different.” 
 
    The male shook his head. “That has been their way for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. They didn’t set it up in seven days! What you ask for is unacceptable.” 
 
    “Yet you are among the very few who refused to abide by the new law,” Gortal said, looking directly into the male’s eyes. “It wasn’t that you were late due to extenuating circumstances. No. You decided to rebel, and you hid yourself and your family. I could have overlooked tardiness, but you deliberately defied my command. Therefore, you will all be tried and convicted of treason.” 
 
    “Tried?” exclaimed the male. “I see no court here!” 
 
    “I am the court!” Gortal bellowed and shot to his feet. He walked to the edge of the platform and glared down. “I am judge, jury, and yes, I can even be the executioner if I so choose! As the emperor, I convict your entire family of treason, and the sentence is death!” 
 
    “NO! PLEASE!” the male begged. Tears fell from his eyes. His mate screamed in horror and looked at her son. “Spare them, I beg you! Take me, but please spare their lives!” he continued to plead. 
 
    Gortal calmly walked back to his throne and cast a look at Reuan before he sat. She didn’t meet his gaze. He sat back in the seat and made himself comfortable, then motioned for Reuan to walk around and face him. She stepped forward, turned, and faced him. He looked up at her cold, empty eyes. 
 
    “They are to be executed immediately. I want you to oversee the matter yourself,” he ordered. She didn’t say anything, but she appeared to shake slightly. He could see tears fighting to fall from her eyes. “Is that understood, Sister?” he asked, his tone commanding but slightly softer. 
 
    She nodded quickly and said, “Yes, Brother.” 
 
    He nodded back and grunted, “Good.” 
 
    Reuan turned and marched to the edge of the stage and down the stairs. She motioned for the guards to raise the still crying beings from the floor. They were walking toward the exit when Gortal rose and walked to the edge of the stage. 
 
    “Three more things, Reuan,” he said, causing her to halt. “First, make sure they all die at the same time. They committed treason together, as a family, so they should all die together, as a family,” he said with a grin. She turned to fully face him, and he noticed the horrified look on her face. “Second, you are to be the one who relieves this one of his traitorous life,” he said, pointing at the adult male. “Third, once you have dispatched them, put their bodies on display outside the main gates. Let the rest of Shein know what happens to those who betray the empire.” 
 
    Reuan stepped toward him and tried to speak, but he held up a hand to stop her before she got out more than a murmur. “Do as I command, First Heir. You are my sister, but you are not above the law any more than they are. Do not jeopardize yourself.” 
 
    She hardened her face, turned, and ordered the guards to continue. Gortal walked back to the throne and sat down. He looked out into the great hall, taking in the history that surrounded him. Statues of all the imperial rulers lined the hall. In his eyes, some were great leaders; others were weak. His eyes fell on the bust of his brother, Dahkal. Next to it was the stand where his father’s statue would stand once it was complete. 
 
    “If only I could have persuaded you to see things my way,” he said to himself. “The things you and I could have accomplished together.” 
 
    “I do not believe he would have gone along with your plans, Emperor Gortal,” came a voice from the shadows. 
 
    Gortal turned and saw Koshal step out from the corridor below and to the right of the stage. He slowly made his way up the stairs and stood before the emperor. “Which is why we had to have him removed from the equation,” Gortal replied. 
 
    “Your sister does not seem to share your views either,” Koshal pointed out. 
 
    “She will do as she is instructed. She is without options. I believe she will come around in time,” Gortal said. 
 
    “You do not think she would betray you?” Koshal asked. “Attack you during battle or challenge you as you did your father?” 
 
    Gortal harrumphed. “She is not stupid, Koshal. Reuan is a talented fighter, and she has her advanced weapons, but she can’t use those during the Battle of Ascension,” he answered. “With only her natural weapons and strength, she is no match for me.” 
 
    Koshal nodded. “True. But why force her to carry out the execution of an entire family?” he asked. “You do not think it will cause her to hate you more than she already does? Will it not make her resist you even more?” 
 
    Gortal shook his head, then scratched the healing scar on his face. “No, it will break her spirit. Once she realizes my word is final, regardless of what she thinks or what Father taught her, she will no longer fight orders,” he responded. “She will come to realize I am right, and she will be a great asset to the empire.” 
 
    “And when you have an heir of your own blood?” Koshal asked. “What will become of her then?” 
 
    “She will command the forces as I would have,” Gortal answered, without thought. 
 
    “How go the shipyards and the munition factories?” Gortal asked, changing the subject. “Are we seeing progress?” 
 
    Koshal nodded. A smile split his lips and exposed his needle-thin teeth. Gortal had become accustomed to it over the years, but many found his smile disturbing. “We are seeing progress, indeed. They are producing over five hundred missiles a day, and we are on course to finish a ship in each shipyard every six weeks,” he replied with confidence. “It is most impressive. It seems many of our beings prefer to work in the mines, shipyards, and missile factories over joining the ranks.” 
 
    Gortal laughed and nodded. “I didn’t think we would have an issue hiring extra workers, even at the lower rate of pay,” he said. “They are cowards, afraid to leave this life, and we don’t want them on the battlefield or in our ships during space battles. We need real warriors with courage and strength. No, they are right where they need to be.” 
 
    Gortal stood and smiled at Koshal. “Enough business for today. Come, my old friend, let us go and see what Aarontal has fixed for lunch. I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reuan walked behind the prisoners down the dark hallway, silent tears streaming down her face. The spear in her hand felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds, and the weight of the guilt from the act she about to commit threatened to break her. 
 
    Upon reaching the end of the corridor, one of the imperial soldiers thumbed the access panel. The door slid aside, and sunlight poured in. They exited single file onto the executioner’s platform, which hadn’t been used in many years. The last time Reuan could remember was when a murderer had gone on a rampage through the city. He killed nine beings before he was apprehended. Ironically, Dahkal and Gortal had finally caught him. Now, Gortal was ordering the murder of an entire family. 
 
    At least, that was how she viewed it. She didn’t agree with any of Gortal’s new policies or the way he was enforcing them. Yet, she had to follow them like any other being. If she didn’t, her life would be forfeit, and she wouldn’t be able to do anything to help the rest. Not that she felt she was doing anything to help them now. She felt the exact opposite. 
 
    The guards led the three weeping family members to the center of the stage where several wooden blocks lined the floor. They were stained with old blood as was the surrounding area. The guards directed the prisoners to their knees and pushed them over the blocks, their heads hanging over the outer edges. Three Sheingal warriors approached Reuan wielding large double-bladed battle axes. The blades were broad and curved in a sinister design. 
 
    She directed two of them to position themselves next to the mother and son. She handed her spear to the third and took the axe from him. She positioned herself next to the father. With tear-filled eyes and a painful grimace, she raised the axe above her head. She was about to signal the other two warriors to do the same, when the male spoke, causing her to pause. 
 
    “Harringtal,” the male said in a trembling voice. 
 
    “What?” Reuan asked through her tears. 
 
    “My name is Harringtal,” he replied. “I thought you might want to know.” He turned his head and looked up at her with one eye. “I know you aren’t like you brother,” he whispered. “It’s ok. I won’t hold anything against you in the next life. I understand you must do this.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” Reuan asked, her own voice trembling. 
 
    “Because you are decent and kind, not a cold-hearted killer. I can see it in your eyes,” he responded. “Do not carry the guilt of this day with you for the rest of your life. You are setting us free. I wish my family could live their lives but ending them early is better than living them as slaves. You are forgiven, Reuan. Do what you have to now, so you can do what you must later.” 
 
    A heavy sob escaped Reuan as she processed Harringtal’s words. She was about to take his life, yet he was telling her that it was ok and that she shouldn’t feel guilty for her actions. He knew he and his family were going to die and that she was the one in charge of making sure it happened. Yet he forgave her as she was about to slaughter him like an honorless criminal. She knew she had to carry out the execution, but not like this. They didn’t deserve to die like animals, without respect. 
 
    She lowered her axe and directed the others to do the same. “Lift them to their knees,” she ordered. “Bring them here,” she said, pointing to a spot behind the wooden blocks. 
 
    The family knelt before her, and she knelt to speak to them. “What are your names?” she asked, looking at the mother and son. 
 
    “Berritan,” the mother answered softly. 
 
    “Morkantal,” the young male answered meekly. 
 
    Reuan nodded. “I’m sorry. Truly, I am. I wish there were another way. I can’t save you, but I can allow you to be together at the end.” She ordered the guards to cut the bonds that held their hands behind their backs. The family immediately began holding each other’s hands, and they leaned together, touching foreheads and whispering words of love to each other.  
 
    “Thank you, Reuan,” Berritan said, lifting her grief-stricken face. “Thank you for letting me touch and hold them one last time.” Tears were flowing from her bloodshot eyes as she turned and rested her head against her mate’s and son’s. 
 
    Harringtal put his arms around both and held them close. He looked up at Reuan as well. “You’ll let us be together at the end?” 
 
    Reuan nodded slowly, tears dripping off her chin. “Yes, I will,” she answered softly. She looked at Morkantal and asked, “Do you know any songs?” 
 
    He looked at her, confused and afraid. After a moment he muttered, “Yes. I know the ballad of Razal.” 
 
    Reuan smiled. “Can you sing it for me?” 
 
    The young male looked at his father and then his mother. They both smiled at him and nodded. “Go ahead; you can do it. You know the words,” his mother encouraged. He began to sing, and his parents joined him. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Reuan said softly, and they did. “Lift your faces to the sun and sing your hearts out to the heavens as you hold each other close,” she said as she stood slowly. They lifted their heads to the skies and felt the warmth of the sun on their eyelids as they held each other, singing in unison. 
 
    They never felt the blade of Reuan’s spear as it passed through their throats in one, swift movement. It was a clean cut. The ten-inch blade was sharp, and her aim was precise. Their brains never had time to register their deaths. They were quick and painless. 
 
    She stood there and stared at them for several minutes before ordering the warriors to carry out the rest of Gortal’s orders. She cried as she watched them pull the family from each other’s grasps and load their bodies onto the hover cart. There would be no proper burial or memorial for them. Their bodies were destined to be ravaged by the elements while serving as grim reminders to the rest of Shein about what happened when you crossed the new emperor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll have his head stuffed and mounted on my wall!” Yaktal exclaimed as he slammed his fist on the table. Several empty mugs and one that was half full toppled over. The spilled liquid spread to the edge of the table and down to the floor. The server behind the bar glared and threw a dirty rag at him.  
 
    “Calm down, Yaktal. Someone will hear you,” Krantal warned. “We don’t need any unnecessary attention.” He picked up the rag and cleaned up his friend’s mess. When the spill was gone, he took the rag to the bar and used his slate to transfer a generous tip to the bartender. He also ordered a drink before returning to Yaktal’s table. 
 
    They looked up as another being entered the small domicile. It was Prondal, and he was a few minutes early. That was a good sign. He set his laser on the table and picked up a full glass of the fermented fruits Yaktal had sitting there. He drained the glass. 
 
    “Thirsty?” Yaktal asked, annoyed that his drink was now gone. 
 
    Prondal nodded and wiped his mouth with his forearm. He sat down and leaned in close to speak with the others. “Everything is set. I spoke with my friend in palace security. He assures me the way will be clear tomorrow night,” he whispered. 
 
    “It better be, or I’ll skin him and make a new yellow waist cloth,” Yaktal threatened. 
 
    Prondal shook his head. “You’ve had too much to drink. Don’t threaten those who are trying to help you,” he snapped. “I’m really sticking my neck out here. Gortal trusts me, otherwise I would not be in the Imperial Guard. If he gets any hint I am betraying him, I’ll be executed.” 
 
    Krantal nodded and lightly shook Yaktal by the shoulder. “He’s right. We’re sorry about your brother, but if we’re going to do this, we have to do it right,” he said. “Which means no more drinking until after tomorrow night. Then, you can drink all you want to victory and vengeance served.” 
 
    Yaktal took a deep breath and rubbed his face. He did his best to push away his anger and sorrow for the moment. “I’m sorry, my friends. I know you are putting your lives on the line for me,” he said. “Do you have the layout, Prondal? You know where we’re going?” 
 
    “I do,” Prondal answered. “He’s moved to his grandfather’s old quarters. He wouldn’t allow his mother to be uprooted from hers, so he took those. That’s better for us because they are more accessible than the emperor’s chambers.” 
 
    “He hasn’t added extra precautions?” Krantal asked. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t feel they are necessary. He thinks he can handle whatever is thrown at him.” He took a slate from his belt and pulled up a diagram. 
 
    “I will be happy to prove him wrong,” Yaktal stated as he eyed the diagram. 
 
    The three of them sat there for several hours and went over the plan numerous times. Everything had to fall into place for the plan to work and for them to keep their lives. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next night, the three of them crept along the palace wall, sticking to the shadows and moving in silence. The night air was cool, and the breeze from the ocean wafted over them. They reached the furthest end of the wall and huddled close together. 
 
    “We will go over the wall here. There are no guards due to patrol this area for another nine minutes,” Prondal said, checking the information that scrolled on the HUD, or heads up display, of his heavy battle armor. 
 
    Their armor was dark grey and covered their entire bodies, except for their wings. It was servo-assisted, which added strength, speed, and agility to their physical capabilities. They had decided if they were going to go up against Gortal, they would need the additional edge. He was the most powerful being any of them had ever seen. Even though there were three of them, it would not be an even match without the armor. 
 
    Prondal added, “Once we’re over, we’ll follow the path indicated on your HUDs through the shrubbery to avoid camera detection as well as imperial guards on patrol.” 
 
    “Got it,” Yaktal said. He aimed an electromagnetic grappling gun at the top of the wall and fired. The three-pronged hook sailed over the top. He retracted the cable until the hook caught, and the line was secure. 
 
    Satisfied the hook wouldn’t come loose, the three of them climbed the rope one by one. Yaktal was last. Once he reached the top, he retracted the cable into the gun and reset the hook. He secured the tool and dropped to the ground with two and a half minutes to spare. 
 
    They crouched low and navigated through the maze of Rosanta bushes behind the palace. They stopped every so often to look around and make sure no unexpected surprises were awaiting them. They cleared the bushes and reached the center structure of the palace, then hid in the shadows along the wall as they communicated over comms. 
 
    Prondal highlighted a path that ended under a specific window on the wall around the next corner. “Ok, now we make our way to Dahkal’s quarters,” he whispered into the comm. “It’s been empty since he left on his journey. Thanks to a little inside help, all the security measures have been turned off. When we get up to that balcony, we can scale the wall to get to Gortal’s rooms two floors above. Remember, from this point on, we must remain absolutely silent.” 
 
    “What about Gortal’s rooms?” Yaktal asked. 
 
    “Same thing. The sensors have all been turned off,” Prondal answered. 
 
    “Understood,” Yaktal replied. 
 
    “Got it,” Krantal said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The three of them slowly made their way to the end of the wall. Krantal crouched and peeked around the corner. He watched as the guard on patrol rounded the corner at the far end of the structure. He motioned with a hand signal that the coast was clear. They continued around until they were nine floors below Dahkal’s balcony. Yaktal again aimed his grappling hook and fired. He pulled the cable until it tightened, and they made their second climb of the night. 
 
    They now stood on Dahkal’s empty balcony. Using a series of eye movements, Prondal sent a text message to his partners explaining what hand and footholds were available for the climb to Gortal’s balcony. Using the hook would create too much noise. When he received confirmation messages back from them, he stepped on the railing and pulled himself up along the wall. 
 
    He checked the time on his display and saw that they were two minutes ahead of schedule. Once they made it to the balcony above and through the doorway, they would be clear of cameras and guards. Then the threat became much more deadly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yaktal’s heart began to race as he climbed. He was getting closer to his goal of revenge. He would avenge the lives of his brother and his brother’s family. In the process he would rid the system of a tyrannical emperor and put Reuan on the throne. He knew that even though she had carried out the execution, she hadn’t wanted to. She had done it because she had no other choice.  Had she not, she would have been killed herself. If that had happened, there would be no other being who could help. She was their only hope for righting the wrong and immoral laws that were now in place. 
 
    He looked up and saw Prondal pull himself over the railing, then Krantal. He was next. He pulled himself over and crouched behind his two companions. He watched as Krantal manipulated the locks on the balcony doors with his kit of different picks. He had never bothered to ask his friend where he learned his lockpicking skills. He didn’t want to know. Perhaps, after all this, he would have that conversation. It had to be an interesting story. 
 
    The latch released, and the door eased open a few inches without a sound. Prondal motioned for them to draw their weapons. They were carrying high-powered kinetic rifles. There was no way Gortal could survive a barrage of fire at near pointblank range from three of the weapons, especially if they each fired every shot they had into him. This would all be over soon. 
 
    With weapons at the ready, Prondal eased the door the rest of the way open, and they filed in silently. A dim light near the doorway on the other side of the room emitted enough light for them to make out nearby objects. Yaktal could see that the curtains on the huge, six poster bed were drawn shut. He motioned for Prondal to take the left side of the bed and for Krantal to take the right. He stood at the center of the footboard and aimed at where he believed the monster’s head would be. 
 
    A countdown from five in the upper left-hand corner of his display activated, and he prepared to fire. When the timer hit zero, all three fired, filling the air with the sounds of justice. They fired until they ran out of ammunition. Dust and feathers floated through the air amid the destruction. 
 
    Yaktal replaced his magazine and stepped closer to the shredded curtain. He reached forward with one hand and ripped it down to view the carnage that lay beyond it. Except…all he saw was shot up bedding and the remains of a few pillows. Something was wrong. Gortal wasn’t there. His mind raced, and his heart felt like it was about to beat out of his chest. Someone was bound to have heard the gunfire. They had to act fast. 
 
    He turned to look at Krantal just as a massive being in dark red heavy armor tackled his friend. He rushed in to help but was knocked several feet back when a war hammer flew up from the floor and into his midsection. He landed hard on his back, and his entire body felt like it had been hit by a hover vehicle at high speed. 
 
    He rolled and scrambled to get up. When he lifted his head, he saw Prondal in the air, over the large being’s head. The being slammed Prondal hard on his side over the footboard of the bed. Yaktal heard his ribs snap through his armor. He shifted his gaze to Krantal who was lying motionless on the floor. He dropped his head for a moment and gathered his strength to push himself up and fight, but a large, armored foot crashed into his helmet’s face shield and everything went black. 
 
    Yaktal woke and opened his eyes. His hands were bound behind his back. He was propped up on his knees. He looked left and saw the lifeless body of his friend Krantal. He let out a sigh of regret and turned to the right. He met Prondal’s eyes. He was alive but badly beaten, and he needed medical care. Yaktal could tell he needed medical treatment himself. He looked up and quickly realized neither of them would ever receive it. 
 
    Gortal towered over them. His battle helmet rested on the floor by his feet, and he held his massive war hammer in one hand. Somehow, he had figured out they were after him. How did he know we were coming? And how did he know when? Yaktal asked himself. 
 
    “Did you really think it would be that easy to kill me?” Gortal roared. “And you only brought three beings to do the job? How insulting! Surely I merit at least five!” He said the last with a sneer of arrogant confidence, though it was probably true. 
 
    Gortal stepped forward, and Yaktal could see other beings in the room. Behind him stood Koshal, a member of the council, and Reuan, his First Heir. At the doorway stood four imperial guards who were armed and wearing the same type of heavy battle armor he was. 
 
    Gortal shook his head in disgust. “Members of our own forces plotting my death,” he said. “And you, Prondal, a member of my Imperial Guard. A being I trusted. You disappoint me the most.” 
 
    Prondal looked at the floor and said nothing. 
 
    Gortal paced back and forth a few times before he spoke. He snapped and pointed a finger in the air as if he had just remembered something. “I have something for you, Prondal,” he said, with a wide smile. 
 
    The emperor turned, and Koshal handed him a sack. He walked forward and stopped a few inches from Prondal and Yaktal. He turned the sack upside down, and a yellow head dropped to the stone floor. The eyes were still open. Yaktal heard a gasp escape Prondal’s mouth. He turned and saw his friend staring wide eyed at the remains on the floor. 
 
    “Did you honestly believe we didn’t have someone keeping an eye on palace security?” Gortal asked, eyeing Prondal. “I have a recording of the entire conversation you two had at his security station. Once I took care of your friend here, I was able to get your entire plan from his slate.” 
 
    Neither of the bound beings said anything. There was nothing they could say. They were beaten. Gortal had been one step ahead of them, and they had fallen into his trap. 
 
    “You’re the brother of the one I had executed yesterday,” Gortal said, his tone flat. 
 
    “I am,” Yaktal replied, lifting his eyes from the head to the emperor’s eyes. “You killed him and his family in cold blood. I wanted revenge and justice for them.” 
 
    “They got what traitors deserve,” Gortal replied without emotion. “As will you.” 
 
    Yaktal watched as the emperor raised his hammer and swung it with great force into the side of Prondal’s head. He heard the snaps and cracks as his friend’s skull was crushed under the power of the war hammer. Time seemed to slow down as Gortal drew his arm back to swing the hammer again. Yaktal’s eyes met Reuan’s empathetic gaze just before everything went dark for the last time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Gortal felt the hammer connect with the traitor’s brother’s skull and watched the body crumple to the floor. He turned to Koshal and smiled. “Good thinking, putting surveillance equipment in the security office. I owe you, old friend,” he said. 
 
    “Just doing my duty, Emperor Gortal,” Koshal said with a slight shrug and a big smile. 
 
    Gortal laughed and looked at the four guards in the doorway. “Get some beings in here to clean up this mess,” he ordered. “I want to be back in my own room by tomorrow evening, or someone will answer for it.” The guards wasted no time getting on their comms. 
 
    He looked at Reuan. “Do you disapprove of this as well? Or would you have had me let them sing first?” 
 
    Reuan glanced at him and scowled. “I’m not afraid of you, Gortal,” she said. “I gave that family the death they deserved. Admittedly, I did not agree with your decision. I did as you ordered, but I did it my way. I apologize for nothing.” 
 
    He smiled, walked up to her, and leaned down close to her ear canal. “Nor do I, Sister,” he said calmly. “Nor do I.” 
 
    He reached down and picked up his helmet, then motioned for Koshal to exit the room. He started to follow him but turned to sister again. 
 
    “Put them on display next to the other traitors. The head as well. His body is waiting for you down by the gates. Stick the head on a spear or something,” he said with a grin. “Make it look good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal placed a lid on the small cup and grabbed a few pieces of the dehydrated meat Aarontal had prepared for him before he left home. Ryan called it jerky, which sounded odd to Dahkal, but was easier and faster to say. He exited the galley and walked through the darkened passages toward the bridge. His night vision allowed him to see clearly without turning on any of the overhead lights. The bridge was illuminated in a dim blue when he entered. 
 
    Hunai was seated in the command chair, free of his suit and helmet. He was smiling and appeared to be content as he watched the opaque swirl of alter-reality—a hypnotizing ballet—through the clear-steel portal. This was the first time Dahkal had seen him without his protective gear. He noticed Hunai had thin, clawed fingers, and the tops of his hands were covered in the same bristly fur as his head. His clothing consisted of a pair of fatigues and boots. 
 
    Dahkal was unable to see the rest of his anatomy, but he concluded Hunai’s body was likely covered entirely by fur and his toes likely had claws similar to those on his hands. He assumed these were traits of a species that lived below the surface. But Hunai was nearly six feet tall, and most would expect a species that lived underground to be short. Dahkal wondered if he was tall for his race, or if they were all his height. 
 
    “Mesmerizing isn’t it?” Dahkal asked from the shadows. 
 
    Hunai jumped in surprise. He hadn’t heard Dahkal approach. When he saw who the speaker was, he stood. “It is,” he answered and turned to look at the portal. “No matter how many times I see it, it still amazes me.” He turned back to Dahkal and motioned to the chair. “Would you like your seat? I apologize if I stepped out of line by using it.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and shook his head. “The bridge is yours, Hunai. At the moment, that seat belongs to you, my friend.” He walked over and offered him the cup and the jerky. “Here, I made you some krishta and brought you some jerky. I couldn’t sleep and thought you might like some company.” 
 
    Hunai smiled and accepted the offering graciously. He looked at his employer and gestured to the overhead lighting. “Thank you for this. I have never been on a ship where I could walk around freely without my suit.” 
 
    Dahkal waved it off and motioned for Hunai to sit back down. Then he took a seat at the helm. “It was just some wiring and lighting. Nothing spectacular,” he said. 
 
    “It is beyond spectacular to me,” Hunai replied. “I have also never been left in command of a ship before. Granted, we’re in alter-reality, but all the same, it’s another first.” 
 
    “The rest of the team can sleep, and you can take the night shift when we travel in alter-reality,” Dahkal said with a shrug. “It allows you a bit of freedom from your suit, and they can sleep a full rest cycle. It works for everyone. Of course, in regular space, a couple more of the guys will need to be up here with you. Many more incidents can occur out there.” Dahkal looked around the bridge with curiosity. “Do you have a suit up here in case of an emergency?” 
 
    Hunai nodded and pointed at what Dahkal had thought was Ryan’s suit a moment before. “I do. It’s there, next to the others.” 
 
    “Good. I was worried about that for a moment,” Dahkal said. “It wouldn’t do for you to be unprotected during a battle or in any other situation that requires or emanates normal light.” 
 
    “I came to the same conclusion,” Hunai concurred. “The last thing I want is to have burns and boils all over my body. It’s not fun; I assure you.” 
 
    Dahkal winced at the notion of being contained in a suit while having injuries like that all over him. It sounded like torture. Nanites would help, but still. “No, I don’t imagine it is,” he said. 
 
    They sat in silence for a while, taking in the view. Dahkal glanced over at the emergence clock and saw there were thirteen hours left until they exited the gate and entered the Raegah System. Once there, they would travel to the planet Ruul and extract the cargo and equipment left by the company that hired them. The job was simple enough—land, extract, leave, deliver, get paid. 
 
    Dahkal stood, stretched, and scratched the scales at the base of his neck. He patted Hunai on the shoulder as he walked by. “I leave the ship in your capable hands, my friend. I will relieve you in four hours,” he said. “You should be able to rest for a full sleep cycle before we emerge and still have time to prepare yourself. I’ve instructed the others to rest until one hour prior to gate exit. I want everyone rested up for this mission.” 
 
    Hunai cocked his head to the side. “What about you? Do you not need rest as well?” he asked. 
 
    Dahkal grinned. “I will be fine,” he answered. “I feel like I’ve been resting since I arrived in the Salvage System. I’m anxious to actually do something. I’ll see you in four hours.” He turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thirty minutes until we exit alter-reality,” Ryan announced to the rest of the bridge. He also broadcast the announcement over the internal comm system so Ranga would hear it in engineering. 
 
    Dahkal sat in his command chair and smiled as Hunai, who was back in his protective suit, took his seat at the communications station. “Begin running last minute diagnostics and system checks,” Dahkal ordered. “I want to be running at full capability when we enter the system.” He looked over at the offensive and defensive stations where Monday and Alex were working side by side. “Bring offensive and defensive weapons to the ready, and I want full shields. We are taking no chances.” 
 
    “Offensive weapons hot,” Alex replied. 
 
    “I have defensive missiles, locked, stocked, and ready to rock,” Monday added. 
 
    Ryan was sitting in the tactical station. “Shields are running at one hundred percent, bro,” he said and threw out a thumbs up. 
 
    Dahkal nodded in approval and brought the main screen online. On it was the terrain layout for where they would be landing. Their destination was the actual worksite which had a clearing large enough for them to land the frigate. They would be venturing into a mine shaft to retrieve the property and being able to land so close would make the job easier. 
 
    The mine was midway up a medium-sized mountain, surrounded by thick forests and swamplands. A single road wound up the mountainside to the worksite from the former headquarters of the operation. Fortunately for them, they wouldn’t need the road, but it was good to know it was there. 
 
    Dahkal and his crew studied the information and discussed how to approach the landing and all the different variables. Once everyone understood the plan, he sent copies of the terrain layout and the contract to each of their slates.  
 
    The emergence countdown hit zero, and the entire crew felt the disorientation that came with exiting from alter-reality into normal space. Winged Fury coasted ahead at impulse speed until Brawlt boosted the throttle to a steady pace of one and a half g-forces. 
 
    “Looks like we’re only about six hours from the planet,” Ryan informed Dahkal. 
 
    “Excellent,” he replied. “Continue at this speed.” 
 
    “Roger,” Brawlt answered. 
 
    Dahkal started to speak but snapped his maw shut before doing so. He narrowed his eyes at Brawlt’s back, and he could swear he saw Ryan bounce slightly with laughter. I will find out who this Roger being is before this is all over. “Are there any signs of other ships in the surrounding areas?” he asked, brushing aside his previous thought. 
 
    “No signs of other ships,” Ryan answered. “I’m picking up two satellites, but they’re registered to the mining company we’re contracted through. They appear to be inactive.” 
 
    Dahkal pressed the comm button on his command chair. “Ranga, how does everything look down there?” he asked. 
 
    Ranga replied almost immediately. “There was a minor fluctuation in power at the moment of exit, however it appears to have been an anomaly. I ran some tests and got negative results for any issues,” he said. “The engines and the power plants are all running at maximum efficiency.” 
 
    Dahkal rubbed his chin, visibly concerned with the report. “Very well, thank you. Please inform me if there is another fluctuation in power,” he requested. “I’ve never noticed one before, and I don’t want it to become an issue.” 
 
    “I can run a more thorough diagnostic once we reach the planet, if you would like,” Ranga offered. “I’m afraid I may not be of much use in the mine unless you need someone to repair some equipment before you move it. Even if that is the case, I will still have ample time to complete the scans.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Yes, let’s do that. I would like to know for sure there are no issues with our ship. If we need you, we will call for you.” He cut the comm and directed his attention back to the crew on the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kuba was eating a stale protein bar as he sat in his command chair. Fresh fruit or freshly killed and roasted game would have been his preferred meal, but the bar would do for now. Luxuries would have to wait until he fulfilled his mission. He was playing a game on his slate with his feet and was about to eat the last bite of the protein bar when his tactical officer informed him another ship had entered the system. 
 
    He snapped his head up quickly, causing his bushy mane to wave in the half gravity. “Is it a warship?” he asked. Kuba stood and used the overhead rungs to swing over and view the information himself. “Do you think they detected us?” 
 
    “Unlikely, Captain,” Jaaga replied as he scratched under his golden beard. “We rounded the planet almost immediately after they emerged from the gate. They were probably still disorientated and weren’t running a proper scan yet.” 
 
    Kuba grunted with approval. “And the ship?” 
 
    “Looks like a frigate, sir. Basic defensive weapons would be my guess,” Jaaga answered. “We didn’t have enough time to get a proper scan either.” 
 
    Kuba growled with disappointment and bared his large incisors. “Oh well, it is of no matter. The recent modifications to this ship are more than enough to handle a single frigate.” 
 
    The ship was a modified, medium cargo freighter, or Q-ship. It now sported six missile launchers, loaded with the newest missiles the Bieratang had to offer. There were also two forward- and two aft-facing anti-missile launchers. The weapons weren’t the only updates the Alpha had authorized. The shielding was significantly stronger than it had been when the ship was “acquired,” and the engines had been upgraded. The previous owners had not needed to take such measures. 
 
    Kuba absentmindedly dug into his fur and scratched until he felt something. He grasped the small insect that had made its home on his body with his thumb and middle finger. He quickly glanced at it, then tossed it into his mouth and ground it between his front teeth. He stared at the screen for a long moment, chewing and searching the rest of his fur. “They must be here for the contract,” he finally stated. “That is the only way to explain another ship being here right now.” 
 
    Jaaga drew back his red nose in confusion, causing the blue ridged sides of his snout to crinkle. “But, sir, I thought the Alpha had blocked that contract from all nearby systems so only we would know about it.” 
 
    Kuba leapt back to the overhead and swung over to his executive officer, Guundar. “There was never a guarantee no others would see it. At least one system was bound to receive it, not to mention those who saw it before he arranged for the signal to be blocked.” 
 
    Kuba looked at his XO. “Order the dropship and the ore hauler to leave for the planet. I want that mine in our possession before that ship arrives.” 
 
    “As you command, Captain,” Guundar, a smaller male, responded. He immediately relayed the command to the comms officer. After a few moments, he said, “Dropship One and the hauler will launch in ten minutes, Captain.”  
 
    Kuba swung back to his command chair and dropped into it. He entered a series of ship-wide commands on slates positioned at his hands and feet. “Turn us about once the dropship and hauler have cleared us,” he commanded the helm. “We will intercept this new ship and explain that their services are no longer required.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the pilot answered. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Jaaga announced, “Dropship and hauler are away. Clear to engage thrusters and begin maneuvering.” 
 
    “Get us underway,” Kuba commanded the pilot. The entire bridge felt the accelerated g-forces as the ship began to make the turn. 
 
    “What if they do not accept our invitation to leave, Captain?” Guundar asked. 
 
    Kuba tuned his head and narrowed his amber eyes. “Then we destroy them,” he replied and bared his dingy, yellow teeth. To races other than the Bieratang, the gesture would have appeared to be a threat. To the rest of his kind, it was devious smile. Kuba turned back and noticed he still had a bit of protein bar left, so he tossed the rest of it into his mouth and resumed his game where he had left off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reuan sat on the edge of her bed with her face buried in her mother’s bosom. She felt her mother’s arms around her. The all-too-familiar scent of the Rosanta flower filled her senses as she wept. Her room was dark and littered with parts of unfinished projects she no longer felt the desire to complete. She also felt broken and incomplete. The tasks she was being forced to perform as the First Heir were tearing her apart. 
 
    “Hush, my darling,” Shaelan whispered in her ear. “You did nothing wrong.” 
 
    Reuan pulled back and sat up to look at her mother. “How can you say that?” she asked, wiping tears from her face. “I killed an entire family and then I had to watch Harringtal’s brother die because he wanted revenge. I should have done something!” she exclaimed, standing up and walking to a nearby table. She half-heartedly lifted a piece of equipment, studied it, then set it back down. 
 
    Shaelan stood and quickly walked over to her. She grabbed Reuan by the shoulder and spun her around. “Done what, exactly? Attacked Gortal and his guards? Taken that family and run away and hid them after killing the guards who were with you?” 
 
    Reuan didn’t reply. She felt so ashamed, she turned her head so she didn’t have to look at her mother. Shaelan reached up and turned Reuan’s head back again and forced her daughter to look at her. 
 
    “You did what you had to. You had to make a decision,” she said. She took a deep breath and released Reuan. She put her hands on her hips and paced slowly as she thought about what to say. She turned and faced her daughter again. 
 
    “There comes a time in all our lives when we must decide whether to do what is right or what is easy,” she said. “Your father made that choice, and it cost him his life because he couldn’t bring himself to kill his own son. He knew what he had to do, but he couldn’t do it.” 
 
    Shaelan wiped away fresh tears. Thoughts of her beloved Draktal and his demise still stung. “You were faced with the same type of situation. Execute or be executed. You know as well as I do that your brother would have done the same to you as he did to your father, had you defied him,” she said, stepping closer to Reuan. “And then there would be no one to stand up for the beings of Shein; no one to protect them.” 
 
    Reuan shook her head and tossed her hands in the air. “Why does everyone keep saying that? I even told myself the same thing at one point.” 
 
    She hung her head, looked at the floor, and crossed her arms to hug herself. “I can’t beat him in a fight. I can’t stop him, and he won’t listen to anything I say. How am I supposed to protect the beings of Shein when I am utterly useless to do anything other than what I am told?” She looked up at her mother. “What about you? There isn’t a being in this system who doesn’t love and respect you.” 
 
    Shaelan shook her head. “I am not a warrior. Those days are far behind me,” she said. “I haven’t lifted a weapon in over three hundred years.” A small smile formed on her face. “Once your father and I became a mated pair and I became empress, all that went away for me. I focused on our cities and did my best to work with the council to create programs to make life better for all our citizens. Fighting didn’t seem necessary at the time.” 
 
    Shaelan looked at her daughter with a serious expression. “You are better than I am or ever was. You have my caring heart and your father’s fighting spirit. You can bring all of this to an end.” 
 
    Reuan shook her head. “It’s nice to know you think I have the best qualities from both of you. But that doesn’t explain how I’m supposed to fix anything Gortal’s done or stop anything he will do. I’m powerless against him,” she argued. 
 
    “No, you are not,” Shaelan replied. “You can make the hard choice again.” 
 
    Reuan narrowed her eyes, shook her head, and shrugged her shoulders in confusion. “What decision? I don’t see where I have any choice, one way or another. He hasn’t asked me to do anything else. I made a choice, and an entire family died, cut down by my own hand.” 
 
    “You told me,” Shaelan replied. “You also told me what the father said to you as you raised your axe. They made their own decision. They chose not to be forced into your brother’s ranks. They chose to remain in command of their own fates. And they chose to make sure you knew they forgave you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make what I did any easier to live with,” Reuan said, covering her mouth as new tears flooded her eyes. 
 
    Shaelan walked over and wiped away Reuan’s tears. “It will become easier in time, when you fully understand the sacrifice they made and how it affected our beings. There are those who applaud your brother’s actions, but many more would see him dead,” she said. “Remember what your father said before he faced him in battle?” 
 
    Reuan nodded. “He said he needed me to stay strong for you and everyone else if he fell.” 
 
    “And you have been so strong my dear,” Shaelan said. With a smile, she cupped Reuan’s face in her hands. “I hate that you’ve had to go through such horrendous experiences. I can’t imagine how you feel right now. But I’m afraid I must ask you to do something I fear will be even harder.” 
 
    “What could be harder than executing an entire family?” Reuan asked in a cold, confused tone. 
 
    Shaelan took a deep breath. “You have to leave, escape the system.” 
 
    “What?” Reuan asked, surprised and completely appalled at the thought. “I will not run away and abandon you and everyone here!” 
 
    “You must,” Shaelan replied. “You must flee, then return with help.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Reuan said in a meek voice. “Help?” 
 
    “Of the mercenary kind,” Shaelan said. “You must hire a force large enough to come and save our beings, to take Gortal and force him to answer for his crimes of tyranny and oppression.” 
 
    Reuan’s eyes bulged when she realized the magnitude of what her mother was proposing. “That would be more than one company. That would be several companies or another system and their entire military. And it would cost a fortune in credit,” she said, astounded. 
 
    “I think this will cover most of it,” Shaelan said and handed Reuan a miniature slate. 
 
    “What’s this?” Reuan asked as she activated it. Once she did, she almost dropped it when she saw what it was. 
 
    A laugh escaped Shaelan as she watched her daughter fumble the slate awkwardly. “That is the access slate for my and your father’s personal account with the Bith bank,” she said through a grin. “It is linked to several other accounts that neither Gortal, nor any of the council, are aware of. You should have access to enough credit to hire and fully equip a military force large enough to take on your brother. Being the empress did have its advantages.” Shaelan’s official title had changed to high matron as Gortal was now emperor. 
 
    “You can say that again,” Reuan said in amazement. “I don’t have near this much credit saved.” 
 
    “That’s because you spend it all on parts for your gadgets,” Shaelan reminded her daughter. She waved a hand at the parts haphazardly lying around the room. “Plus, you are young. Your father and I spent credit here and there, in the markets, and donated generously to the community, but mostly the credit just sat in our account. When you gain interest over a couple hundred years, it adds up.” 
 
    “Dahkal had secret accounts too,” Reuan said with a smile. “He never spent an unnecessary credit. He was so stingy with his finances.” 
 
    Shaelan smiled, remembering her first born. “He only thought they were secret,” she said with a snicker. “Your father knew all about them. He was proud Dahkal had taken the initiative to hide credit away for his journey at such an early age. It showed intelligence and the ability to foresee solutions for future situations.” 
 
    Reuan’s smiled faded, and she sighed heavily. “I wish he were here with a solution now,” she said. “He would know what to do; he always knew. Father was the only one who could best him.” 
 
    Shaelan nodded. “I wish he were too. I miss him,” she agreed. “But he is not, nor will he be. We have to do this on our own. You must go for help, and I will handle your brother while you are away. He will do his best to hunt you down and bring you back, but I will do my best to keep him calm. I have not spoken to him since your father’s death so I will need to begin doing so before you escape. Otherwise, it will appear suspicious.” 
 
    Reuan thought for a minute. Several scenarios played through her complicated mind. “How am I supposed to escape?” she asked. “It’s not like I can just walk up and ask for a ship. He’ll look at me like I’m crazy and suspect something.” 
 
    Shaelan smiled. “I think I already have a plan for that. I’ve been thinking about this since Gortal put his new policies in place. We have a friend who may be able to get you on a ship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I got a Q-ship rounding the planet and heading our way!” Ryan called out from the tactical station. 
 
    “Are they showing aggression?” Dahkal asked immediately. 
 
    “Well, they’re moving slightly slower than battle speed, and they appear to have their weapons and shielding up,” Ryan answered. 
 
    “So do we,” Dahkal said, settling back into his seat. He was about to ask Hunai to hail them when a call came through. 
 
    “Incoming video hail, sir,” Hunai informed him. 
 
    “Put it on the main screen, please,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hunai replied and answered the call. 
 
    The viewing portal switched from a view of the planet to the image of a scowling being covered in long fur, sitting in a command chair. Dahkal couldn’t help noticing the bright blue that lined his snout and the bright red of his nose and nose bridge. He also noticed the being’s expression turn from a scowl to confusion when he saw Dahkal. The crew watched as the furry captain cleared his throat and straightened out his shirt before speaking. 
 
    “I am Kuba, captain of the ship, Endless Bounty,” came a translated voice. The sounds the being made were more like grunts and low hoots. “Who, may I ask, are you, and what is your business in this system?” 
 
    Dahkal stood and stepped closer to the screen. “I am Dahkal. I command the ship Winged Fury. My business here is my own,” he said. “I will tell you we are here on a valid contract.” 
 
    Kuba narrowed his amber eyes, then quickly resumed a neutral expression. “The Flornagra mine contract, I assume?” 
 
    “It is,” Dahkal replied. 
 
    Kuba spread his lips and his arms. Dahkal assumed that was his species version of a smile. “Then this is just a misunderstanding,” he said. “You see, we are here to fulfill that contract. So, your presence is no longer needed.” 
 
    Dahkal grunted, and one side of his mouth rose in a half smile. “Funny, when I spoke with Drontah, six days ago, no other companies had inquired about the contract,” he said. “May I see your contract?” 
 
    “You most certainly may not!” Kuba exclaimed. “Are you insinuating I am lying to you?” he asked. The exposed skin on his chest seemed to turn a blueish color, and the coloring on his face intensified. 
 
    “That is exactly what I think,” Dahkal said. He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I think you saw the contract and decided to come and steal the cargo.” He saw his crew tense when they heard the accusation. Kuba’s crew appeared to do the same, and he became even more agitated. 
 
    “As I said, your presence is no longer needed here,” Kuba said through gritted teeth. “Do not test my patience, Dahkal of the Winged Fury. It would be a shame if things were to turn violent.” 
 
    Dahkal responded with a slow nod. “I agree. So, I think it would be best if you and your crew vacated the area as we have the legal contract,” he said, looking directly into Kuba’s eyes as he spoke. “As you said, it would be a shame if things were to turn violent.” 
 
    Kuba’s colors brightened further as he opened his mouth wide and let out a screeching howl. The sound didn’t translate, but it was obviously a laugh. “You are in no position to make demands from your little frigate!” he exclaimed. “I have you outgunned in every way.” 
 
    “You seem quite confident,” Dahkal pointed out with a smile. 
 
    “I am,” Kuba confirmed. My tactical officer has been scanning your ship, and you only have two missile tubes and shielding. If you do not leave, we will destroy your ship and sell it for scrap,” he threatened. “I do not care about your contract.” He spat the word “contract” out with distain. 
 
    “The truth of the matter,” he continued, “is that I am here to take what I want, and I am prepared to do what is necessary to obtain it.” He leaned closer to the camera. “Leave. Now. Or we will fire upon you.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned. “I am here to fulfill a contract, Captain Kuba. You do what you must. I will do the same.” 
 
    Kuba growled viciously and bared his teeth. “You are a fool. I look forward to watching your remains drift out into the void.” He cut the call. 
 
    Dahkal turned and quickly returned to his command chair. “Alex, open the bay and get the drones ready,” he commanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex responded. 
 
    “Transferring offensive controls to tactical,” Ryan called out. 
 
    “Confirmed transfer. Bay depressurized and open. Drones ready for launch on command,” Alex responded. 
 
    “Launch them,” Dahkal commanded. 
 
    “Five drones away. Securing bay and pressurizing,” Alex said. 
 
    “Initiate Formation One,” Dahkal commanded. Alex did as Dahkal commanded, and the drones formed up in a high guard formation above the frigate. 
 
    “Six missiles incoming!” Ryan announced. 
 
    “Fire two salvos of defensive missiles,” Dahkal ordered. 
 
    “Both salvos away. Four defensive missiles on track to intercept incoming threats,” Monday called out. 
 
    “Lock drone missiles on the two missiles not being tracked by the defensive missiles,” Dahkal ordered. 
 
    “Sending targeting commands now,” Alex replied. “Drones locked on target.” 
 
    “Fire all!” Dahkal commanded. 
 
    “Three incoming missiles destroyed,” Ryan announced. “One more still inbound.” 
 
    “Two incoming missiles destroyed by drone missiles,” Alex added. 
 
    “The last one got through the defensive lasers; brace for impact!” Ryan exclaimed. 
 
    Winged Fury rocked as the missile impacted the forward shields. The lights flickered on the bridge, and a few systems overloaded with the power fluctuation, causing alarms to sound. Automated repair systems did their jobs, the power was rerouted, and the alarms silenced. 
 
    “Forward shield down to ninety-two percent,” Ryan called out. 
 
    “Fire two salvos of offensive missiles,” Dahkal ordered. 
 
    “With pleasure,” Ryan answered. “Two missiles away. Two more away. Four offensive missiles outbound.” 
 
    “One missile was destroyed by a defensive missile, one by their lasers. Two missiles impacted their forward shields,” Ryan called out. “Wow, our missiles pack one hell of a wallop. If my readings are correct, their shields dropped by almost half on the bow.” 
 
    A large grin spread across Dahkal’s face. “Hunai, take command of two drones. Maintain an offensive position and target incoming missiles,” Dahkal said. “Alex, I want you to take the remaining three and get in close. Attack the dorsal shields above their engines.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hunai answered and jumped to the spare control station. “Control of drones one and two acquired. Maintaining a high guard position over the ship.” 
 
    Alex grinned. “Roger that, sir,” he replied and accessed the camera feeds on the drones. “Drones three, four, and five are outbound. Swinging out wide and coming in fast to flank enemy ship.” 
 
    “They’re attempting to turn to their starboard,” Ryan announced. “Looks like they don’t want to take any more fire to their forward shields.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Dahkal said. “They are trying to spread the damage.” 
 
    “Six more missiles inbound,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Firing two salvos of defensive missiles,” Monday called out. 
 
    “Drones locking onto remaining missiles,” Hunai advised. “Firing. Targets destroyed.” 
 
    “Three missiles destroyed by defensive missiles,” Monday said, “Our lasers got the last one.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Dahkal said. “Brawlt, bring us up to battle speed and charge them. I want you to bring us around to face them head on again.” 
 
    “Charge them?” Brawlt asked. 
 
    “Charge them,” Dahkal confirmed. “They can’t maneuver the way we can. We’re faster and more agile. I have an idea.” 
 
    “Accelerating to battle speed,” Brawlt informed. “Correcting course for a frontal assault.” They all felt the extra g-forces as the ship began to pick up speed and maneuver into position. 
 
    “Two of my three drones made it to firing range over the engine shielding,” Alex announced. “The other one was taken out by a defensive missile. They must have thought the drones were missiles. Their defensive lasers don’t seem to be able to lock onto them.” 
 
    “You are weapons free, Alex,” Dahkal ordered. “Fire everything you have and maintain constant laser fire on the shielding above the engines.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex answered. He had a huge smile on his face. “I know we’re in a fight and all, but I’m having a blast.” 
 
    “Seconded!” Monday yelled and reached out to fist bump Alex. 
 
    “Fire another salvo,” Dahkal ordered as he shook his head. He tried not to, but he smiled as well. His crew was working together well. 
 
    “Two more away,” Ryan returned. “They’ve fired two missiles from their aft. Looks like they’re tracking our engines.” 
 
    “Fire aft defensive missiles!” Dahkal yelled. “Ranga, brace yourself!” he warned through the open comms. Ranga replied that he was as prepared as he could be. 
 
    “Already done!” Monday responded. “No good. Both missiles made it through. Defensive lasers engaging now. Crap! They got through. Prepare for impact!”  
 
    Dahkal yelled over the open comm, “Ranga, brace yourself!” 
 
    No sooner had he gotten the words out of his mouth, then the ship rocked violently as two missiles impacted the ship’s rear. Sparks flew from several consoles as systems overloaded and fuses blew. Dahkal gripped his armrests to steady himself, and he heard Alex yell out in pain. He turned and saw him using his shirt sleeve to wipe blood from his forehead. There was an open wound where he had smashed into the console. 
 
    “Alex, are you ok?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine. Just a bump on the head,” Alex answered and turned his attention back to his drones. 
 
    “Aft shields down to seventy-seven percent,” Ryan groaned. He had a hand pressed to his side, and he was bent over in pain. “That really sucked,” he added. 
 
    “Ranga, are you injured? What’s the situation down there?” Dahkal asked over the comm. 
 
    “I am fine. The port engine took most of the impact,” Ranga responded. He sounded calm, like he had everything under control. “Several systems need to be rebooted, and the power overload blew out many circuits. I am working as fast as I can, but we may need to shut down the port engine.” 
 
    “Can you keep it online?” Dahkal asked. “I need it now.” 
 
    “I believe I can maintain it for now, but only for a short while,” Ranga said. “Whatever you are going to do, do it quickly.” 
 
    “Understood,” Dahkal said. “Do what you can.” 
 
    “Closing in on enemy craft,” Brawlt yelled. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “How long until we are within main laser range?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Two minutes at the current speed,” Ryan answered. 
 
    “Alex, what is your situation?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Down to laser fire only, missile stores are extinguished,” Alex replied. 
 
    Dahkal grinned as he gave the next order. “Orient the drones into full speed dives aimed directly at the spinal engine shielding,” he said. 
 
    Alex’s eyes went wide. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously,” Dahkal replied. 
 
    “Yeah!” Ryan exclaimed. “Kamikaze drones!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex replied. He turned back to his station and carried out his orders. A few seconds later, he announced, “Drones three and five impacted directly at full speed.” 
 
    “The aft shielding in that section is completely gone,” Ryan said. “When the power plants in the drones exploded alongside the blunt force impact, it was just as bad as a direct hit with missiles.” 
 
    “Hunai, I need a distraction,” Dahkal said. “Repeat Alex’s maneuver and ram their forward shields. Fire your lasers when you’re in range.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hunai responded. 
 
    “My orders, sir?” Brawlt inquired. 
 
    “Cut main thrust and engage aft lift thrusters two seconds after main lasers fire. Stay above their shields and keep our bow aimed at their hull as we pass over. Our laser fire will sweep over their entire ship and cut through their unprotected engines,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “So, basically perform a turnover maneuver while firing primary weapons and engaging the enemy while also avoiding a collision with their shields,” Brawlt said with a smile. He shook his head. “What could be easier?” 
 
    “I have faith in you,” Dahkal said and chuckled. “Ryan, as soon as we’re in range, fire a sustained burst from both main laser cannons and hold it,” he added. 
 
    “Will do,” Ryan confirmed. “Commencing fire in twenty seconds.” 
 
    “They are engaging my drones,” Hunai announced. “Drone one is down. Drone two has impacted.” 
 
    “Firing lasers,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Cutting main thrusters and engaging aft lifting thrusters,” Brawlt said two seconds later. 
 
    Two sustained beams of heavy laser fire extended from the quad barrels of Winged Fury and impacted the forward shields of Endless Bounty. A vibrant yellow flicker of light emanated from the shields as the lasers raked over the bow and along the ship’s spine as Winged Fury passed over. The Q-ship’s defensive lasers fired at Winged Fury but did little damage to the shields. As the laser fire reached the Bounty’s stern, the shielding failed, and the beams met the outer hull. The steel only held for an instant before it melted under the immense power of Winged Fury’s lasers. 
 
    The crew of Winged Fury could see explosions as their lasers continued to burn into the Bounty’s hull and down into its main engineering sections. Atmosphere vented into space, and explosions flashed within the ship. The lasers continued to cut the craft apart, ripping through the engines and power plants. 
 
    As soon as Dahkal saw the damage inflicted by their lasers, he knew they had to get away in a hurry. “Cut power to the lifting thrusters and main lasers,” Dahkal commanded as the ship rounded the stern of Endless Bounty. “Engage main thrusters. Turn us starboard and get us to a safe distance. Divert all nonessential power to the shields. Now!” 
 
    Brawlt cut the lifters and engaged the main engines as Ryan transferred power to the shields. The lights dimmed on the bridge as the ship lunged forward and cut hard to port. Dahkal felt his muscles tighten as the g-forces increased. He knew if he was feeling it like this, his human companions were on the verge of blacking out. 
 
    He sent a command from his chair to display the enemy ship on the main screen as they attempted to put a safe distance between them. A bright flash of light erupted from the power plants as their foe lost containment, and the ship exploded into thousands of pieces. More failing system alarms sounded, and white smoke from electrical fires filled the air. Monday and Alex rushed to extinguish them as Ryan fought to maintain essential systems. 
 
    “Ranga, give me a status report,” Dahkal called over the comm. 
 
    “I have shut down the port-side main engine. Further use could cause irreparable damage,” Ranga replied. “Both power plants are operating well within operational standards. Their systems held up well. The fluctuations in power you saw during missile impacts were due to the shields’ power plant drawing extra energy from several systems. That could also explain the fluctuation we saw exiting the gate.” 
 
    Dahkal deliberated for a moment. “We should look into that. I’m not sure if that is a design flaw or intentional. The purpose of the secondary power plant is to provide energy to the shield generators and backup systems without drawing power from anything else,” he said. 
 
    “I agree,” Ranga replied. “I will add it to my list of things to do while we are on the planet.” 
 
    Dahkal looked over at Ryan who was rubbing his neck. “Are you alright? Do you need a medical kit?” he asked his friend. Then he looked around the bridge at the rest of the crew. “What about the rest of you? Is everyone ok?” 
 
    Everyone signaled that they were fine. Alex needed to attend to his head wound, which seemed to be the most serious injury among them. Things could have been a lot worse had the shields failed or had they not been able to get far enough away from the exploding ship. 
 
    “What kind of damage are we looking at, Ryan?” Dahkal asked, rubbing his face and taking a deep breath. 
 
    Ryan studied his station for a minute before answering. “Forward shields dropped to sixty-two percent. We took a lot of defensive laser fire as we passed over their ship. Luckily, we didn’t take too many direct missile hits to the bow or that battle wouldn’t have worked out for us,” he said. 
 
    He took a deep breath and cocked his head to the side as he continued. “The aft shields, on the other hand, took a far worse beating. They’re down to nineteen percent after two direct hits and the explosion,” he said. “They held well enough, though. That’s what matters. A bunch of other systems will need repairs, but there is nothing major beyond what Ranga reported from engineering.” 
 
    “Not too shabby for a ship that ain’t meant for battle,” Monday said, nodding. “These dang shields are strong. So are the missiles. I’d hate to fight a full-on warship from your system,” he added. 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “That Q-ship would have been nothing more than an irritating itch on the back of one of our warships,” he said with confidence. 
 
    Dahkal looked over at Brawlt. “Take us down to the planet if you would, Brawlt. We have a contract to complete,” he said. “Ryan, scan the surface for dropships. We don’t know what they accomplished before we arrived.” 
 
    A smile crossed Ryan’s face. “If they dropped troops on the ground, we can claim their shuttles as salvage once we deal with the troops that came with them,” he said. 
 
    “Dang pirate baboons,” Monday said. “Did you see his face get brighter the madder he got? Could have used him as an angry nightlight.” His comment got laughs from the entire crew. 
 
    “Actually, they looked more like mandrills,” Ryan corrected. “Baboons don’t have the colored faces, and they’re smaller.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Monday scoffed with a wave. “They’re both primates. And still pirates.” 
 
    “Mercenaries,” Dahkal interjected. Everyone looked at him in confusion. “Their race is known as the Bieratang. They reside in the Tiengoh System on the planet Gohbah. They’re a mercenary race, but barely. Their actions are usually on the other side of the legal line. They are known for forcing their way into contracts and collecting payment, whether the contract holder agrees to it or not.” 
 
    “They are a race without honor,” Ranga said. Everyone turned toward the door as he entered. He had a small cut on the side of his face, and his uniform was covered in soot. He was holding his puzzle cube and twisting through the different configurations as he stood there. “I have done all I can do while we are in transit. We should be fine to land.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled at the little engineer, then looked at each member of his crew. “You all performed admirably today. You followed orders well and worked together. That is why we are alive now,” he said. “I am grateful that none of you were seriously injured. It has been a glorious day of victory. It was an honor to go into battle with you all at my side. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gortal sat at the head of the family dining table with his feet up, digging at his nails with a knife. He looked up at the empty chairs that used to be occupied by the rest of his family. It had been some time since the family had all eaten together. Of course, two of them never would again. He had seen to that himself. He smiled as the thought crossed his mind. 
 
    However, he would have liked it if his mother and sister showed up once in a while. Even Teagan didn’t seem to want to eat with him anymore. He hadn’t seen her in at least two weeks. He had been busy, and so had she, but his invitations to dinner had gone ignored or were flat out refused due to her busy schedule training all the new recruits. 
 
    He picked up movement in his peripheral vision and leapt to his feet. He quickly sheathed his knife and bowed slightly with respect. “Mother,” he said softly. He motioned to the dining table. “Will you be joining me this evening?” he asked with hope in his eyes and in his voice. 
 
    High Matron Shaelan entered the room with the same grace she’d had all Gortal’s life. He walked to her place at the table and pulled out her chair for her. She paused briefly, then walked over to it. She stopped short and placed a hand on his forearm and looked up at him. 
 
    “You must understand why I have been so distant lately,” Shaelan said. He could hear the tender love in her voice. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “I do, Mother,” he said. “I didn’t think you were ever going to speak to me again. I had accepted it.” 
 
    “I cannot say the notion didn’t cross my mind more than once,” Shaelan replied. She reached up and put a hand on her son’s jaw and lifted his head to look into his eyes. “You are still my son. I’ve lost one son and my love already.” She sighed heavily and looked to the side. After a moment she looked back at him. 
 
    “You followed our traditions, Gortal. I may not have agreed with your decision, but it wasn’t mine to make; it was yours,” she said. “I’ve spent a lifetime upholding our laws and traditions, and I must continue to do so now.” 
 
    Gortal was speechless, and he didn’t know how to react. “I don’t know what to say,” he finally stammered. “I would very much like to have my mother back again.” 
 
    “And I my son,” Shaelan replied. She looked up into her son’s green eyes which were so much like her own. She swallowed hard before she continued. “Gortal, your choice took someone away from me. Someone I loved with all my heart. A part of me died with him.” 
 
    “I…” Gortal started to say, but he was cut off by his mother’s hand in the air. 
 
    “Let me finish, Gortal,” she said sternly. 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Gortal said. He shuffled his feet. He might be the emperor, but she was still his mother. 
 
    “He is gone now. Nothing can change that,” she continued. “But I can change this.” She motioned with a hand between herself and him. “I can gain my son back, and we can move forward.” She took another deep breath and stood up straight. “Gortal, I forgive you. I love you, and I don’t want to live the rest of my life hating my own hatchling.” 
 
    Gortal felt like he had been hit in gut with his war hammer. He stumbled back a few paces. “You…you don’t?” he asked. His voice was low and humble. 
 
    “I don’t,” Shaelan answered. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. He returned the embrace and held his mother close for a long moment. Shaelan released his neck and pushed him back. “Now, let’s have dinner. Shall we?” 
 
    “We shall,” Gortal said, an enormous grin on his face. 
 
    At that moment, Reuan walked into the dining room. She walked by him and nonchalantly punched him in the shoulder. “What’s for dinner?” she asked as she took the seat across from their mother, next to him. It was where Dahkal had sat. 
 
    Gortal was, yet again, stunned. Reuan had not been joining him for dinner either. Other than for official business and following his orders she, like his mother, had not been speaking to him. Not that he was unhappy about it. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be here either,” he said, eyeing his sister. “Have you decided you do not hate me as well?” 
 
    Reuan laughed. “You’re my brother, you big, red moron. I don’t want to fight with you for the rest of my life.” She motioned to their mother. “Mother explained to me that the best thing was to forgive you and move on with our lives. It’s the best thing for our family.” 
 
    He studied her with a quizzical eye for a moment. “And what of the orders I’ve given you and could give you in the future?” he asked. “Do you still intend to fight me on everything and tread the line of insubordination?” 
 
    Reuan shook her head slowly. “No. I’m sorry for how I’ve responded to your rule. It’s just…I was still angry with you.” She looked up at him with sad eyes, full of remorse. “I will always miss Father and wish he were still here with me. But you are the emperor now, and I’m the First Heir. My duty to the empire comes first. I will do as you command, Brother.” 
 
    A laugh escaped Gortal. “Well, this is a joyous day!” he exclaimed with his arms spread wide. “Words cannot express how grateful I am to have my family back.” He lifted his chalice and toasted, “To our family, may our bonds heal and become stronger than ever before.” Reuan and Shaelan lifted their classes and clinked his, then they all took a drink. 
 
    Soon after, Aarontal and the kitchen staff brought out food, and the three of them had their first meal together in some time. They reminisced about fond memories of Dahkal and Draktal, and Gortal spoke of his aspirations to lead the empire to greatness. Both Reuan and Shaelan offered him words of encouragement and their faith in his leadership. He was more than happy to accept them. The next several nights passed in a similar fashion, and the three of them became as close to what they used to be as possible. 
 
    On the fourth night after their reconciliation, Gortal was savoring the last bite of his desert when Aarontal approached him. 
 
    “Emperor Gortal, may I ask a question backed by a personal request?” the old chef asked. He stood to Gortal’s side with his hands behind his back and patiently awaited the emperor’s response. His chef’s apron was perfectly white and unstained, a tribute to his skill in the kitchen. Through many years of practice, he had learned to not only maintain a clean work environment, but also to keep himself clean. 
 
    Gortal turned to the old, copper-colored being and smiled. “Aarontal, you have been feeding me since the day I hatched. Please, stop calling me that. Gortal is fine,” he said. “You are more like family than staff, after all. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Aarontal smiled back at Gortal. “You honor me, Gortal. It has been my pleasure to watch you grow into the fine ruler you are today,” he said and tipped his head in a slight bow. “Tomorrow, I leave, as the Imperial Head Chef, to go out and inspect several of our ship’s galleys. Some of them have not been in service for some time now, and I need to make sure they are up to current standards.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware that is part of your duties,” Gortal said, not understanding where Aarontal was going with his request. 
 
    Aarontal gestured toward Reuan. “Reuan has not been on a ship for nearly two years. I will be bouncing from ship to ship for several weeks. This presents the perfect opportunity for her to get some much-needed training on different class ships.” 
 
    “I see,” Gortal said, bobbing his head up and down. “You would be dropping two grequan with a single bolt.” He considered for a moment and spooned the leftover icing from his plate to his mouth. “I don’t see where any of that is a personal request, though. It just seems like a sensible use of time and resources.” 
 
    Aarontal chuckled and shrugged. “I’m an old being now, Gortal. I don’t want to do all that traveling back and forth alone,” he said. “Reuan can keep me company and help me load and unload any equipment and supplies I may need.” 
 
    Gortal laughed at the old chef’s request. He knew the being’s affinity for endless chatter. “I understand now. You want someone to go along to listen to your stories,” he said. 
 
    “You were never disappointed by them, if I recall correctly,” Aarontal countered. 
 
    “True enough,” Gortal conceded. “Very well, I have decided.” He looked at his sister. “Reuan, would you be so kind as to accompany Chef Aarontal to each ship and listen to his endless babbling? You may be able to get some space combat training done between his breaths.” 
 
    Reuan smiled and giggled at her brother’s joke. “I would be delighted to listen to Aarontal’s stories,” she said. “Also, he’s right. It has been far too long since I stepped onto a warship. I need to refamiliarize myself with the systems and procedures. The last work I did on a ship was when I helped get Dahkal’s frigate ready.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Gortal proclaimed. “Tomorrow, she will leave with you.” 
 
    Aarontal bowed graciously. “Thank you, Gortal. You have made my duties much more enjoyable and less stressful.” 
 
    “You are welcome, old friend,” Gortal replied. 
 
    Aarontal bid them all goodnight and made his way back to the kitchen to finish up for the evening. Gortal, Shaelan, and Reuan remained at the table a short while longer before bidding each other an early good night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reuan decided to take a walk in the atrium for some fresh air before going to her quarters to pack the equipment and personal items she would need the next morning. She was walking through the soft grass when she noticed another being sitting on the edge of the fountain, staring into the water. It surprised her to see anyone there. Gortal had closed the palace grounds to any beings who were not on the staff or there on official business only a few days after killing their father in battle. She decided to approach to see if they were ok or if they were just there for some fresh air, like she was. 
 
    As she got closer, she could see that the other being was a female with blue scales. She had a sad expression on her face and didn’t seem to notice Reuan approaching her. 
 
    “Hi,” Reuan said when she was about a foot away. “Are you alright?” 
 
    The sudden sound of another voice made the blue female jump with surprise. She snapped her head in Reuan’s direction, and her eyes widened when she realized who was speaking to her. She stood straight and saluted Reuan in the Sheingal fashion with the discipline of a warrior. 
 
    “First Heir Reuan, I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you walk up,” she said. “I can leave the atrium if I am unwelcome. I was on my way to see your brother and stopped here to think for a moment.” 
 
    Reuan narrowed her eyes at the female. Then it dawned on her who she was. She knew her brother had been seeing someone, but she hadn’t met them yet. This had to be her. “Are you the one my brother has been seeing?” 
 
    The other female nodded in the moonlight. “Yes, First Heir. I’m Teagan. Captain Teagan. I’m a medical officer in the ranks.” 
 
    Reuan smiled at Teagan. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Teagan. I wondered who the being was that was able to tame my brother. Please, call me Reuan. I’m not a fan of all that formal stuff.” 
 
    “Reuan,” Teagan said, smiling back. “I wanted to meet you, but it never felt like the right time. Also, I actually haven’t seen him very much lately.” She returned her gaze to the fountain water. 
 
    Reuan could tell she wanted to say more but was unsure if she should press the issue. She decided to continue the conversation and see where it went. 
 
    “Oh? Why not?” she asked. “Are you two not getting along?” 
 
    Teagan bit her bottom lip and fidgeted with the clasp of her belt. She took a deep breath and looked at Reuan with the same worried expression in her eyes that she’d had when Reuan first saw her. 
 
    “I know you do not share your brother’s views, Reuan. I know you think what he is doing is wrong and dishonors our empire and way of life,” she said. 
 
    Reuan started to argue that she was wrong, but Teagan cut her off. 
 
    “I do too,” she blurted. “At first, I tried to reason that he did nothing wrong by challenging your father to battle. That he was only following our traditions. But I was wrong,” she admitted. 
 
    She looked deep into Reuan’s eyes. “I heard what you did for the family he sentenced to death,” she said. “It was the most beautiful and peaceful death you could give them. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been for you.”  
 
    Teagan closed her eyes and turned her face to the ground. “That was the day I decided I could no longer be with your brother. He went too far,” she said somberly. “They didn’t deserve that. They broke the laws, but they were laws that should never have been put into place.” 
 
    Reuan was shocked. She couldn’t believe what Teagan was telling her so voluntarily. Was this a test Gortal had set up to see how faithful she was to him? Could she believe what she was being told? Unsure of how to proceed, she decided to be blunt. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this, Teagan?” she asked. “Are you testing my loyalty to my brother? Did he put you up to this?” Reuan stepped closer, squared her shoulders, and set her feet. 
 
    Teagan dropped to a knee and kept her head down. “I swear on my honor and my life that I am not baiting you into a trap, Reuan.” She lifted her head. “This is truly how I feel, and I believe you do as well. Your compassion and your actions make me feel like I can trust and confide in you. And I have no one else I can talk to about these things.” 
 
    “Stand up,” Reuan urged and stepped closer to Teagan. “Hurry, before someone sees you. We don’t need unwanted eyes on us.” She sat on the fountain’s edge and patted it for Teagan to join her. 
 
    “Of course, I feel the same way,” Reuan admitted. “But I can’t walk around announcing it to everyone. He’s capable of horrible things, Teagan. My advice to you is to get out as quickly as you can before it’s too late.” 
 
    Teagan’s eyes filled with tears. “I fear it’s too late for ‘before too late.’” 
 
    Reuan hung her head low. “So, this has been going on for a while then?” 
 
    Teagan nodded. “Since the news of Dahkal’s death.” She sighed heavily. “I was sitting here trying to think of what to say to him when I break off our relationship tonight. I can’t be with someone like him. I can’t live my life with a mate I’m afraid of.” 
 
    Reuan reached out and held her hand. “I know exactly what you mean. You’re making the right decision,” she reassured her. “The only advice I can give you is to be honest with Gortal. As terrifying as that may sound, and as horrible as he truly is, he will respect your honesty. That part of him hasn’t changed. He doesn’t care what other beings’ opinions are as long as they do as commanded and abide by his laws.” 
 
    Teagan laughed and wiped her nostrils with a napkin from her carrying bag. “He said nearly the exact same thing to me not too long ago. To be blunt and forward with him,” she said. “But I’m still afraid of how he will react. He’s the emperor, not some male I can walk away from and forget about. I have to serve under his rule and his command.” 
 
    “I don’t think you have anything to fear. I think he cares about you, and he won’t hurt you,” Reuan said. “Don’t lie to him or make up excuses. That would be the worst thing you could do.” 
 
    Teagan wiped the tears from under her eyes and took several deep breaths before she stood. “You’re right. I have to be honest with him, not only to keep him from being angry with me, but for myself. It would soil my honor to lie about a matter such as my own morality.” 
 
    Reuan looked up at Teagan. “I’ve only just met you, but I respect you more than you can imagine right now.” 
 
    “You empower me with your praise, Reuan. Thank you,” Teagan replied with a slight bow of her head. “I need to go and get this over with. He will be wondering what is taking me so long. Than you again for the talk. I needed it.” 
 
    “I would say that I’ll be here for you if you need me, but I leave in the morning to handle official business,” Reuan said with frustration. She knew if she were there, she would be able to offer some comfort if she needed it. 
 
    “You’ve done enough already, Reuan,” Teagan said. “I am in your debt.” She bowed again, turned, and hurried across the atrium. 
 
    I hope I gave her the right advice, and he doesn’t hurt her, Reuan thought and then headed up to her quarters to prepare. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal stared intently at Teagan as she looked at the floor. He had been silent for several long minutes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said in a nearly inaudible voice. 
 
    Gortal grunted. “Don’t be sorry for being honest,” he said. “That is a sign of weakness. I won’t tolerate weakness.” He looked at her for another long moment, then asked, “You accepted my decisions before, what changed?” 
 
    Teagan swallowed hard, then slowly turned her head to look at him. “You ordered the death of that entire family, then you forced your sister to carry out the execution. After that, I couldn’t look at you the same way,” she admitted. “I can’t spend my life with someone who’s ok with sending an entire family to their deaths, regardless of their crimes.” 
 
    After a breath, she added, “I am bound by honor and oath to your laws, and I will obey them and your commands as an officer. But I no longer feel I agree with them.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I can respect that. At least you are being honest, and now I know why I haven’t seen you,” Gortal replied. 
 
    He stood and walked to his open balcony doors. He spoke without turning to face her. “Captain Teagan, thank you for coming this evening per my request. I believe our business here is done.” He waved a hand at the door. “I believe you know the way out.” 
 
    Teagan stood, and even though he couldn’t see her, she saluted and bowed. “Yes, Emperor Gortal,” she said and exited. 
 
    When he heard the door shut, Gortal strode over to the table next to his bed and picked up his slate. The table and the slate were brand new. The old ones had been obliterated by kinetic weapons fire. He punched in a comm sequence and waited for the recipient to answer. 
 
    “Yes, Emperor Gortal,” came General Brazal’s sleepy answer. His drooping eyelids gave away the fact that he had been fast asleep. 
 
    “My apologies for the late call, General,” Gortal said. 
 
    “None necessary. I am at you service,” Brazal replied a little more coherently. It didn’t take long for a lifetime military member to become fully awake after sleeping. It was a necessary skill on the battlefield, whether it be on the ground or in space. “What can I do for you, sir?” 
 
    Gortal’s voice grew cold, and he annunciated his words deliberately. “There will soon be a campaign. Captain Teagan is to be in the first wave of ground forces to advance on the enemy.” 
 
    Brazal’s eyes no longer appeared drowsy, and he was obviously more alert. “But Emperor Gortal, she is a medic. One of our best. We need her to tend to our wounded and lead the medical forces. If she is in the first wave, she is likely to be killed.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I was making a request, General,” Gortal said with a growl. “I gave you an order. You will follow it, or I will find another general who will. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor,” Brazal replied. “I will see to it myself.” 
 
    “See that you do,” Gortal snapped, then added, “Don’t make me repeat an order again.” He ended the call. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two shuttles detected near the mine’s entrance,” Ryan informed Dahkal from the tactical station. “I’m not picking up any other heat signatures, though. Just those from the shuttle’s engines, and they’re cooling quickly.” 
 
    “Perhaps they are in the mine,” Dahkal reasoned. 
 
    Monday spoke up. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t think they would leave their shuttles unprotected. They had to know we were fighting with their ship,” he said. 
 
    “Good point,” Dahkal said, rubbing his chin. He pointed at the screen. “Do we have room to land like we planned with their shuttles there?” 
 
    Ryan double checked his screen. “Uhhhh, yeah, bro. As long as Brawlt can fly this thing as good as he claims,” he said with a wink and a grin. 
 
    “I’ll park this thing in a very uncomfortable area for you if you keep that up,” Brawlt countered. 
 
    A loud and uncontrollable, “Ha!” escaped Monday. “He means he’s gonna park it in your...” 
 
    Dahkal raised a hand before he could finish his sentence. “Yes, yes, we all know what he meant. Even I got that one.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s physically possible,” Alex added, “but it would be funny to watch him try.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head, looked at Dahkal, and pointed to the crew. “You’re the one who picked out this band of misfits. I just want to point that out.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Dahkal replied with a chuckle. “Brawlt, take us down, if you please.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Brawlt responded. 
 
    Brawlt piloted the ship through the planet’s atmosphere toward the mine. Even with only one engine, he made the task look easy. Dahkal wanted to scout the surrounding areas and check for hidden defenses set up by the Bieratang troops who had made it to the planet first. They didn’t pick up anything on their sensors, so Dahkal had Brawlt hover out of sight behind the next mountain range. 
 
    “Alex, can you launch a surveillance drone and check out that landing zone before we enter the area?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Sure can, Boss,” Alex answered. “I attached one to the hull before we left Salvage. As long as it didn’t get damaged in the fight, we should be good to go.” He accessed his command station and brought up the controls for the surveillance drone. After a minute, he gave the thumbs up that everything was good to go. “Launching now,” he said. 
 
    The drone detached from the hull and maneuvered down and around the mountainside. It moved quickly, in silence, and within minutes arrived at the designated area. The ore hauler and dropship had their ramps down and were open. The drone did a quick sweep, and its sensors indicated the craft were unmanned and there were no soldiers guarding them. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Dahkal said. “Check the mine.” 
 
    Alex directed the drone to the mine entrance. There were no guards at the entrance either. The drone flew deeper into the mine but still found nothing. There were no heat signatures, no voices, no lights, nothing. Nothing to indicate there were any beings in there at all. Until they panned the camera down to the mine shaft’s floor. Strewn along the floor were several laser pistols, rifles, helmets, and pieces of battle armor. 
 
    “What the hell?” Ryan gasped. 
 
    “What happened to them?” Brawlt asked. “And where are the bodies?” 
 
    “Let’s get down there and find out,” Dahkal said. “Go ahead and land next to the shuttles. Alex take the drone deeper into the mine and see if you can locate the product and the equipment.” They each replied with a “Yes, sir,” and performed their duties. 
 
    “It looks like there are two sealed crates at the end of the tunnel,” Alex said. “There’s some equipment back there too.” He was still at his station, and the drone was in a large chamber that had been carved out by the mining company. 
 
    “Any idea what they were digging for?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “The crates are closed, but maybe we can see something along the walls,” Alex answered. 
 
    He entered a command, and the exterior lights on the drone illuminated the cavern. The walls were jagged and rough from the manual picks and other tools used on them by the miners. At first, there was nothing to see, but then something caught Dahkal’s eye. 
 
    “There,” he said. “Turn back about twenty degrees to the left.” 
 
    Alex did, and something sparkled in the light. He moved the drone in closer, and they all gasped at what they saw. In the middle of the sparkling clear and white crystal-like stones, was a beautiful, dark green gemstone. 
 
    “Can you get a scan on that?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Alex shook his head. “No, I don’t have it set up to take mineral samples.” 
 
    “Looks like an emerald mine to me,” Dahkal said. “The green stone is obvious, and the surrounding minerals look like calcite and quartz. And most of the rock I can see looks like limestone. This whole mountain must be packed with emeralds.” 
 
    “No wonder the Bieratang wanted to run us off,” Ryan said. “Emeralds are worth as much as diamonds on some planets. Sometimes more.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “That also explains why Drontah was willing to pay so much on the contract. I bet he already has those two crates sold.” He looked over at Ryan. “Technically, this mine is abandoned.” 
 
    A massive grin developed on Ryan’s face. “Which means finders keepers on some loose stones or whatever we can get out of the walls.” 
 
    “Nice,” Alex added. 
 
    “Bring the drone back out, and let’s get suited up and armed,” Dahkal ordered. “Something happened to the other company, and we have to figure that out before we get ahead of ourselves. We can worry about taking advantage of the opportunity after the contract is complete.” 
 
    Dahkal sent the crew down to the weapons hold to arm themselves. He and Ryan armed themselves from the hidden cache of weapons in the common room. They liked their new crew and, so far, trusted them, but they were keeping the hidden cache to themselves until they felt completely comfortable with the new hires. 
 
    “I’m not taking any chances,” Ryan said. He strapped an ammo sling across his chest. Then he tucked a kinetic pistol in the small of his back to go along with the laser pistol on his right hip, the Sheingalian short rifle slung over his shoulder, and the ever-present katana on his left hip. He tucked several extra magazines into his ammo strap and clipped three grenades to his belt. “Whatever happened to those other guys ain’t happening to me,” he added as he picked up his helmet. He was also wearing his heavy battle armor. 
 
    Dahkal laughed as he checked his shield gauntlet’s power level. “I can see that. Better to be prepared, I suppose.” He snapped his kinetic pistol to his thigh plate. He also snapped his rifle to his back armor between his wings using the same type of electromagnetic device he used for his pistol. He sheathed his sword and stuffed his slate into its leather pouch at the small of his back. 
 
    They met the rest of the team on the lowered ramp of the cargo hold. Everyone was wearing battle armor and had at least two different weapons. Monday had wanted to use his mech, but the tunnel wasn’t large enough for him to use it properly, and it would have been all but useless. 
 
    “Remember,” Dahkal said, looking at them, “if anything happens to me, Ryan is in charge, and you must complete the contract. Not only today, but any contract we take in the future as well. To abandon a contract or to fail would be dishonorable, and that is unacceptable. Finish the contract at all costs. That is the mission. Do you all understand?” He looked directly at Ryan as he said the last part. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me?” Ryan asked incredulously. “I know the deal, man. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “Good,” Dahkal said. “Let’s get to it. 
 
    They filed out of their ship and immediately secured the dropship and the ore hauler. As they’d seen before, both were completely empty, aside from munitions and limited supplies. After ensuring that each craft was sealed, they continued to the mine’s entrance. 
 
    The team moved slowly and deliberately, keeping their eyes and ears open for anyone who wanted to take a shot at them. Dahkal motioned for Alex, Brawlt, and Hunai to approach from the left side of the entrance, while he, Ryan, and Monday did so from the right. Each team of three edged toward the entrance. 
 
    When they reached the opening, Dahkal peeked around the mountainside wall into the tunnel, checking the interior of Alex’s side. The way looked clear. Alex did the same for him and gave the signal for all clear. In one swift motion, they both turned the corner with weapons drawn to face an empty cavern. They were sure, from the drone footage, the mine was free of threats from another company, but it was better to be on guard. Something had apparently killed them all. 
 
    “Let’s move in slowly,” Dahkal said and started moving forward. 
 
    The six of them fell in side by side and moved in as one. The light faded the further in they went, and those wearing helmets activated their night vision. Dahkal wore no helmet; he didn’t like wearing one almost as much as he hated wearing boots. He didn’t really need one; he had a natural ability to see in the dark. However, he would have all but disappeared into the darkness if not for the capabilities of the others’ helmets. 
 
    Around two hundred feet in, Ryan stopped and picked something up off the ground. He held it up and put it under a flashlight. It was a laser rifle of Bieratang design. The battery pack showed that half a charge had been fired from it. They looked ahead and saw they had stumbled on the abandoned weapons and bits of armor they had seen on the drone’s feedback.  
 
    “Check it out,” Ryan said, wielding the weapon with one hand. “Wouldn’t you know, it’s just my size!” He looked up and kept looking up. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” he said. Everyone stopped and looked at him. “Look at the ceiling.” 
 
    They all looked up and were instantly confused. There were dozens upon dozens of laser fire scores and burns on the ceiling, along with impact craters from kinetic weapons rounds. There were also perfectly round holes in the tunnel’s ceiling, ranging from one foot to four feet in diameter. 
 
    “Hunai,” Dahkal said, stepping closer to him. “You’re the underground expert here. What do you make of these?” 
 
    Hunai stepped a few feet ahead and beamed his light straight up into a hole around three feet in diameter. He studied it for a moment, then he shut off the light and continued looking into the hole, possibly using the different spectrums from his HUD. After several more moments, he turned to the rest of them. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this, to be honest,” he finally said. “The tunnel travels straight up about five feet and curves to the right. The walls seem to be rather smooth but have a distinct pattern embedded in them. It doesn’t appear to be natural. Perhaps the mining comp…” 
 
    Dahkal lunged at him, drawing his sword faster than Hunai could react, and screamed, “GET DOWN!” 
 
    Hunai dropped to the floor and rolled toward the rest of the team as Dahkal sliced through a creature hanging from the tunnel ceiling. It had emerged from the tunnel Hunai had been studying as he was explaining his findings. About four and a half feet of a creature lay on the floor. 
 
    Dahkal looked at Hunai who sat on the floor. Disbelief registered on his features. “You were almost its lunch.” 
 
    Hunai gathered himself and walked over with the others to look at his would-be killer. 
 
    “It looks like a giant worm with a bone drill-bit for a skull,” Ryan observed. 
 
    The creature was white, with a three-part cranial section. Each section was one third of a cone that came to a pointed tip. When the three parts came together, the head truly resembled a drill bit. Dahkal lifted one part with the tip of his sword and revealed a mouth. Rows upon rows of small, sharp teeth were set in a spiral formation as far as they could see into the beast. It didn’t appear to have any eyes, but it did have what appeared to be sensory organs just behind the cranial section. The smell from its leaking fluids and insides was putrid, not that the entity, itself, smelled good. 
 
    “Does it drill through the rock?” Brawlt asked, astonished. “That seems almost impossible.” 
 
    “Not really,” Ryan replied and pointed at Dahkal. “My boy, here, can claw right through that steel armor you have on. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if these things can chew through rock like nothing. The universe has all kinds of crazy organisms in it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Hunai said, examining the dead creature. “It certainly does appear to be a subterranean species.” 
 
    “I’d hate to see the bird that eats those worms,” Monday said. 
 
    “No kidding,” Alex agreed. 
 
    “Do you think this is what happened to the Bieratang soldiers and why the mining company abandoned the site?” Brawlt asked, eyeing the ceiling. 
 
    Suddenly, the tunnel started vibrating, and small bits of rock crumbled from the tunnels in the ceiling. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Ryan asked, taking a step back. 
 
    “Something bad,” Dahkal said as he rose to his feet and looked up. 
 
    Within seconds, worm-like creatures started pouring from the holes in the ceiling and attacking them. Dahkal swung his sword left and right, slicing through one creature after another. The other five members of the team opened fire on the swarm with their rifles. 
 
    “Fall back to the ship!” Dahkal yelled as he lopped off part of a massive mountain worm that struck out at him. 
 
    He reached back and grabbed his rifle and began blasting away. He didn’t even bother to aim. There were so many worms, it was nearly impossible to miss. Unfortunately, the rifle didn’t seem to faze them. He got back in line with Ryan and the rest of the team and, together, they created a wall of firepower that held the nasty creatures at bay. 
 
    Battery packs and magazines hit the tunnel floor one after the other as they tore through ammunition. There were too many worms. There was no way they could beat them using fire power, and their ammunition wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    “I’m running low on ammo!” Alex yelled over the sounds of gunfire, mixed with the scrubbing and brushing of the worms’ bodies along the floor and walls. 
 
    “We all are!” Monday replied. 
 
    Dahkal glanced over his shoulder. They were still about one hundred feet from the mine’s entrance. They would have to make a run for it. If they stayed and tried to fight off the worms, they would die like the Bieratang and who knew how many miners. 
 
    “We have to run for it!” he yelled. “On the count of three, run as fast as you can!” He fired several more rounds from his rifle. “ONE…TWO…THREE!” he bellowed, and they all turned and bolted for the tunnel’s opening. 
 
    Thirty feet from daylight, Dahkal heard a scream, and gunfire erupted once again. He turned and saw Hunai’s right boot clamped in one of the worms’ mouths. It appeared he had taken a hard fall. The face shield on his helmet was cracked, and a quarter of it was missing on the top, left side. The others fired into the mass, trying to hit the one holding Hunai. 
 
    Dahkal rushed toward him, firing his rifle into the swarm again. He reached Hunai and threw his rifle across his back and began slashing at the creature with his claws. Nothing seemed to phase it, and others were snapping at him, trying to make him their next meal. With a surge of anger, he slammed a fist down on the worm’s skull, and it finally went limp. He lifted Hunai off the ground, slung him over his shoulder, and ran as hard as he could with the others falling in beside him. 
 
    Ryan and the others continued firing into the mass as they ran. The closer they got to the entrance, the less noise they heard from the worms. They kept running until they reached the mouth of the mine. Dahkal turned his head and saw the worms retreating, and soon, he couldn’t see them anymore. It appeared they didn’t want to exit the mountain. 
 
    He laid Hunai down against the wall of the tunnel, careful to set him down where the light couldn’t reach his exposed face through the broken helmet. He checked the comm officer, looking for any other injuries. He saw none other than the obvious injury to his foot where the worm had bitten him. The skin was torn from the razor-sharp teeth in the worm’s mouth, and it appeared the worm had been twisting because the cuts formed a spiral down to his heel. Thankfully, the tendons had not been cut. 
 
    “You’re going to be fine,” he assured Hunai. “It didn’t get your tendons, and I don’t think it got any major arteries or veins.”  
 
    Dahkal reached up and pulled a nanite injector from the emergency kit in Hunai’s thigh compartment. He injected the nanites just above the injury. Hunai flinched with pain as they did their job. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me,” Hunai said, looking at Dahkal through the shattered portion of his helmet. “I would be dead now if not for you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Dahkal said. “But you don’t need to thank me. We are supposed to have each other’s backs. I’m certain you would have done the same for me.” 
 
    Hunai laughed through his pain. “I would have tried, but I don’t think I could have carried you. You are a bit heavier than I am,” he said. Dahkal could see part of his smile through the helmet. 
 
    Ryan walked over to them. “How you doing, man?” he asked. 
 
    “I will live to fight another day,” Hunai replied. 
 
    “Good, we need you,” Ryan said with a smile. 
 
    “Well, now we know what happened to the others,” Alex said. “They’re worm food.” 
 
    “I believe this is why the mining company pulled out,” Dahkal said. 
 
    “I told you there was something weird about this contract,” Ryan said. “Now we know what. It wasn’t the product; it was the product’s natural guardian.” 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Brawlt asked, blinking and scratching his bald head. 
 
    Dahkal looked at him and smiled. “Complete the contract, of course.” 
 
    Brawlt’s eye widened. “How?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m still working on that,” Dahkal answered. “But we need to get Hunai aboard the ship and into medical. I’m going to go get the stretcher. It’s best if he doesn’t walk. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Dahkal was halfway to the ship when an earsplitting shriek filled the air, and a massive shadow fell over him. He clamped his hands over his ear canals and looked up in time to see a three-clawed talon as large as he was come down on him. He felt tremendous pressure as the talon gripped him and lifted him off the ground. 
 
    He could hear wings flapping and feathers ruffling in the wind. He could also hear the sizzling and crackling of laser fire and smell the scent of burning feathers. He surmised it was his friends, firing at whatever creature had him in its grasp. He strained with all his might and managed to free an arm. He grabbed his kinetic pistol and felt it release from the magnetic hold on his thigh plate. 
 
    He looked up and saw a green and grey feathered belly above his head. The legs of the creature appeared to be scaled, and the beast was massive. Dahkal stretched his arm back as far as he could and aimed his pistol at the giant’s chest cavity. If he was lucky, that was where its heart was. As fast as he could pull the trigger, he emptied the pistol’s magazine into his captor. It screeched again, this time in pain, and Dahkal felt the talon release him. 
 
    Suddenly, he was falling. He looked up and saw that the huge, limp, figure was falling as well. The next thing he saw were the growing treetops. Without wasting any more time, Dahkal snapped his pistol back to his thigh and spread his wings, trying to arrest his descent. He was already too low and moving too fast. He managed to slow himself enough to let the colossal fowl break a path through the trees and hit the ground first, and he used its carcass to cushion his high-speed landing. 
 
    Dahkal rolled off the beast and stumbled a few steps. He checked himself, but he couldn’t find any injuries from the landing. Still a little dazed, he stepped back to look at the thing that had just lifted him into the air, presumably planning to make him its next meal. The legs were, in fact, scaled and ended with clawed talons. So were the head and neck. It had a broad, curved beak with serrations along the edges. The mouth was open, and the tongue hung out lifelessly, covered in blood from the internal injuries. The tongue was forked and looked like rough sandpaper, and beyond the serrations of the beak were three rows of sharp teeth. 
 
    This beast was clearly a carnivore. On the side of its head was a cluster of three eyes. He presumed the other side of the head matched, but he couldn’t see it. The beast could probably see for miles. He guessed it must have been high enough in the sky and moving at such a great speed that they hadn’t seen it before it was too late. 
 
    He looked around to assess his surroundings and found he was deep within a thick forest. In every direction, all he saw were trees that were well over a hundred feet tall. He couldn’t see the sun through the canopy, and he didn’t know which direction was which.  
 
    “Ryan, can you hear me?” he asked through his comm. Silence greeted him; not even static reached him. He reached around to his lower back and was instantly grateful. His slate was still there, and on it was the planet’s layout. Of course, he had no connection to the satellites above because they had been deactivated, and he was too far away to tap into Winged Fury’s systems, but at least he had a map. 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s the perfect time for a climb,” he said, looking up at the tallest tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gunship’s rear hatch closed, and the ramp retracted. Reuan ensured the hatch was properly sealed and took her seat at the pilot’s position next to Aarontal. The amount of equipment Aarontal needed to bring, combined with their personal items, required them to use a craft larger than a basic transit shuttle. It was still a tight fit, but it did the trick. 
 
    “You ready?” she asked, looking at Aarontal. 
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” he replied. 
 
    Reuan initiated the ship’s startup sequence and ran through her checklist. When everything was satisfactory, she brought the engines online and engaged the lift thrusters. The craft rose high above the palace grounds, then she initiated forward thrust. Before long, the blue sky turned purple, then black. The cold darkness of space enveloped them. 
 
    Aarontal started talking almost immediately after the ship left the ground. He had never been one to stay quiet when there were others around to listen to his stories. Of course, Reuan had heard them all before, but she always enjoyed them. 
 
    While she listened, she reached into her satchel and withdrew a spherical device. It was black and inlaid with a pattern of green and blue light strips. She depressed a circular button on the top. Surges of light ran through the strips, giving the impression that there was live traffic running along roads of blue and green. After a few moments, she pressed the button again, and the device went dark. She repeated the process several times at random intervals. 
 
    She depressed the button once again and finally set it on the console. “There,” she said, interrupting Aarontal’s story. “If there are any listening devices on here, whoever is listening thinks they are having issues and the equipment is failing.” 
 
    Aarontal laughed as he studied the device. “You are such a clever little being. Your father would have been so proud of you.” He paused for a moment, then looked at her. “He was very proud of you, Reuan. Of all of you. He told me so many times. None of us saw foresaw Gortal’s plan.” He sighed heavily and looked down. “How Draktal’s heart must have broken in the end.” 
 
    “All of our hearts,” Reuan replied with sorrow as she looked out into space. 
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed, nodding slowly. “Did you say goodbye to your mother?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “I thought it best to not appear emotional. I’m only supposed to be gone for a short time. Mother understands the importance of this mission,” she added. “She will also understand why I left without coming to her first. It is how I have always done my training. No need for long goodbyes.” 
 
    “Consistency is best,” Aarontal said. He looked behind them into the small cargo area. “The cases closest to the cockpit have your supplies in them. You have enough rations to last two weeks. Three if you eat sparingly,” he informed her. 
 
    “I shouldn’t need them, but it’s good to know,” she replied. “The oxygen scrubbers should produce plenty of breathable air, and if something happens, I have two weeks of emergency air. I brought along some of my own gear and weapons as well.”  
 
    “Good,” he said with a nod. “We will spend our first five days on three smaller class ships, then head deeper into the system to rendezvous with Shein’s Might. That is where we shall part ways.” 
 
    “You mean, that’s where I sneak out, steal this ship, and take off through the gate,” Reuan countered. 
 
    “That’s another way of saying it,” he replied with a chuckle. They rehearsed her escape several times as they traveled to their first ship. 
 
    The plan was simple. She would train with the ships’ commanders while Aarontal did his inspections and then they would continue to the next ship. The fourth ship was a medium battlecruiser and would be relatively close to the gate when she made her move. If she were lucky, she would be able to avoid a fight; if not, she would have to take on their space fighters with her gunship. The odds would not be in her favor. 
 
    “Where will you go?” he asked. 
 
    Reuan gave him a solemn look. “It’s best you don’t know,” she answered, desolated. 
 
    He nodded. “In case I am questioned as an accomplice.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Reuan agreed. 
 
    Reuan prepared to shut the interference device off, but before she did, she said, “From this point forward, we don’t speak of our true intentions again. We can’t trust anyone but each other. Speak as if you agree with everything Gortal says and does.” She looked at the old chef who was more family than staff. “Your life depends on it, as do mine and those of everyone else.” 
 
    “Just be careful and don’t get yourself hurt,” Aarontal said sternly. She hadn’t heard him speak like that in ages. “I will worry about my own wellbeing, but you are the one who matters. When the time comes, act quickly and deliberately. Do not worry about me.” 
 
    “But I…” she started to argue. 
 
    “No,” he said, cutting her off. “I am expendable. You are not. The empire can do with one less chef, but it needs an honorable leader. You will be that leader, Reuan. Do you understand?” 
 
    She swallowed hard as she realized Aarontal was willing to give up his life so she could succeed. He wasn’t a warrior. His dedication to her and the good of the beings in the system warmed her heart. She sat up a little straighter and looked him in the eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” she answered. She looked down at the device and then back at him. “Thank you, Aarontal,” she said. “For everything. You truly are my family. But you’re wrong about one thing.” 
 
    “What is that?” he asked, confused. 
 
    She laughed. “The empire may be able to do without one less chef, but it could never do without you. You are much more than you give yourself credit for.” She leaned over and kissed the old being on the top of his head. 
 
    He chuckled and patted her shoulder. “Thank you, little one.” 
 
    She pressed the button on the device, and he began talking again. It was a different story this time, and he began in the middle. It was one of her favorites. 
 
    They had no issues with the first three ships. Reuan trained with the ships’ commanders and ran drills with the bridge crew. She managed to clock some simulator time with the fighters, and even logged some time with a gunship to refamiliarize herself with the combat capabilities of both. She kept her distance from Aarontal as he performed his duties in the galleys and managed the personnel under his supervision. 
 
    She landed the gunship in the open bay of Shein’s Might and shut it down. They donned their spacesuits and exited the craft, using their magnetic boots to navigate the bay and keep from floating off into open space. She parked away from the other craft and ensured the gunship’s nose was positioned straight out. All she needed to do was release the struts and hit the thrusters when it came time to make her escape. 
 
    The ship was a heavy battle cruiser and had three different galleys. This inspection was supposed to take Aarontal three days as he planned on dedicating an entire day to each galley. Reuan continued to play her part as she had on the previous ships. At the end of first shift on the second day, Captain Barronal approached her as she exited his command chair. 
 
    “Most impressive, First Heir,” he praised her, with a bow. “Most fail that particular simulation. I failed it four times before I got it right.” 
 
    He was young to be the captain of such a large ship. Gortal had seen to his promotion a few weeks after taking the throne. They had been friends as adolescents, and Reuan trusted him about as far as she could throw him. 
 
    “You are just being kind because I am the First Heir, Captain Barronal,” she replied. “I failed the first try and nearly the second. It was your tactical officer’s quick thinking that won us the victory.” 
 
    Barronal nodded. “True, but a wise captain listens to the advice of his officers. They may not always take it, but they do consider it,” he reasoned. “You could have dismissed her opinion and done things your way. As it turns out, you made the right decision.” He looked at her with young, but wise, eyes. “It is not always a personal victory, First Heir. More often than not, it is collective.” 
 
    Reuan considered his words for a moment. She didn’t trust him, but she couldn’t argue with his logic. She nodded. “You are wise beyond your years, Captain. I will remember your advice in the future.” 
 
    “You honor me,” he said, with a bow. He quickly rose back up to his normal height and looked at her as if he wanted to say something. 
 
    “Is there something on you mind, Captain?” Reuan asked. 
 
    He fidgeted with his armor as he decided on his response. “I don’t know if I should say it,” he admitted. 
 
    “Speak freely,” she said. “Nothing will come back to haunt you.” 
 
    He looked around the command center and then motioned for Reuan to walk with him. As they headed down the corridor, he said, “Your brother would not like me saying this to you.” He paused and looked behind him to be sure they were alone. “But I wanted to tell you I was very sorry to hear about the deaths of Dahkal and your father, Draktal.” 
 
    “Oh,” Reuan replied in surprise. She had been expecting him to ask her out or something of the sort. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he replied. “Your father taught me much of what I know about combat, and Dahkal and I trained together many times. I never got the opportunity to beat him.” 
 
    This made Reuan laugh. “You aren’t alone,” she said with a smile. “During our last training session, he knocked me unconscious and tied me up. That was after he cut my spear in half.” 
 
    Barronal let out a snicker. “That sounds like something he would do,” he said. He turned to her, and they stopped walking. “I just wanted to offer you my condolences, First Heir. Their deaths are touchy subjects with your brother, and I would hate for anyone to get the wrong idea.” 
 
    Reuan put her hands at the small of her back and widened her stance. “I understand,” she said. “I appreciate your kind words, Captain. Now, if that is all, I am tired and would like to get some rest.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Barronal replied. “If there is anything you require, do not hesitate to ask.” He gave her the traditional Sheingal salute with a slight bow. She returned the salute, and they went their separate ways. 
 
    What was that all about? Reuan wondered as she navigated her way through the ship’s corridors until she arrived at her temporary quarters. She entered and sat on her bed with her slate. She set an alarm to wake her in four hours. She had only brought in a small pack that was ready to go, and her space suit hung on the wall. All she needed to do was put it on and go out to the ship like she needed something. 
 
    A little over four hours later, Reuan stepped out of the airlock into the bay. The guard on duty saw her and never questioned her intent. Admittedly, she lost a bit of respect for him. His duty was to guard the bay and question all unscheduled visitors, even her. She dismissed the thought as she was up to no good. By current standards, anyway. 
 
    She made it to her gunship and boarded. So far, everything was going smoothly. She pressurized the ship, took off her suit, and double checked her gear and supplies. Everything was exactly as she had left it. She looked at the supplies left behind by Aarontal, and a wave of sadness and guilt swept over her. She hoped he would be alright. He was as good and true a being as there ever was. 
 
    Reuan strapped herself into the pilot’s seat and started running down her checklist and doing a last-minute diagnostic before firing up the engines. She was about to begin the startup sequence when a voice came through the comm system. “Gunship Alpha, in the bay, we see you are initiating pre-flight procedures. Please identify yourself and your intentions. There are no launches scheduled at this time.”  
 
    Reuan smiled to herself as she activated the visual option. The grey male’s eyes widened when he saw Reuan’s light aquamarine face pop up on his comm station. “Fist Heir, my apologies,” he stammered. 
 
    “Do not apologize for doing your duty, warrior,” Reuan said in the best commanding voice she could muster. “That is a sign of weakness, and we will not tolerate weakness in this empire. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, First Heir,” he replied. “I understand.” 
 
    He sat there and stared at her for a moment, apparently unsure of how to proceed. Finally, Reuan took control. 
 
    “I believe you wanted to know my intentions?” she asked, trying to help him out. 
 
    He seemed to snap back into reality with a jolt. “Correct. What are your intentions, First Heir?” he asked and looked at a screen next to him. “We don’t have any flights scheduled.” 
 
    Reuan smiled sweetly at him. “I couldn’t sleep, and I felt like going for a short flight,” she said and batted her eyelashes. “If you don’t have anything on the schedule, there aren’t any training exercises for me to interrupt if I go for a quick ride, right?” 
 
    “Well, no,” he stuttered. 
 
    “Then it’s settled; I’m going for a flight. I’ll be back in a little while.” She paused before signing off and said, “Unless you need me to pull my imperial rank or wake up Captain Barronal, that is.” 
 
    His eyes doubled in size, and he shook his head vigorously. “No, First Heir, th-that won’t be necessary.” He tapped some commands to his station and spoke with someone over his shoulder before he turned his attention back to her. “You’re all set, First Heir. I have you on the schedule for an indefinite time period, beginning now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Reuan said with a smile and a nod. “What is your name again? I don’t believe I caught it.” 
 
    “I-it’s Ikenal,” he managed to get out. 
 
    “Ikenal,” Reuan said sweetly, “I’m Reuan. From now on, how about you just refer to me by that, ok?” 
 
    His face lit up like a hatchling opening presents on their hatching day. “Thank you, Reuan. It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “You as well,” she replied. “See you later!” 
 
    Reuan cut the call, fired up the main engines, released the magnetic struts, and blasted out of the bay. She circled the battlecruiser a few times and then oriented herself in the direction of the gate. Once she was facing her true destination, she increased her speed to the ship’s maximum range profile. If her luck held out, she would exit the system without a fight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryan watched as a massive birdlike creature swept down and snatched Dahkal in its talons. He rushed outside, drew his laser rifle, and fired at the bulk of the bird’s body. The others joined him. They all fired until they were out of ammo, which didn’t take long after the mine incident. 
 
    Alex lifted a kinetic rifle and aimed, but Ryan quickly pushed the barrel down. “No, you might hit Dahkal. These most likely won’t do much harm to him if he’s hit,” he said, motioning to the laser weapons. “But a kinetic round could hurt or kill him if he’s hit by mistake.” 
 
    Alex nodded and engaged the safety on his weapon. “What the hell was that?” he asked. 
 
    “Damned devil bird if you ask me,” Ryan answered. He looked at Monday and laughed. “Well, I guess you got to see the bird that eats those worms after all.” 
 
    Before Monday could reply, several distant gunshots sounded in the distance. The giant bird fell from the sky, and a much smaller winged being appeared next to it. The two beings appeared to crash through the treetops in the same spot. 
 
    “YEAH!” Ryan exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air. “He made it!” 
 
    “Damn,” Monday said, astonished. “I think he killed it too.” 
 
    “Do you think he survived the fall?” Brawlt asked 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Yeah, he threw his wings out and changed his direction. I think he’s good.” He looked out over the distance, trying to decide on their next move. He turned around and clapped his hands. “Ok, let’s figure out this mine problem and get those crates and equipment loaded up.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” Alex asked, alarmed. “We aren’t going to get him? What if he needs help?” 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “Nope. I’m sure he’s fine. He’s a lot more durable than we are. And don’t you remember what he said before we got off the ship?” 
 
    “Complete the contract at all costs,” Brawlt answered. 
 
    Ryan pointed a finger at him. “Bingo.” He raised his hands with his palms out and said, “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m sure not gonna be the one responsible for tarnishing his honor. He takes that stuff seriously.” 
 
    They all looked at each other, then back at Ryan. “So, what’s the plan, Boss?” they asked in unison. 
 
    Ryan laughed. “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’d better be figuring out how to get past those mountain worms instead of trying to find me,” Dahkal said to himself as he neared the top of the tree. 
 
    After climbing a few more branches, he pulled himself above the canopy and gazed out at his surroundings. In the distance, he could see what he thought was the mine entrance area. He looked down from the area and panned back and forth until he saw what he was looking for. The small road that led from the abandoned main offices to the mine wound down the mountainside on the other side of a ravine. All he had to do was get to it and follow it right up to the ship. 
 
    He stood up and prepared to jump from the tree and glide over. It was only about ten miles from his position to the road and another three miles up the mountainside. In no time at all, he would be back at the ship, helping the others. 
 
    There was only one problem. When he tried to spread his wings, he cried out in pain and quickly folded them back in. The shoulder joint on his left wing had been dislocated in the fall, and he hadn’t realized it. He hadn’t used his wings to climb the tree, so he never felt the pain. When he spread them out, he popped it back into the socket, and pain erupted through that entire side of his back. It was a good thing he hadn’t jumped first; the pain would have been excruciating. 
 
    “Well, this is going to take longer than I thought,” he said aloud. 
 
    On the terrain layout on his slate, he marked where he believed he was and the direction he needed to travel. Most of it looked like the woods he was in now. A swampy area and the ravine looked to be his most difficult obstacles. He calibrated his digital compass now that he could tell which direction was which. When he was done, he put the slate back in its leather pouch. 
 
    He pulled the medical nanite injector from his belt and injected it into his shoulder. In a few hours, he would be able to use his wings again and move much faster. Until then, he was on foot. After taking a deep breath, he started the long climb down the tree. He had never intended to climb back down, so it was a disappointing use of his energy. When he hit the ground, he checked his slate and headed northwest toward the ravine. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re lucky you didn’t lose your foot,” Ryan said as he wrapped a bandage around Hunai’s injury. They were in the med bay, and Ranga had joined them after hearing all the commotion outside. 
 
    “I’m lucky I didn’t lose more than that,” Hunai replied. “Dahkal saved my life twice in a matter of minutes,” he added, shaking his head. 
 
    Ryan laughed and said, “Yeah I owe him a couple myself. You get used to it.” 
 
    Hunai laid back on the pillow. “I would prefer not to be in a position where I need to be saved,” he said. His helmet had been replaced, but Ryan could guess his facial expression. 
 
    “So, any bright ideas?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “We could use the mech,” Monday offered. “I can go in there and carry the crates one at a time, then the equipment.” 
 
    Ryan mulled the idea over in his head for a bit but ultimately dismissed it. “No. If they all come at you like they did us, you’ll never make it out of there. They’ll bog you down and trap you faster than you can get out.” 
 
    “We could use flame throwers and shoot fire up into those tunnels and fry them to a crisp,” Brawlt said. “Or toss incendiary grenades up in them.” 
 
    Alex looked at his friend and shook his head. “You just want to cause a cave in, don’t you? Neither of those will work,” he said. “There’s no telling how stable that ceiling is now that it’s tunneled like that. There has to be a way, though.” 
 
    “If I may interject,” Ranga said. 
 
    “Please do,” Ryan answered. 
 
    Ranga stepped to the center of the room. “The creatures did not attack the drone. Alex was able to explore the mine in its entirety.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ryan agreed, nodding. 
 
    “How is a drone going to get that stuff out of there though?” Alex asked, scratching his forehead. “They don’t have enough lifting power to get that stuff out. Those crates are steel, and they’re heavy when they’re empty. Who knows how much they weigh now that they are loaded?” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes lit up as he realized the solution was right under their noses. “Not a regular drone like the ones you brought,” he agreed. Then, with a big smile, he said, “But a modified, miniature battlecruiser with magnetic struts could do it. Quickly too.” 
 
    “They have shielding to protect them from the worms,” Monday added. 
 
    “And weapons,” Brawlt said. 
 
    “And no lifting thrusters,” Alex reminded them. “They’re designed for space, not atmosphere.” 
 
    Ryan cocked his head to the side and drew up one side of his mouth, then said, “So?”  
 
    Alex was confused by Ryan’s lack of understanding. “They can’t fly here, so we can’t use them for the job,” he answered. 
 
    Ryan smiled again. “I guess you forgot we have twenty-five ships in the bay and all the replicators and programming necessary to modify them into whatever we need them to be,” he said. 
 
    The expression on Alex’s face said it all. He hadn’t even thought about the fact that he could easily create what they needed in a matter of hours. He faced the floor and patted the side of his head rapidly with his palm. “Duh,” he said, mocking himself. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Me either, Dronespert,” Monday teased and slapped him on the back. 
 
    “We’ll go get started now,” Alex said, motioning to Ranga and shaking his head. 
 
    “I’ll give you a hand,” Monday offered. 
 
    “Me too,” Brawlt added. 
 
    They rushed out of the med bay, then Alex returned a second later. “Should I make two? Brawlt can fly one and I can fly the other. It would speed things up.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, man. Whatever we need to wrap up this contract.” 
 
    Alex shot him a thumbs up and left again. Ryan turned his attention back to Hunai and his foot. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal had been walking almost a half day when he came to a clearing. It was a small, natural clearing, and he could see a rather large burrow dug into the side of a hill. As he got closer, he could see three distinct figures lying inside on what appeared to be a nest of leaves and other local fauna. 
 
    He stopped suddenly when he realized what he was looking at. They were the very new offspring of some sort of local animal. They were quadruped and dark black with bright orange stripes. They had block heads, stubby snouts, and very short puffy orange tails. Their little ears were tipped with orange fur, and they had two sets of very long, upper incisors on either side of their mouths. Their large teeth protruded down from their upper jaws, past their lower ones. Their paws were padded and had long, curved claws at the end of each digit. Whatever these little beings were, they were certain to be deadly when they got older. 
 
    Dahkal needed to get past the den, but he knew the mother would be somewhere nearby and would protect her young if she caught him there. He walked as quietly as possible past the nest and had almost made it back into the woods when he heard several branches snap behind him. He froze. Behind him, he heard a blood curdling roar and heavy, angry breathing like none he had ever heard before. 
 
    He turned slowly, and when he saw what was behind him, his blood ran cold. The beast was standing on all fours, and its head was level with his. Saliva dripped from the four intimidating, foot-long incisors as the mother of the newborns eyed him. Dahkal stole a glance at her paws and saw that the claws were easily eight inches long and deadly. She either saw him as food or a threat. Neither was good for his health. 
 
    He held his hands up slowly, and in a very calm voice said, “I’m just passing through. I’m not a threat to you or your young.” The direction he needed to go was behind him, so he took a very slow, very cautions step backward. The mother did not approve. She roared again and charged forward a few steps. Dahkal quickly put his foot back where it was. 
 
    Suddenly, she stood up on her hind legs and instantly became twice his size. She roared again and lunged forward, swiping a clawed paw at him. He dove to the side and rolled to safety, only to be surprised by her speed. He received a backhanded slap to his head. It rocked him to his core, and he flew into a tree. He shook his head and looked up in time to see the mother attempting to drop down on him with both forelegs, her teeth bared. He rolled, barely avoiding the death blow. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and drew his pistol. She stood on her hind legs again, snarling and challenging him. He aimed at her head. He was about to pull the trigger when a much smaller version of her roared off to the side. The young ones were awake and watching their mother. In an instant, he knew he couldn’t kill her. She was only doing what was natural to her, and her young would die if she didn’t provide for them. She was protecting them from danger. He could not fault her for it. There would be no honor in taking not only her life, but ultimately the lives of her young. He had to figure out another way. 
 
    A quick survey of his surroundings provided him with one possible solution. To his right, there was a bundle of strong-looking vines. He needed to get to them and get her to chase him, without getting killed. 
 
    He slapped the pistol back against his thigh. With a massive roar, he bared his fangs and claws to her, then spread his wings. For the first time, she saw him as the natural killer he was and hesitated. Then, after an apparent decision to protect her young, she charged him again. 
 
    Dahkal dashed for the vine cluster and leapt high up into them. She followed, rising on her hind legs and bringing her full weight down into them. The mass snapped from the tops of the trees, and Dahkal dropped with them. He held one of the thicker, stronger vines in his hands and charged her as she fought to free herself from the tangled mess. 
 
    When he got close enough, he dove onto her shoulders and looped the vine around her massive throat and pulled with every ounce of energy he had. She clawed at the vine, snapped her jaws, and roared in anger and fear. She dropped to her belly and tried to roll onto her back to crush him, but the vines were too tangled and held her in place. Several trees bunched together on her opposite side prevented her from moving as well. She was trapped and slowly lost consciousness. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, she stopped struggling. Dahkal released the vine with caution. When she didn’t react to his movements, he climbed down and stood beside the protective mother. Her sides slowly rose and fell as she lay there asleep. She was magnificent. A perfect example of what the universe had to offer. He ran a hand down her black fur and admired the orange striping. 
 
    He knelt next to her head and whispered, “Well fought, Warrior Mother. Well fought.” He heard a small ruckus behind him, and when he turned, he saw that the three newborns had run up to their mother. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he consoled them, “she will be fine. She is just asleep. Soon, she will wake and hunt some dinner for you. He drew his sword and hacked away the vines restricting her. When she was free of her bonds, he stepped back and snapped several images of her and her young to show Ryan and the others. Then he quickly made his way deep into the woods before she awoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Barronal stepped into the command center two hours early and assumed the watch. As usual, he walked around to each station to look at everything with his own eyes. It wasn’t that he thought his crew was incapable, he just liked to get information firsthand and to be informed early so he could get a jump on things. As he passed the tactical station, a small blip on the screen caught his eye. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked the tactical officer. 
 
    The officer leaned in to look. “Oh, that’s the First Heir, sir. She took off about two hours ago. Said she couldn’t sleep and wanted to go for a flight.” 
 
    Barronal scowled. “There was nothing on the schedule when I checked before leaving for the evening.” 
 
    “She changed it, sir,” the officer said with a shrug. “We didn’t really have much of a choice.” 
 
    “I see,” Barronal said. He looked at the information on the screen again. “She’s really moving,” he noted. “What is her trajectory?” 
 
    The officer calculated her destination. “It appears she is headed to the gate, sir. By my readings, she will reach it in two hours.” 
 
    Barronal sat in his command chair and wondered what she could possibly be doing at the gate. He chewed his thumbnail as he thought, and after a moment, he decided. “Open up a channel with her ship. I want to speak with her,” he commanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ikenal replied. After a few moments, he said, “Sir, she isn’t responding. I’ve tried audio and video, and she is ignoring both.” 
 
    Barronal didn’t know what to do. He could only think of one course of action. “Scramble five fighters now!” he commanded. “I want them moving at maximum speed to catch her. I don’t know what she is up to, but we have to assume it’s not good.” 
 
    He slammed his fist on the arm of his command chair and made a video call from his slate. The tone only sounded once before it was answered. 
 
    “Barronal!” Gortal bellowed. “How’s it going up there? I trust my sister hasn’t driven you mad yet.” 
 
    “Emperor,” Barronal greeted him. “Unfortunately, your sister is the cause of my call.” 
 
    Gortal’s expression turned grim. “Meaning what, exactly?” 
 
    Barronal took a breath. “Meaning she took off in her gunship two hours ago and has been moving quickly toward the gate. I’ve hailed her several times, and she will not answer.” 
 
    Gortal deliberated for several minutes, wondering why she would take such action. Then his eyes went bright with realization. “She’s trying to leave the system!” he exclaimed. 
 
    Barronal shook his head in confusion. “Why would she do that? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “She doesn’t believe in the way I rule, so she is running,” Gortal replied. “Stop her, Barronal. Do not allow her to get through the gate. How long until she arrives?” 
 
    Barronal looked at his tactical officer, then back at Gortal. “Estimated time is one hour forty-eight minutes. I’ve already got fighters on the way.” 
 
    “How long until they reach her at their maximum speed?” Gortal asked. 
 
    Again, Barronal looked at his tactical officer. “We will have thirty minutes to stop her before she reaches the gate,” he answered. That does, however, put us in the danger zone for weapons use. We could damage the gate.” 
 
    “Use laser weapons only,” Gortal ordered. “I want her alive so I can deal with her myself. Disable her ship, and do not hit the gate.” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor,” Barronal answered. Gortal cut the call. Barronal slammed his fist down again and cursed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal threw the table across his room and roared. He was angry. Angry because he had believed her act, angry because she had betrayed him, and angry at himself for not seeing through it all. He walked over to the table, picked up his cracked slate, and made a call. Koshal picked up immediately. 
 
    “Reuan’s headed for the gate,” he informed the old council member. 
 
    “The gate?” Koshal asked. “Is she planning on leaving the system?” 
 
    “Nobody knows. She isn’t answering the comms, and she has a two-hour head start,” Gortal replied. “Fighters are trying to catch her now. They’ll only have thirty minutes before she can exit the system.” 
 
    “They must not damage the gate, Gortal. That is imperative to our plans,” Koshal warned him. 
 
    Gortal growled. “Do you think I don’t know that? I am not a fool!” 
 
    “You can get rather reckless, my young Emperor,” Koshal reminded him. 
 
    “Do you think she is simply running away?” Gortal asked. 
 
    Koshal shook his head. “No. She doesn’t run from any challenge,” he answered. “None of you were raised to do so. No, I believe she is running for help. She probably plans to leave the system and return with a force to overthrow you.” 
 
    Anger rose inside Gortal, and he clenched his fist. “She would not dare!” 
 
    “Wouldn’t she?” Koshal asked, though it wasn’t really a question. “You killed her father right in front of her, and then you forced her to execute a family. At this point, I don’t think there’s anything she wouldn’t do to see you fall.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and continued. “You believed you would break her spirit, and she would fall into line, but I believe you made her will to fight even stronger.” He looked away as he reviewed the situation in his mind, then he looked back at Gortal. 
 
    “Your mother reconciled with you at the same time as Reuan, did she not?” he asked. 
 
    “She did,” Gortal answered. He realized where Koshal was going with the question. “She was part of the plan, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Koshal nodded slowly. “It would seem so. What will you do?” he asked. “You cannot kill her. If you do, the entire system will revolt. She is too well-loved by the citizens. Treason or not, they will side with her.” 
 
    “I would not harm a scale on my mother’s head,” Gortal replied. “But I will confine her to her quarters and disconnect her from the outside world until I have things under control.” 
 
    An idea popped into Gortal’s head. “Koshal, call your mercenary on the outside. He still owes us a second job. If Reuan escapes, he is to capture her and hold her prisoner until we can fetch her.” 
 
    “I will do so now,” Koshal said. “I will leave you to handle your mother while I make these preparations.” 
 
    Koshal ended the call, and Gortal tossed the slate on his bed. He strode across the room and snatched his hammer from the floor. With an angry growl, he kicked his door open, splintering the wood, and headed in the direction of his mother’s chambers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reuan cursed loud and long as she watched the five symbols depicting the Sheingal fighters close on her with every passing second. She only needed another fifty minutes, and she would be through the gate and safe. But they were moving much faster than her ship, and they could maneuver circles around her. 
 
    Using one of the accounts her mother had given her, she entered the digits of her desired destination into the gate’s navigational computer. The mini slate chimed as the funds and coordinates were accepted. The gate was scheduled to open in forty-five minutes. 
 
    They caught up to her in less than thirty minutes. Her ship vibrated violently as laser fire hit the rear shielding. She reached up and accessed her weapons system. The gunship was slower, but it was heavily armed, and the shields were stronger. She activated the laser cannons on the port and starboard sides and entered a command to rotate them to face the rear. She began firing them, along with the single stern laser cannon. 
 
    She pressed forward, toward the gate, then turned her ship portside and spun into a barrel roll as she fired to avoid being hit by the fighters’ laser weapons. Much of the incoming fire missed her, but she couldn’t avoid it all as there were five of them firing on her. She noticed they were not firing their missiles. It dawned on her they wouldn’t use them to avoid damaging the gate and because they were most likely ordered to take her alive. She smiled. They wouldn’t be taking her at all. 
 
    She activated the missile guidance system, cut her main thrusters, and fired her maneuvering thrusters until she was traveling in reverse. She locked onto three fighters and fired a missile at each. She then locked onto the remaining two and fired at them. Two of the first salvo connected, and the fighters appeared to take significant damage. One of the second salvo connected, but it was a glancing blow and caused little damage. 
 
    She spun her ship back around, reengaged the main thrusters, and continued toward the gate, firing her lasers. She checked the clock and saw she only needed another two minutes. She gripped the controls and said a silent prayer as she begged the seconds to pass faster. 
 
    The ship rocked as a missile impacted her rear shields, and her systems went offline. Then the engine thrust died as the mains shut down. She quickly unstrapped herself and rushed for the fire extinguisher to put out the electrical fires. She ran back to the small engineering section and ripped the panel off. Reuan worked frantically as she replaced fuses and bypassed unnecessary systems, all in a matter of thirty seconds. She reached up and initiated the restart, and the engines came online again and pressed her into the rear bulkhead. She watched through the cockpit viewing window from the back of the ship as the gate came to life. Then the disorienting feeling of entering alter-reality took over her body as her ship entered the gate. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean he fired a missile?” Barronal asked in a loud, angry voice. “I specifically said not to use missiles that close to the gate!” 
 
    The tactical officer swallowed hard. “My sensors indicate she opened fire with missiles, then went into a barrel roll, firing her lasers, then leveled out. That’s when Number Four fired a single missile and scored a direct hit, sir.” 
 
    Barronal fell into his command chair and rested his forehead on his palm. “Was her ship destroyed or did the shields hold up?” he asked, without looking up. “She was to be taken alive.” 
 
    “Her shields appear to have held, sir,” tactical replied. “She has lost main thrusters.” 
 
    “Can the fighters get to her?” Barronal asked. “We need to bring her back.” 
 
    “She just restarted her main thrusters, sir,” tactical announced. “The gate is open; her ship is moving forward.” A moment later, he added, “She has exited the system. The gate closed immediately after she entered it, sir.” 
 
    Barronal’s armrest took yet another beating. He rubbed his face with both palms and groaned. He had to make a call he absolutely did not want any part of. The captain reached for his personal slate and initiated the call. 
 
    “Tell me you have her,” came Gortal’s greeting. 
 
    Barronal shook his head in shame. “No, Emperor. She escaped through the gate,” he replied. “We managed to catch up to her and damage her ship, but she was able to get the thrusters back and escape before we could capture her.” He expected rage from Gortal, and he was prepared for the worst scolding of his life and possibly the death sentence, but neither came. 
 
    “You did well with what you had to work with, Barronal,” Gortal said. “This was an unexpected betrayal.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emperor,” Barronal responded. 
 
    Gortal leaned in close to the camera. “Now, I want you to go wake up Chef Aarontal and bring him to me. He has many questions to answer.” He cut the call. 
 
    Barronal sat in his command chair for several long minutes, staring into space. When his heart rate finally slowed, he looked around his command center. 
 
    “Well done, everyone. Well done. Helm, turn us about and head for the planet,” he ordered. He turned to the tactical officer. “Recall the fighters and tell Number Four I want to see him as soon as he is debriefed. He disobeyed a direct order and could have shut down our system’s gate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright, I had to make the design for these two shorter than the others,” Alex informed Ryan. “They’re only ten feet long, but they have the same power as the others do.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Ryan responded. “How long until they are done?” 
 
    “Around five hours’ worth of replicator work,” Alex answered. 
 
    Ryan frowned. “It will be dark by then. It looks like we’ll have to get the crates in the morning,” he said. “I don’t want to be outside this ship at night. Who knows what kind of crazy stuff is out there?” 
 
    “Makes you wonder what Dahkal is dealing with right now,” Monday said, thoughtfully. 
 
    “I hate it for the guy, but he can handle himself,” Ryan assured them. Deep down, he really wanted to grab the shuttle parked next to their ship and go find his friend. But he knew it wasn’t the right course of action. They had to finish the contract first. 
 
    “How do things look in engineering, Ranga?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “They look promising,” Ranga replied. “It is a bit slow going because I am not fully accustomed to the technology, but it is not beyond my understanding. When Dahkal returns it will go much faster.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Ryan said. “Are you still helping Alex?” 
 
    “No,” Ranga answered. “I have done my part. Monday will now assist Alex with the heavy lifting so I may return to engineering.” 
 
    “Great,” Ryan responded. “I’m going to take Brawlt and do a quick perimeter check before sundown,” he said. “Also, I think I’m gonna send up a flare to let Dahkal know exactly where the ship is, and that we haven’t forgotten him.” 
 
    “Right behind you, Boss,” Brawlt said. He had his rifle ready, and he handed Ryan an extra power pack for the Bieratang rifle he had found. 
 
    “Can’t ever have enough ammo,” Ryan said and stuffed it in a pocket. 
 
    They went down the ramp and out into the fading sunlight. They thoroughly searched the surrounding area, but they found no real threats. They did find a few funny colored bugs and some small mammals but nothing to worry about. 
 
    As the sun sank beyond the horizon, Ryan stood on the top of Winged Fury and fired three flares. He hoped his friend would see them and know he wasn’t forgotten. At the least, he hoped they helped give Dahkal a better idea of which way he needed to head. When the flares burned out, Ryan climbed down, went inside, and sealed the ship for the night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours had passed since Dahkal’s dance with the angry mother. He felt he was making good time. The ridge wouldn’t be too far ahead. The only problem was that the sun was getting low, and he was losing daylight all together. 
 
    It was clear he was going to have to spend the night in the wilderness. It certainly wasn’t his first choice, but it was the only choice he had. He searched for a tree with thick limbs high off the ground so he could take refuge in it for the night. Sleeping on the ground where insects and all manner of creatures could crawl over him didn’t sound comfortable. 
 
    He found what he was looking for and climbed up. He sat in a spot where three large limbs grew out from the tree, giving him plenty of space to stretch out. He was high enough to see the sky, and he was facing what he believed to be the direction of his ship. It was the best sleeping spot he was going to find. 
 
    Until he sat back, he hadn’t realized how tired he was. A deep yawn escaped him as he stretched and leaned back against the tree. He was about to close his eye when three red balls of fire flew into the air and ignited the sky. They were the flares from his ship. He smiled at the thought of Ryan standing on top of Winged Fury, firing flares, just to let Dahkal know they hadn’t given up. 
 
    He laid his head back again and closed his eyes. “I’m on my way, Brother. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sunlight beamed down through the opening of the canopy and warmed Dahkal’s face. He stirred slightly and felt something rather odd. His body felt as if it were moving in a thousand different places. He opened his eyes and blinked the sleep away. He looked down, then started flailing his arms and legs about. 
 
    He was completely covered in hundreds of thumb-sized bugs. They had brown exoskeletons and black heads and wings. They were disgusting, and they were all over him. 
 
    He jumped from the tree and glided to the ground. Even though his entire body was crawling, he was happy to realize using his wings didn’t hurt. He stripped off his armor and waist cloth and shook everything until he was positive no insects remained. Once he was satisfied he didn’t have any unwanted guests along for the ride, he got himself dressed again and set out on his trek to the ravine. 
 
    It only took him about an hour to make it to the edge of the ravine. The land on the other side was significantly lower than the side he was on. There wasn’t much in the way of wind, but he could glide as far as his inertia and the higher altitude would carry him. 
 
    He took several steps back toward the tree line and got a running start. As his feet left the grass, he spread his wings and felt the air resistance against them with no pain. He looked down at the river flowing through the ravine and was thankful he didn’t have to take the long way across. He cleared the other side and continued to soar over the trees, but he could see he was losing altitude quickly. 
 
    The road was close, so he was in good shape. He looked for a place to land and noticed a clearing between two trees. It was as good a place as any, so he oriented himself to set down there. 
 
    When the ground was about twenty feet below him, he started looking for the right spot to touch down, but then something clotheslined him, and the impact cause him to flip and spin around. Several parts of his body felt constricted as though they were tied up in rope. He looked up and saw hundreds of strands of a thick, clear fiber that was almost invisible to the naked eye wrapped around his wings and stuck to his arms and legs. It was webbing of some sort, strung between two trees. 
 
    “You have got be kidding me!” he yelled, irritated at his newest predicament. 
 
    The creature that had made the web had to be huge. The distance between the two trees was around thirty feet, and the material was robust. He hung there for several moments, trying to free one of his arms so he could cut himself down, when the material started to bounce and vibrate. He looked at the strands above him and saw that they led directly to the canopy of the tree he was facing. 
 
    First one leg emerged, then two, then four, then the fanged head poked out from the leaves. Clustered around the cranial section were over a dozen eyes, facing in every direction. The beast pulled its massive body from the tree and balanced on the webbing with more grace than Dahkal had ever seen from any of the best dancers and acrobats on his home world. Its head and body were bright green with yellow and black dots sprinkled all over it. It had twelve legs, and its leg span was twelve feet across. Dahkal was sure it would tower over him if he were standing on the ground. 
 
    The two manipulator legs that rested under its body had three clawed digits each, and its fangs oozed what he could only guess was a highly toxic venom that would dissolve his insides.  
 
    His stomach churned at the sight. There were similar creatures on Shein that were about hand sized, and he had always hated them. His brother always caught them and put them in his bed for him to find later. Nightmares had haunted him for decades. Now, he was facing down his nightmares in real life. 
 
    The nightmare charged him, hissing and growling. Its fangs dripped with venom, and its claws snapped in anticipation of the meal to come. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head rapidly and said, “Nope,” as he ripped his arm free of the webbing, drew his pistol, and emptied the magazine into the monster’s eye cluster. It screeched and hissed in pain as the rounds penetrated multiple eyes and its cranium. The creature stopped, and it fell from the webbing to the ground with a sickening thud. 
 
    A sigh of relief escaped Dahkal’s lungs when the nightmare didn’t move again. He snapped his pistol back in place and used his free hand to draw his sword and cut himself loose. He dropped to the ground next to his kill. A few of the legs still twitched, but it made no other movements. 
 
    Dahkal looked at his claws, then compared them to the nightmare’s much larger ones. He laughed and rested a hand on his sidearm. “Sorry, Nightmare, but I brought a gun to a claw fight.” 
 
    When all the webbing was cut or torn from his body, Dahkal snapped a few photos to add to the others and continued his hike. All he had to do now was get through the swampland; the road would be on the other side. He was looking forward to not finding any more surprises. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, we can do everything from inside the ship?” Ryan asked in amazement. 
 
    Alex laughed. “Yeah, man, it’s all remote controlled,” he answered. “We fly them using cameras and the virtual setup. You guys can watch everything on the monitor like you do with the surveillance drone. Even if the worms attack, nobody gets hurt.” 
 
    “Gotta love working from home!” Ryan exclaimed. “What are we waiting for? Fire those babies up!” 
 
    Alex and Brawlt took their stations and established connections with the new drones. The systems came online, and the engines fired. The drones rose above the bay floor as the lifting thrusters were engaged, and they were guided to the mine’s entrance. 
 
    “Let there be light,” Alex exclaimed as he activated the exterior lights he had added to the new machines. 
 
    Ryan and the others watched patiently as Alex and Brawlt carefully navigated the drones through the mine’s shaft. They were careful not to get too close to each other’s craft so the shields didn’t collide and cause unwanted damage to the drones or the tunnel walls. 
 
    “No sign of our creepy friends yet,” Alex said as they flew further down the runnel. “Almost to the end.” 
 
    “Just keep going like you are. If they don’t attack the drones, that’s a good thing,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Roger that, Boss,” Brawlt replied as he adjusted his drone’s heading when the tunnel widened. “Coming into the main chamber now.” 
 
    “Center a drone on each crate and come out single file,” Ryan ordered. “Don’t forget to disable your shields first. Once you lift the crate, reengage the shields to encompass the crate as well.” 
 
    Both Alex and Brawlt disengaged their shields and landed on the two steel crates full of emeralds. The bow and stern of the ten-foot drones extended past the edges of the cargo crates, but their magnetic struts settled perfectly on the secured lids. Once the clamps were set, they engaged the lift thrusters. 
 
    Alex sat back in his chair with a disappointed sigh. “Damn it,” he said in a frustrated tone. 
 
    Ryan leaned in closer to view the screen and the information being sent back from the drones. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “They’re too heavy,” Brawlt answered. 
 
    “Seriously?” Ryan asked. “I figured they would lift them right up.” 
 
    Alex shrugged and shook his head. “They must weigh more than I thought,” he admitted. He thought about it for a minute and looked at Brawlt. “I have an idea, but we’ll have to work close together.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Brawlt answered. 
 
    “Release your crate and hover on the left side of mine,” Alex directed. Brawlt did as he was told, and Alex released his. 
 
    “Good,” Alex said. “Now, connect your starboard side magnetic struts to the crates edge and allow the port-side to hang over the edge. I’ll connect my port-side magnetic struts with my starboard hanging over. That will allow us to use power of both drones to lift the crate, and keep it level.” 
 
    Brawlt and Alex maneuvered accordingly, and in a few minutes, both drones were connected to opposite sides of the same crate. Alex ran a few calculations through his computer and entered several commands. After doing so, Brawlt released the controls of his drone, and the two craft synced together on Alex’s controls. He now controlled both drones simultaneously. It was better than taking the chance that one of them would apply too much, or not enough, power and collide into a wall or some of the equipment. 
 
    Alex engaged the lift thrusters on both drones, and the sound of creaking steel erupted through the speakers as the crate lifted from the floor. He entered a command, and the shields came back online and merged, surrounding both drones and the crate. He engaged evenly distributed thrust from both, and they pushed ahead. 
 
    “Yes!” Alex exclaimed. “Now, we’re in business.” He looked at Brawlt and said, “We’ll have to fly them in separately and merge the controls to get the other one too. I’m not sure about the equipment. We’ll just have to play it by ear.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Brawlt answered and kept his eye on the data feeding back from the drones. The engines were nearing redline but were still within operating parameters. They were never meant for this kind of work, even with the new modifications. 
 
    “You guys are awesome,” Ryan said behind them. 
 
    “Just doing what you hired us to do,” Alex replied with a smile. 
 
    “Contact,” Brawlt said as a worm dropped from the tunnel’s ceiling. 
 
    Its head exploded as it collided with the shield’s energy field. The rest of its body fell from the overhead tube and landed on the floor with the dead specimens from the day before. Several more of the mountain-dwelling creatures tried their luck, only to fall to the tunnel floor in several pieces. 
 
    Alex piloted the crate the rest of the way through the tunnel and out into the sunlight. Once it was safely away from the dangers of the tunnel, he deactivated the shields and flew the crate into the cargo hold of Winged Fury. He set it down in the designated area and entered the commands to transfer control of Brawlt’s drone back to his station. 
 
    The rest of the operation proceeded similarly. They removed the second crate and then the equipment from the mine. With each trip, both in and out, more worms attacked and died. Soon the floor was ridden with the charred remains of the relentless creatures. The smell of their corpses emanating from the mine’s entrance was quite unpleasant. 
 
    As they dropped the last piece of equipment in the cargo hold, Ryan asked, “Do the lasers still work on those?” 
 
    “Of course,” Alex said. “I didn’t remove any of the weapons or anything. I just made them smaller and gave them lifters.” 
 
    “Good,” Ryan said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s make a little bit of extra credit while we’re here.” 
 
    The emerald gemstones embedded in the mine’s wall sparkled in the drones’ exterior lights. There were several around the cavern that were already exposed and ripe for picking. Alex and Brawlt operated the two newer drones while Hunai operated one of Alex’s personal drones that had manipulator arms mounted on the front. Its original purpose was to disarm unexploded ordnance but, for the moment, it had a different purpose. 
 
    “Ok,” Ryan said and pointed at the screen. “You use the lasers to cut around the stone here and here. Then, when it falls to the floor, Hunai can pick it up with the bomb drone and fly it out.” 
 
    “Won’t the worms attack me?” Hunai asked. “I was protected by shields on the way in, but I won’t have any coming out alone.” 
 
    Ryan thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No, that drone is fan propelled and doesn’t make any sound or cause any vibrations. It is just like the surveillance drone we sent in first,” he answered. “I don’t think these things can see. Well, not in the traditional sense. I think they can smell us, feel the vibrations from footsteps, or sense heat. They would have to have some or all of those abilities to live in solid rock the way they do and find food.” 
 
    “That would explain why they attacked the bigger drones,” Alex agreed. “The engines put out a lot of heat and sent vibrations through the tunnel. If they didn’t feel the tremors, they saw the heat.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ryan said. “So, I think the bomb drone will be safe.” He looked at Hunai and smiled. “But, just in case, go fast.” 
 
    Hunai laughed inside his helmet. “Will do, sir, and I’ll try not to drop the cargo in the process.” 
 
    Alex and Brawlt cut several small- and medium-sized stones from the wall, and Hunai picked them up and flew them out with haste without being harassed by the worms. The last gem they found was the original one they saw when they first arrived on the planet. It looked larger than the rest, so they decided to cut a larger diameter around it. Alex cut on one side and Brawlt cut on the other until their beams met. It took several more minutes of cutting to fully free the section of stone and gem from the wall. It fell to the cavern floor with a thud, and Hunai gripped it with the manipulators. 
 
    “Got it,” Hunai announced as he lifted the stone from the floor and exited. 
 
    “Excellent,” Ryan said. “You guys see any more credit lying around?”  
 
    “Nah, I think we got all the obvious stuff,” Brawlt answered as he looked around the mine with his camera. 
 
    “I think the rest in still in the rock,” Alex concurred. 
 
    “Alright, then. Bring the drones home and dock them in the bay,” Ryan said with a grin. “We just made a significant amount of side credit.” 
 
    “Legal, too,” Monday agreed. He had been sitting in Dahkal’s command chair and watching the operation on the main screen. “They technically abandoned the mine, so I’m pretty sure it’s a finder’s keeper’s deal over and above the stuff in the contract.” 
 
    “That right,” Ryan said. “I just wish we could get deeper into the mountain. They barely scratched the surface of it, and this is a shallow mine. I’m betting there are all kinds of precious stones and metals on this planet if this mountain is any kind of example of what it has to offer.” 
 
    They all sat there thinking about the possible riches hiding beneath the stone and soil until Ryan brought them back to the present. “Let’s go check out the score,” he said excitedly. 
 
    The smaller stones were of good quality and would fetch plenty of credit in the right system. Their clarity seemed optimal according to the scanners, and they were much more than flakes. They turned their attention to the last gem, which was still mostly entombed in limestone. Ryan walked over to a toolbox and pulled out a hammer. He knelt and began to lightly tap away the stone. When he saw a hint of emerald, he would slide down and start again. He didn’t want to strike the gemstone, itself, and break it or lessen its value with cracks and scuffs from the hammer. When he had cleared most of the stone from the gem, they all stood back and looked at it in amazement. 
 
    “It’s the size of a freaking war ball,” Ryan surmised. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “I think green is my new favorite color,” Brawlt said, rapidly blinking his eye. 
 
    “I’m getting pretty fond of it myself,” Monday added. 
 
    Ryan shook his head and cleared the thoughts of credit from his mind. They still had one more mission to accomplish. “Ok, guys, let’s button this up and fire up that dropship,” he ordered. “We need to find our friend now that this contract is complete.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal noticed the ground beneath his feet gradually becoming softer and the air a bit heavier. It was getting harder for him to breathe. It wasn’t due to lack of oxygen; it was because of the smell. A being with a normal sense of smell might not have noticed it for a while, but he picked it up long before he came upon its source.  
 
    He held a hand over his nostrils as he surveyed the swampland before him. The dark brown swamp water was the source of the smell. It was foul and reminded him of a mixture of rotting flesh and raw sewage. His stomach threatened to evacuate the remains of his last meal.  
 
    “That is absolutely vile,” he said with his nostrils pinched shut. 
 
    With a long branch he pulled from a bush, Dahkal tested the depth of the swamp water. It didn’t appear to be more than four feet deep. He would have to get further out to see if the middle was deeper, but it seemed like the swamp was shallow. He stared at the murky water, hesitant to step into it. The truth was, he didn’t want to get the smell on himself. He was already having a hard time dealing with the stench in the air, and the idea of the swamp water getting between his scales was daunting. 
 
    A glance to his left and his right told him going around wasn’t an option. It would take too long. He needed to get back as quickly as possible, and that required going straight through the swamp. Going around could take another day or more. He wasn’t sure because he couldn’t see the swamp’s edge in either direction. 
 
    He studied the path directly before him and saw there were several large stones, stumps, and trees with low limbs he could use to cross. If he was careful and remained sure-footed, he could get across without having to physically enter the water. It wouldn’t be as fast as walking, but it would be faster than trying to avoid the swamp altogether. 
 
    His mind made up, he stepped onto the trunk of a fallen tree and walked its length until his weight became too great for the rotting wood. From there, he stepped on some staggered stones and soft mounds of mud that stuck up from the shallow waters. Ahead of him, growing from beneath the water, was a large tree with thick limbs that were low enough to grab. At its base was a minefield of wooden knotty growth similar to the tree that stuck up from the water. He stepped on the knots as he held onto the branch overhead. He steadied himself, then leapt to the next object in the water, then the next, slowly making his way deeper and deeper into the swamp. 
 
    Some time had passed, and he could no longer see the bank behind him. He couldn’t see the bank ahead of him either. He continued to push forward, hopping from one natural landing pad to the next. On occasion, he climbed into a tree and jumped to the next one because there was nothing in the water for him to use. 
 
    He stood on a limb of a broad tree and sized up the one ahead of him, trying to decide if he should grab the branch or hug the tree and shimmy up it. He had to consider his great mass relative to the objects he jumped on. If they couldn’t hold him, he would end up in the stink-water. He wanted no part of that. 
 
    He decided to hug the tree and shimmy up it. The branch looked too thin and weak to bear his weight and momentum. He braced a hand on the outer portion of his current tree to help pull and propel himself forward when he jumped. With a deep breath, he bent his knees and lunged forward with his arms and legs spread wide to envelope the fast-approaching tree trunk. 
 
    He slammed into the tree, dug his claws into the trunk, and hugged it for dear life. He looked up and saw he was only a few feet below the branch he had been looking at and right above one on the other side of the tree that was much larger and sturdier. He could use that one for his next jump. He had just started to climb, using the claws on his hands and feet as braces, when he heard the worst sound of his life. 
 
    Below him, around the base of the tree, he could hear wood splintering and cracking under his weight. The tree began to lean slightly forward, then it quickly dropped a few inches and stopped. Dahkal breathed a sigh of relief and started to move upward again. He had to get off the tree quickly. A much louder snap than before erupted and echoed through the swamp, and the tree crashed down into the water. 
 
    “No! No! No! No! No! No! No!” he yelled as he flailed his arms and wings about, trying to gain hold of something to stop him from falling into the murky water.  
 
    Alas, there was nothing, and the First Heir of Shein plummeted face first into the odorous, murky swamp waters of the Ruul. The foul liquid swallowed him whole, shot up into his nostrils, and invaded his mouth. He thrashed, coughed, and spit as he desperately tried to regain his footing. He stood and let out a loud, angry roar that sent the wildlife in the trees frantically fluttering away in fear. He yelled and kicked the water, screaming every curse he knew in every language he could remember. After a verbal temper tantrum that would have shamed his mother and even caused Gortal to blush, he took a deep breath…and wretched. 
 
    Since he had not eaten in two days, his stomach was empty, and there was nothing for him to throw up. All he did was dry heave painfully as the noxious smell and taste of the repulsive water infiltrated his senses. 
 
    Once he regained control of himself, the anger within him rose again, and he bellowed, “I HATE THIS PLANET!” He kicked the water for emphasis and nearly fell again as his foot sunk in the mud beneath him. 
 
    Since he was already coated with the disgusting swamp water, he continued forward, muttering as he tromped. The swamp stretched on for a few more hours, then the water started getting shallower. Soon it was below his knees, then his ankles, and then there was nothing but mud until his feet thankfully reached soft, clean grass again. 
 
    The woods ahead of him were thick with vegetation so he drew his sword and started hacking a path ahead of him. He continued like this for some time, and for the most part, he didn’t come across any more issues. The occasional insect or some other form of wildlife would cross his path, but they posed no real threat. 
 
    After a while, the flora thinned out, and he found himself looking at an unnatural path of compact dirt. It was the access road; he had finally made it. Dahkal started up the road, thankful to be rid of the forest and swamp. All he had to do was follow the path and he would arrive back at the ship. 
 
    He hadn’t made it very far when a drone confronted him. He immediately recognized it as one of Alex’s and waved. It rose back up and flew up the mountain. A few minutes later, he was shielding his eyes with his hand from the dust as the Bieratang dropship landed on the roadway in front of him. The ramp lowered, and a grinning Ryan strolled down it. Brawlt waved from the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Need a ride?” Ryan asked with his hands on his hips. He looked Dahkal up and down. “You look like hell.” 
 
    Dahkal grunted in response, entered the ship, and took a seat. He was grateful to sit down in an actual chair and be off his feet. He hadn’t had any real rest in two days. Ryan raised the ramp and took a seat across from him. After a moment he screwed up his face and waved a hand rapidly in front of it. 
 
    “Damn, Puff!” he exclaimed. “You smell like crap.” A big grin formed on his face, and he added, “When you get back, you need to take a shower before you do anything else. Your odor is violating my sense of smell.” 
 
    Dahkal leaned forward with a low growl and narrowed his eyes at his friend. “I haven’t eaten in two days, and I just tromped through the swamp and wilderness on a foreign planet.” He paused for effect. “I will eat you.” 
 
    Ryan raised an eyebrow at his friend. “I was wrong. You’re not Puff, you’re Smaug. Grumpy ol’ dragon,” he said with a smirk. “Besides, you won’t eat me.” He motioned to Brawlt. “Him maybe, but never me. You love me too much, and you would be sad when you finished.” 
 
    Brawlt snapped his head around, “What?” he exclaimed. “Hey, I don’t wanna get eaten either. How about we just cook you something?” 
 
    Dahkal laughed out loud. “I don’t think either of you would taste very good, to be honest. But a cheeseburger and fries sound like absolute heaven.” 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and rested his head against the cold, steel bulkhead as Brawlt piloted the dropship back to the mine. He let out a heavy sigh and looked at his friend. “You know, my father is right.” 
 
    “About what?” Ryan chuckled at the impromptu statement. 
 
    Dahkal grinned, exposing every black tooth and fang in his mouth. “Not a damned thing I’ve done since leaving home has gone anywhere close to plan.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back home on his frigate, thoroughly showered, fed, and feeling like himself again, Dahkal turned the massive emerald over in his hands. He had seen large precious stones before but nothing this size. It was incredible. 
 
    “I don’t know that I want to sell it,” he admitted to the rest of the crew. “It’s beautiful in its raw form. It doesn’t even need to be polished or refined.” 
 
    “I have to admit, I agree,” Ryan said. “But what would we do with it? We aren’t really the decorating type.” 
 
    “Maybe we can use it as our company symbol,” Monday offered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alex agreed. “We could build a case for it and put our company name on it. 
 
    “We don’t have a name,” Dahkal reminded them. He and Ryan had not given their mercenary company an official name when they applied for the license in Salvage. They simply used their names. 
 
    “Well, we could give it one,” Brawlt said in reply. 
 
    Dahkal nodded as he mulled it over and studied the gem in his hands. “Any suggestions?” he asked. He looked up at them and saw that they were all trying to think of something clever. 
 
    “Galactic Protectors,” Ranga offered up. 
 
    “Lame,” Monday said, with a dismissive wave. “Sorry, man, but that sucks.” 
 
    Ranga shrugged and continued to rack his brain. 
 
    Hunai spoke up next. “What about Drone Squad?” 
 
    “No, that gives away our tactic,” Dahkal replied. “The drones need to take the enemy by surprise.” 
 
    Ryan snapped his fingers with excitement and exclaimed, “I got it!” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Alex said with anticipation. 
 
    Ryan looked over at Dahkal holding the giant stone and grinned. He waved a hand at his friend and said, “The answer is right in front of our faces.” 
 
    Dahkal scrunched up his face and uttered, “Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t get it either,” Brawlt said. He was bouncing his super ball off the bulkhead as he tried to think of a name. 
 
    “Oh, come on, guys,” Ryan said. “It’s so obvious!” 
 
    Alex and Ranga shook their heads. Monday stared at him with blank eyes and his bottom lip pushed slightly forward and shrugged. 
 
    Ryan shook his head with a sigh and put a hand on Dahkal’s shoulder. “We should call ourselves The Emerald Dragons,” he said with confidence and winked at his friend. 
 
    “No way,” Dahkal said and stood up. “I am not a dragon.” 
 
    “Uhhhh, you kinda are, man,” Monday said in a high-pitched tone. “I like it.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Alex said. 
 
    “That’s three to one so far,” Ryan counted. 
 
    “I like it as well,” Hunai said. 
 
    “Four to one,” Ryan counted again, pointing at Hunai. “Ranga? Brawlt? What do you guys think?” 
 
    “What do you think roomy?” Brawlt asked Ranga as he caught his super ball. 
 
    Ranga tapped a finger on what could only be described as his chin as he considered. “I will have to research what a dragon is, but I have to admit, it does have a certain ring to it.” 
 
    “Boom!” Ryan called out in victory. “That’s six to one, and as half owner of the company, I proclaim this vote official. We will be known as the Emerald Dragons from here on out, and this stone will be our symbol.” 
 
    “Very well,” Dahkal gave in with a sigh. “I suppose it does represent the victories of our first battle and successful contract together.” He also didn’t mind it because, even though he would never admit it to Ryan, he found the mythical dragons of Earth fascinating and fierce. But he wasn’t a dragon, no matter how much Ryan said he was. 
 
    With everything settled, everyone pitched in to help get Winged Fury back up to full flight capacity. They had to sacrifice a few drones to the replicators to manufacture some parts, but after a few days, the ship was as good as new. Ranga even built a clear-steel case for the giant emerald and secured it to the table in the common area. 
 
    Brawlt locked the newly acquired dropship and ore-hauler to the hull of their frigate using their magnetic struts. They were going to be claimed as salvage from the battle. All in all, it was a successful contract, even with all the bumps along the way. 
 
    “Let’s go get paid,” Dahkal said as they broke through the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    “We should make out pretty good with the payout and the credit we get from those smaller emeralds,” Ryan said. “We also qualify for the combat bonus.” 
 
    Dahkal grunted and narrowed his eyes. “Oh, I plan to get much more than that when I see Drontah.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reuan fought through the disorientation of exiting alter-reality and maneuvered her gunship to turn and slow. She exited the gate at the same speed she entered, which was near the maximum speed for her craft. She checked her navigational computer and saw that she had come out in the right system. She entered her destination and noted that The Gas Station was a two-day trip from the gate. 
 
    The next two days went by almost as agonizingly slowly as the eight in gate travel. During that time, she had repaired as many systems as she could and tried to form a plan for her next move. She knew she had to find a mercenary company to take her contract, but she couldn’t hire just anyone. They had to be honorable and less of a risk to her system than Gortal was. They also couldn’t be loyal to the highest bidder and be bought out by her brother. 
 
    Her approach to the space station was uneventful, and she docked with ease. The first thing she wanted was to get clean. Using her slate to translate the information, she rented temporary quarters from one of the many terminals along the corridor and took a lift to the designated level. In the top corner of her slate, she noticed the icon that indicated she had a new message. It must have come through when she exited the gate. She hoped it was her mother. She would read it once she was settled. 
 
    When she got to the room, she jumped straight into the shower. She stood in the hot water, wishing it could wash away all her problems and not just the smell of smoke and soot from her gunship. 
 
    She dried herself off and laid down on the bed without getting dressed. She awoke several hours later. The nap had not been planned, but it had apparently been needed. She retrieved her luggage and dressed herself in one of her traditional body cloths. The material was pink and draped across her chest and midsection and covered her legs to her knees. The cloth was held close to her body by a broad, leather belt. 
 
    She pulled out a small vile and removed the lid. She brought the open container to her nose and smelled the sweet aroma of the Rosanta flower. Her mother wouldn’t miss one vile. She dabbed a bit on each side of her neck and put it back in her case. She grabbed her slate case and stuffed a laser pistol into her belt on her way out the door. 
 
    Down the way from her quarters was another terminal. She was hungry, so she looked for a place to get something to eat. Her plan was to look for a mercenary company the next day. There wasn’t much she could do until she hired one, and she wasn’t even completely sure how to word the contract yet. There was a lot she needed to figure out, and she would think better on a full stomach. 
 
    She found a place that looked good and ventured up. She arrived at Brad’s Brews and found an empty table in the back corner. She wanted to be able to see her surroundings and the beings around her. She was about to look over the menu when she remembered the message on the slate. She accessed it and saw that it was a video. 
 
    A few minutes later, she sat motionless as silent tears rolled down her cheeks and landed on the table. She picked up a napkin and wiped her eyes and blew her nose. Her hunger wasn’t as strong as before, but she forced herself to look through the menu anyway. She needed to eat. Something caught her eye, and she was about to order it, when a voice grabbed her attention through the translator in her ear. 
 
    “You look like you could use some company and a drink,” it said. She looked up and saw a scaled being looking at her. He had a flat face and pointy ears. His eyes were icy blue, and he spoke in a slurred, high-pitched voice. She assumed the slur was from too many drinks. 
 
    “No,” she responded. “I do not need either.” The translation speaker on her belt projected the Earth Common language as she spoke. She looked down at her menu again and assumed he would leave after the rejection. 
 
    “I do not think you understand,” he replied, not taking the hint. “I am offering to purchase you a drink and provide you with quality company for the evening.” 
 
    She looked back up at him with a glare. “I understand perfectly fine,” she said in a stern voice. “I simply do not want your company, nor do I need you to buy my drink for me. Now, go away.” She looked back down at the menu and ignored him. 
 
    She felt a hand grip her arm, and she looked up and saw his face much closer to hers than she would have liked. His breath stunk of whatever alcoholic beverage he had been indulging in. 
 
    “Look, female,” he growled, “you do not turn me down with such rude behavior. If I want you to spend the evening with me, you will do just that!” 
 
    “Son,” a deep voice said behind the being, “I believe the lady asked you to leave. I suggest you do.” The speaker had an accent Reuan had never heard before, but she could tell he was speaking in Earth Common. 
 
    The being released Reuan’s arm and turned to face the speaker. He came eye to eye with an older human, wearing a large hat. “And just who are you?” he hissed. “You do not command me. Leave before I break your bones, human.” 
 
    “I’m Captain Phil,” the human replied. He pushed his jacket back and rested his left hand on the laser pistol that hung from his belt. “And no, I don’t command you. But if you don’t move along, leave her be, and go somewhere, nobody else will either. Ever. And my bones will be just fine.” 
 
    The being understood Phil’s actions meant the man would kill him. He slowly raised his hands and stepped closer. “I meant no harm, human named Captain Phil. I simply thought that…” 
 
    “Oh, you thought?” Phil interrupted. He stepped even closer to the being. “I once knew a fella named Thought when I was a young’un. Smart guy, unlike yourself.” He let out a chuckle, and a radiant smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Say, lemme tell ya a story about ol’ Thought,” he offered. 
 
    The being narrowed his eyes at Phil. “I do not understand why it is necessary, but proceed,” he said.  
 
    Phil continued to smile. “Well, ya see, it goes like this. One day, Thought was walking along and came up to a river. He needed to get across the thing somehow. Thought, being the intelligent man he was, thought he could swim across. So, Thought jumped into the river.” He paused the story and stepped forward again. He was now within inches of the being’s face. “You know what happened to Thought, son?” 
 
    The being got a confused look on his face and shrugged. “No, of course not. I do not know the story. Tell me before I get bored and decide to hurt you, human,” he snapped in Phil’s face. His green, pointed teeth clicked together as he spoke. 
 
    The smile disappeared from Phil’s face, and his eyes grew as cold as the vacuum of space. Through gritted teeth, in a tone full of hate, he said, “The son of a bitch drowned.” 
 
    Every ounce of color drained from the being’s face as the unmistakable steely sound of a projectile weapon being cocked reverberated off the station’s walls. The smile returned to Phil’s face when the other being looked down and saw the weapon in the human’s right hand. Its handle was wood, and the dual barrels were black. The gun looked terrifying. 
 
    “Back home, we call this here a scatter gun,” Phil informed the being through his smile. “We reserve them for beings who deserve a slow, painful death.” 
 
    The being’s eyes were wide and shot back and forth from the gun to Phil’s eyes several times. After a minute, Phil spoke again. “Ya know, son, I can see the concern in your eyes. You’re worried that if I shoot you in the belly with this thing, I’ll breach the station’s hull and endanger the lives of all these fine beings,” he said, waving to the other patrons in the bar. 
 
    He patted the gun’s barrels with his left forefinger and said, “Now don’t you worry ‘bout that, son. These here shells are loaded with flechettes. They’ll slow down once they pass through your guts, so they’ll just ricochet off the wall behind you and embed themselves in your back.” 
 
    He turned his head to the side for a brief second. “Come to think of it,” he said, “I got both hammers pulled back. So, it’ll be like you’re gett’n shot four times. Plus, you’ll be protect’n everyone else in here by taking the ricochet.” He let out a quick laugh. “Damn son, you’re an overachiever. 
 
    “Or,” Phil continued with a finger in the air, “you can walk your ass out that door, go straight to your ship, or craft, or whatever hunk of garbage you came here on, and leave with all your insides still inside. What’ch’ya think?” 
 
    The being swallowed hard and slowly moved toward the exit. Phil kept the gun aimed at him as he moved. “I believe I will take my leave and my insides,” he said. 
 
    Phil’s radiant smile got even larger. “Good choice, son. But before you go, I think you owe this lady an apology for being so rude and putt’n your hand on her,” he said. “Honestly, I should have gunned you down for touching her without giv’n you the opportunity to leave.” He sighed. “But I’m feeling generous today, and Brad said I can’t keep shooting the rude beings in his bar.” 
 
    After hearing that, the being snapped his head in Reuan’s direction. “I-I am genuinely sorry f-for the intrusion, female. I ap-pologize for grabbing you and h-hope you can forgive me,” he stammered. 
 
    “Now then, get,” Phil said. His tone was cold, and his smile had vanished. 
 
    The being nearly tripped over himself as he rushed out of the bar and ran down the hallway. Phil turned back to Reuan, and in one swift movement, the gun disappeared, and his smile was back. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said as he removed his hat and pulled out a chair. He sat down and ordered two beers from the menu. “Some beings are just rude, and I can’t stand that. Especially when it’s to a woman, or the female persuasion of any race.” 
 
    “I did not need your help,” Reuan stated, then her expression softened. “But thank you.” 
 
    “You are most welcome,” Phil said. “Oh, I know you could have ripped him apart. You ain’t nowhere near the size of the last Sheingal I met; he was a big damn young’un. But if you’re anything like him, you can handle yourself just fine.” The drinks arrived at the table, and he took a pull from one and pushed the other toward her with a wink. “It’s the principle of the thing.” 
 
    Reuan was floored, and her blood ran hot. “How do you know that term?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Dahkal told me, of course.” He grinned again. “Ya know, he told me I wasn’t likely to see another of you again in my lifetime. Reckon I’m just lucky.” 
 
    “Dahkal?” Reuan exclaimed with great surprise. “You met Dahkal? When? Where?” she asked. 
 
    “I did,” Phil chuckled. “I met him right over there after he saved my ass from drifting to my death in space.” He pointed to a table on the other side of the room. It was also in a back corner. “It’s been some time now, though. I ain’t seen him in a minute.” 
 
    “That is because he is dead,” Reuan said, gravely. “He was killed by pirates in this system some weeks back.” 
 
    Phil choked on his beer. He cleaned his chin and wiped his shirt off. “Killed by pirates?” He shook his head. “Ma’am, I don’t know who you are or where you got your information, but Dahkal ain’t been killed by no pirates. He left this system with his buddy after they fought a battle on Pergus. They went looking for a bigger fish.” He held his hand up before Reuan could reply. “That means more lucrative work for bigger companies. Sorry, he didn’t understand human sayings either.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Reuan said, shaking her head rapidly in confusion. “We received information that he was attempting to rescue a merchant ship from two pirate ships and was killed in this system.” 
 
    Phil narrowed his eyes at Reuan and cocked his head to the side. “Who are you? How do you know Dahkal?” 
 
    Reuan met his gaze with her blue eyes. “I am Reuan, his younger sister.” 
 
    Phil’s eyes widened. “Well now, that’s someth’n, ain’t it? What are the odds I would run into you?” He looked around the room before he continued. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Reuan leaned in to speak. “I came here because this is where he came to find mercenary work. I need to find help. Things back home are bad. Very bad. I came here in hoping to hire a mercenary force.” Realization washed over her, and she felt the slightest bit of happiness creep into her heart. Dahkal was alive. That meant he was the true emperor, not Gortal. He could come home and set things right single-handedly. 
 
    “The only real company here is Thompson’s Hell Hounds,” he informed her. “I wouldn’t use the rest of them to guard my toilet. Of course,” he continued, “you could always go see your brother. I’m sure he’s made plenty of contacts by now.” 
 
    “He is truly alive?” she asked with hope her voice. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Phil answered, taking a drink. “Alive and just as big and bad as I’ve seen anyone be.” 
 
    Tears filled Reuan’s eyes, and she brought a hand to her mouth. This time, they were tears of joy, not sorrow. Tears of hope. Tears of love for her brother. Then she realized she would be the one who had to tell him about their father’s death. She dreaded that moment, but it would be necessary. 
 
    It also meant they had been lied to about his death. Someone had gone to great lengths to create official reports, stating he had been killed. And that being had to know how to get them to their system. There were only a handful of beings in the galaxy with that knowledge. Something larger was in play, and she would have to find out what it was. 
 
    “I have to find him,” she said. “I need him to come home. Our system needs him.” 
 
    “Sounds like he’s a little more important than he let on,” Phil guessed. 
 
    Reuan nodded slowly. “He is. More than you could ever know,” she said. “Can you tell me where he went?” 
 
    “Sure can,” he answered. “Salvage System.” 
 
    “I don’t know that system,” Reuan admitted. 
 
    “It’s new. The Bith just opened it a short time ago,” Phil replied. 
 
    Reuan hastily stood to leave. 
 
    Phil stood up and raise his hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, slow down now,” he said. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” 
 
    “I have to find my brother,” she answered, grabbing her slate. “I have to buy a ship and go find my brother in this Salvage System. There is much he is unaware of, and I must tell him. He is the only hope for the future of our home and many beings beyond it.” 
 
    “Buy a ship?” Phil asked. He shook his head and pointed at the stool. “Sit down, Reuan, we need to talk about this. Here, drink your beer. That was his favorite, you know.” 
 
    Reuan eyed the frosty mug of amber liquid and then the chair. “Talk about what?” she asked. 
 
    “About me gett’n you to your brother,” he answered. “He saved me and my family without even knowing who we were, and I’ve never been able to fully repay him for it.” He ran a hand through his silver hair. “I don’t know that getting you to him will repay my debt to him as he insists there is no debt, but I feel in my heart that I owe him everything.” 
 
    Reuan could see in the man’s eyes that he truly wanted to help her. She had a feeling he was a good being, and she could trust him. She didn’t know why; she just did. “So, you will take me to him?” 
 
    “I will,” Phil answered. “I have my own ship, a small freighter. What did you arrive in?” 
 
    “A small gunship from home,” she answered. 
 
    He nodded. “Must have been a cramped ride. We’ll park it in my cargo bay, and you can stay in the living section with me and my family. You’ll be comfortable there. My wife, Leila, cooks a mean supper, and there’s plenty to go around.” 
 
    Reuan was speechless. He was offering her much more than he realized. Her heart surged with hope, and she felt like there might actually be a happy resolution in sight. She would find her brother and, together, they would bring Gortal to justice and right the wrongs. “Thank you, Captain Phil. You have no idea what this means to me. What it will mean to our entire system.” She eyed the drink on the table. 
 
    “His favorite, was it?” she asked as she lifted the mug. 
 
    “His favorite,” Phil said with a smile. He lifted his mug to hers and clinked them together. 
 
    Reuan put the mug to her lips and took a drink. She instantly spit it back into the cup with utter disgust and gagged on the flavor. She coughed into a napkin and tried to wipe the taste from her tongue. 
 
    “That is disgusting!” she proclaimed, wiping her lips as Phil laughed. “It tastes like cold urine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe he sold you the mining rights to the entire planet,” Ryan said in amazement as they boarded their ship. 
 
    “He had no use for it,” Dahkal replied with a shrug. “They fled because of the wildlife in the mountain. He thinks he made some easy credit from a group of fools.” 
 
    “Wroooong,” Ryan said with a funny look on his face. “Now, we just need to find a good mining company to handle the rest.” 
 
    “Did we just get on the path to becoming rich?” Monday asked. “Because it feels like I’m going to be rich soon.” 
 
    “Well, as amazing as all this is,” Alex said, “I thought it was pretty smooth how Dahkal waited until all the official documents were signed and filed, and the credit transferred before he ripped into Drontah for not putting all the information in the contract.” 
 
    “That…was…amazing,” Brawlt agreed. “I thought you really were going to bite his head off for a minute.” 
 
    “I couldn’t do it before the business was concluded,” Dahkal responded. “Once the contracts are complete and everything is finalized, it doesn’t matter.” He took his seat in the command chair. “He won’t be putting out any contracts missing vital information again, I can assure you.” 
 
    Hunai took his seat at the comm station. “That was the first time I ever saw a being lose control of their bodily functions like that,” he said, shaking his head. “It was a sad thing to witness.” The whole crew laughed. 
 
    “Actually,” Ryan said, “that was the second time I saw him scare someone that bad.” 
 
    “Really?” Ranga asked. “Please, do tell.” 
 
    Ryan laughed again and leaned back in his chair. “Let’s get into alter-reality, and then I’ll tell you guys the story of how Dahkal and I met.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal and Ryan sat in the common area the next day as they drank krishta and discussed the events of the contract. Ryan rehashed the drone operation, and Dahkal told him about his hike through the wilderness. Ryan laughed heartily when Dahkal explained how he had fallen into the swamp. 
 
    “These photos are amazing,” Ryan said as he swiped through Dahkal’s slate. 
 
    “They are certainly unique,” Dahkal replied. “I knew you would want to see the creatures.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you wrestled a saber-toothed mother bear and then got caught in a giant polka-dotted spider’s web.” He let out a choppy laugh. “You have the worst luck.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” Dahkal said with a snort. 
 
    Several days later, Winged Fury exited alter-reality and entered Salvage System. It wasn’t long until they were, as before, hailed on the comm system. Only this time, the greeting wasn’t nearly as hostile. 
 
    “Hello, Dahkal,” a young voice said over the system. 
 
    Big smiles crossed Dahkal’s and Ryan’s faces. “Well, hello, Ensign Bahroot!” Dahkal greeted the young AI. “It’s good to hear your voice again. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good,” Bahroot replied. “I saw your ship come through the gate and told Uncle Harmon you were back. Then I asked my mom if I could come see you. She said I had to make sure it was ok with Dad and Uncle Harmon. So, I asked them, and they both said they didn’t care. Oh, and Uncle Harmon said he needs you to come see him at the Merc’s Hub. It’s the merc space station. He has Salvage Title docked there. Did you get into a space battle? I can tell you made some repairs.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed at the young being’s outpouring of information. Everyone other than Ryan looked completely confused. “Any idea what he needs to see me about?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not allowed to tell you,” Bahroot answered. “Uncle Harmon said it was better for him to tell you and that it was grown-up business. Hey, you hired a bunch of new crew mates. Hello, I’m Bahroot. What are your names?” 
 
    “The young being asked your names,” Dahkal said after nobody said anything. 
 
    “I’m so confused right now,” Monday said in a monotone voice. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Brawlt agreed. “Who’s the kid?” 
 
    “And how did he bypass my systems?” Hunai asked, checking his equipment. 
 
    “He is one of the two non-biological lifeforms of the Salvage Fleet,” Dahkal answered. “The other being like him is his mother, Lieutenant Commander Jayneen of the Salvage Title.” 
 
    “You mean he is a—” Alex started. 
 
    “Don’t be rude and call them artificial,” Dahkal said. “They find it offensive as they are sentient and clearly not artificial.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dahkal,” Bahroot said. “My mother would be thrilled to hear you say that. I don’t get nearly as offended as she does. I don’t like it, but I get why biological beings call us that. It’s the way you understand it. Can you tell me your names now? I could just look in the files, but I would rather you tell me. It’s more fun that way, and I get to meet new beings.” 
 
    “Hello, I’m Alex,” Alex said. “I build and fly drones.” 
 
    Brawlt spoke next. “My name is Brawlt, and I’m the pilot.” 
 
    “Ranga, the engineer,” Ranga said. 
 
    “Communications Officer Hunai, at your service, Bahroot,” Hunai said. 
 
    “And I’m Dustyn Monday, but just call me Monday. I’m a mech pilot and pretty much the all-around everything guy wherever I’m needed,” Monday said. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you all,” Bahroot said. “So, was your contract successful? I can tell you used up a bunch of ammunition, and there is new damage to the ship. It was like brand new when you left. What’s that big emerald on the table? Are you going to sell it? I know some beings who might want it if you do. Did you ever figure out what to do with the little ships? Oh! You changed them up, and there are two that are different from the other twenty.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, we were successful,” Ryan said. “That emerald came back from the contract with us. But we’re going to keep it. It’s kind of our company symbol now. We named ourselves the Emerald Dragons.” 
 
    “Cool!” Bahroot exclaimed. “I like that name.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” Ryan said with a grin. “I came up with it.” 
 
    “To answer your question about the drones,” Dahkal said, “we finally figured out what to do with them, and we’ve made several changes. As a matter of fact, I made you a promise before I left the system, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You mean it?” Bahroot asked, clearly excited. “You’ll let me fly them? I thought you were just being polite.” 
 
    “Young Bahroot, I gave you my word,” Dahkal said. “As you said yourself, a being’s word is his bond. I made you a promise, and I intend to keep it.” 
 
    “Awesome! Thank you so much!” Bahroot exclaimed. “How many can I fly?” 
 
    “How many can you handle at one time?” Dahkal asked, but he already knew the answer that was coming. 
 
    “All of them. It’ll be easy. I can connect to them and fly them in all kinds of different formations,” Bahroot replied. “I promise not to crash any of them. If I do, I can pay to have it fixed, and my Uncle Zerith will do the work for you. He’s great at building and designing things. He and my dad built Uncle Harmon’s mech, and it kicked all the Tretrayon mechs’ butts in a big military competition.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed again at the young being’s enthusiasm; he admired his confidence. “They are at your disposal, my friend. Would you like to operate the bay door as well, or would you like us to do it for you?” 
 
    “Cool! Thank you! I can handle the bay door, no problem,” Bahroot answered. “I’m going to connect to them now and open the bay.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alex said, “don’t you need me to start them up?” 
 
    “Nah,” Bahroot answered, “I got it. I’ll connect to them and look at the programming. If I need to change it, I’ll simply rewrite it real fast and then put it back like it was when I’m done. It’ll be easy and only take a few seconds.” 
 
    Alex sat there with his mouth open, completely flabbergasted. “You can completely re-program all the ships at one time in a few seconds?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Bahroot replied. “It’s really easy. Oh, the bay’s open. I’m gonna go fly now!” 
 
    “Put his flight on the main screen please,” Dahkal asked Hunai. 
 
    After a moment, the screen showed all twenty-two drones leaving the bay. They watched in amazement as the group moved as one entity in a way no being other than one of Bahroot’s kind could make them do. 
 
    “Amazing,” Alex said in awe. “It’s like watching a school of fish navigate the oceans.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Dahkal said as he watched Bahroot perform a very complex maneuver where the drones created a rotating funnel. One drone flew through the center of the funnel and out the end, then fell and took the place of the next drone entering the tunnel. It was mind boggling and mesmerizing. 
 
    Next, the small craft formed a tight sphere, each one flying in a perfect circle less than a meter from several others. Dahkal was amazed that none of them crashed into each other. The drones were moving so fast they became nothing more than a pulsating blur of fuchsia thruster blaze. Then suddenly twenty-two drones shot straight out in twenty-two different directions. It was the most amazing display any of them had ever seen. 
 
    Another hour went by as they watched Bahroot fly the small craft in unbelievable formations. At one point he hailed them and said, “This is called a figure eight. Pilots used to do them at something called an airshow back in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries on Earth.” Then he flew the drones in the form of a massive, rotating figure eight from the Earth Common numerical sequence. It was extremely impressive and quite entertaining. 
 
    Bahroot landed each craft perfectly in the bay and closed the door when he was done. “Thank you so much, Dahkal! That was awesome! Can I do it again some time? I have some other formations I want to try. I really like them. They’re fast and super easy to maneuver. You did a great job building and programming them, Alex. Maybe, one day, I can take you for a ride in my shuttle. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    Alex smiled with pride at the compliment and invitation. “Thanks, man, I may just take you up on that.” 
 
    “That was the best flying I’ve ever seen,” Brawlt said. “Thank you for that, I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “Oh, that was nothing,” Bahroot replied. “I could do some really cool stuff if you had a bunch more. But, hey, I have to go now. My mom is telling me I need to return to my duties on the ship. Then I have to go to quiet time soon after that. Thanks again for letting me fly them, Dahkal.” 
 
    “You are more than welcome, Bahroot,” Dahkal replied. “And as I told you before, you are welcome on this ship any time you want to stop by. Your invitation is always open.” 
 
    “Awesome! Thanks! Bye, guys!” Bahroot said, then everything went silent. He was gone as quickly as he had arrived. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Monday exclaimed. “Did you guys see what he did with those drones? Holy crap!” 
 
    Ranga was working on his puzzle cube again as he said, “I am more impressed with the fact that I have had the opportunity as an engineer to interact with an actual artificial intelligence. Perhaps, in time, he will allow me to study his programming. It would be quite educational.” 
 
    “The Merc’s Hub, if you please, Brawlt,” Dahkal said. “I believe we have a meeting to get to.” 
 
    “What do you think he wants?” Ryan asked. 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “I haven’t a clue. He’s the president of the system. It could be any number of things.” 
 
    Sometime later, they docked the frigate to the merc station. Dahkal and Ryan made their way to the docking area of the Salvage Title. It took a while to get around to the other side of the docking ring, but they finally made it. They requested access and were instantly granted it by a large Yalteen. 
 
    “The commodore is waiting for you,” she said and turned to lead the way. 
 
    Dahkal stopped in the middle of the corridor shortly after entering the ship. He could have sworn he smelled something familiar. It was gone in an instant. Could it be? No, that’s impossible, he thought. 
 
    “You ok, man?” Ryan asked when he saw that his friend had stopped. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dahkal answered and nodded. “It’s nothing, I thought I smelled something.” 
 
    Ryan snorted. “That nose of yours!” He turned back around to continue following the Yalteen who was patiently waiting for them. 
 
    As they continued deeper into the Salvage Title, Dahkal took note of the ship’s interior structure. It was well maintained, and everything the Grithalaeons had strived for. Tactical and deadly. He could tell the ship had been in several major battles and been repaired, but the work was immaculate and top notch. He assumed it had been done by Mike and Mike, the same company that was building his own heavy battlecruiser. 
 
    The scent hit him again. Stronger this time. It wasn’t a figment of his imagination. He could smell it without a doubt. It was there. Something from home, something that comforted him. A scent that only came from one place, and it was here. 
 
    “There it is again,” he said and stopped in the corridor. He sniffed the air a few times, then inhaled deeply with his eyes closed. 
 
    He continued walking, faster now, and was soon ahead of the Yalteen guide. The scent got stronger the further he went. He turned down another corridor, following the trail, now nearly at a jog. He could hear Ryan right behind him. 
 
    “Hey!” the Yalteen yelled. “You’re supposed to see the commodore! You’re going the wrong way!” 
 
    He continued to follow the scent and ignored her. “Can you not smell it?” he asked Ryan, and he deeply inhaled the air again. 
 
    Ryan sniffed the air as he ran, trying to keep up with Dahkal. “Yeah, it smells sweet. Like a lady’s perfume,” he said. He ran a few more steps and added, “Whoever is wearing that has got to be hot. That smells amazing.” 
 
    Dahkal glanced down at Ryan and shook his head. He took a deep breath, turned another corner, and found a closed door in his path. He heard the Yalteen coming up behind him, still yelling for him to stop. It was now or never. 
 
    He rushed the door and pressed the access panel. The door opened, and he barreled into what appeared to be a ready room of sorts. What he saw stopped him dead in his tracks. 
 
    “Reuan?” 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech.  
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years.  
 
     Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.”  
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked.  
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Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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Excerpt from “Devil Calls the Tune:” 
 
      
 
    Kenyon shouted, “Flyer! Fast mover!” 
 
    Everyone grabbed their packs and started running. When McCarthy didn’t, Devlin grabbed him by his uniform shirt and yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    The little outcropping they had weathered under was part of a larger set of hills. Devlin and McCarthy made for a sheer cliff face that was tall enough that it would make strafing difficult. They dove behind a few rocks, and Devlin peered over one. The flier had overshot the group and was circling. 
 
    McCarthy reached into his pack and pulled out a rail pistol and magazine. He slapped the magazine home into its well and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Where the fark did you get that!” Devlin panted. He reached over and took the pistol. McCarthy let him. 
 
    “This was the surprise,” McCarthy said. “I found the pistol, then searched the wreckage for ammo. I found some and parts to a bunch of rifles. Most were in bad shape, but Pringle figured he might be able to cobble together a couple from the parts. He was going take the lot back to the camp so they would have something to defend the wounded with. He sent me with this for you. Best we could get together at the time. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. This is pretty good. I won’t beat the shit out of you now for the fire.” 
 
    “The fire?” McCarthy looked blank for a moment, then realization hit. “Oh, you think that the fire attracted—” 
 
    “Our flying friend over there. Yeah, I just—get your head down!” He pulled at McCarthy as rounds from the flier dug into the earth. There was something odd about this one. 
 
    He took a quick look. This wasn’t the same flier that had attacked the camp, this one was… 
 
    “Drone!” Devlin yelled. He watched the thing from the rocks, watched it circle around again. He braced the pistol on the rocks, steadied, and waited. 
 
    When the drone started its run again, Devlin sighted in, breathed out, and fired. 
 
    The drone disintegrated in a fiery cloud as the MAC round entered its main capacitor bank. He watched it fall and then rose from behind the rocks. McCarthy joined him. 
 
    Devlin looked over at the tree line and waved his arm. A moment later, Kenyon appeared, followed by Gartlan and MacBain. 
 
    “Devlin!” Decker’s voice came out of the tree line. Kenyon and the others started to where Decker’s voice had come from. Devlin started to run. 
 
    He found the group gathered around Decker. She was holding Moran’s head in her lap. Moran’s uniform had a red stain in the abdomen that was growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Got hit as I dived into the woods,” Moran croaked. Her blond hair was already slick with sweat, her face pale. 
 
    “Sorry, Devlin. I…I…” her voice trailed off as her implant fed nanites and nighty-night into her system. A moment later she looked dead, which for all intents and purposes she was. 
 
    Devlin rubbed his scalp. He glared over at McCarthy, whose shocked face got even paler as he looked at the body, hibernating though it was, of Lisa Moran. He bowed his head and started to stammer, “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, Tom. Just shut up,” Devlin said tiredly. “You didn’t know; you had no way of knowing. This wasn’t even the same flier that attacked the camp. Just a stupid mistake, but it’s one that we have to deal with now. Is anybody else hurt?” 
 
    Arnette was sitting on the ground beside Decker with her legs crossed. She held one ankle in her hands. “Well, now that you mention it…” She looked at Devlin with pain-filled eyes. “I think my ankle is broken. I stepped straight into a hole as I came into the woods.” 
 
    Decker moved her legs out from underneath Moran’s head and laid it gently on the ground. She made her way to the other woman. Gartlan bent down as well and said, “Let’s get your boot off.” 
 
    Together, the two started trying to get the girl’s boot off. When Arnette hissed once and nearly passed out, they realized they’d have to cut it off. Gartlan produced a tactical knife and used the monomolecular edge to slice down the side of the boot. His cut made, he handed the knife to Decker, who sliced down the foot portion of the boot, careful not to cut too deeply. 
 
    “Here you go, Wolf,” she said handing the knife back to Gartlan, who folded it and put it back in his pocket. Together, he and Decker were finally able to peel the ruined boot off the injured girl’s foot. 
 
    Her foot, already purple, immediately started to swell. They propped her leg up on a rock covered with Gartlan’s tunic. Gartlan shook his head at Devlin. “She isn’t likely to go nighty-night, but she might as well. She ain’t going anywhere on that foot for a few days. And she’s not going to like this, but we’re going to have to set it and splint it so that the nanis don’t knit it wrong. Probably still will, but the canker mechanics should be able to fix it without too much problem if we get home.” 
 
    Sarah Arnette’s eyes went wide as Gartlan’s words hit home. “Oh Gods!” she moaned. “This is going to suck!” 
 
    “Do it,” Devlin said. “Come on, guys. They don’t need an audience, and we’ve got to get our shit together.” 
 
    He turned to walk away as Gartlan bent back down, and Decker opened a med kit. 
 
    Another drone flier came to halt in front of them, and a voice came over its vocoder, “State your name and passcode.” 
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Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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