
  
    
      
    
  


 
   
    Action 

     

    Book Six of The Coalition 

     

    By 

     

    Nick Steverson 

     

     

    

  


   
    PUBLISHED BY: Theogony Books 

     

     

    Copyright © 2020 Nick Steverson 

     

     

    All Rights Reserved 

     

     

    * * * * * 

    

  


   
    License Notes 

     

    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 

    This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. 

     

     

    * * * * * 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _Toc59610646]Dedication 

     

     

    Action is dedicated to my wife, Jolie. It’s fitting because she’s the one who pushes and encourages me to actually do the things necessary to accomplish my goals and conquer my ambitions. If not for her, I might still be daydreaming about writing this book. Instead, I not only started it, but I finished it. Beside every great man is a woman who encouraged him and kept him focused and motivated…and yes, knocked him down a notch when he needed to be. Thank you, Beautiful, for always believing in me, even when I didn’t believe in myself. 

     

     

    * * * * * 

     

    

  


   
    Cover Design by DW Creations 

     

     

    * * * * * 

     

    

  


   
    [bookmark: toc]Contents 

    [bookmark: toc]Dedication 

    Chapter 1 

    Chapter 2 

    Chapter 3 

    Chapter 4 

    Chapter 5 

    Chapter 6 

    Chapter 7 

    Chapter 8 

    Chapter 9 

    Chapter 10 

    Chapter 11 

    Chapter 12 

    Chapter 13 

    Chapter 14 

    Chapter 15 

    Chapter 16 

    Chapter 17 

    Chapter 18 

    Chapter 19 

    Chapter 20 

    Chapter 21 

    Chapter 22 

    Chapter 23 

    Chapter 24 

    Chapter 25 

    Chapter 26 

    Chapter 27 

    Chapter 28 

    Chapter 29 

    Chapter 30 

    Chapter 31 

    Chapter 32 

    Chapter 33 

    Epilogue 

    About the Author 

    Looking for the Latest in Scifi Goodness? 

    Excerpt from Book One of the Salvage Title Trilogy 

    Excerpt from Book One of the Singularity War 

    Excerpt from Devil Calls the Tune 

    Excerpt from Book One of the Mako Saga 

    

     

    * * * * * 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _Toc59610647]Chapter 1 

     

     

    A cold, steel object pressed against Reuan’s temple as she rounded the corner. The object emanated a high-pitched whirring sound, and a shiver ran down her spine to the tip of her tail. She and Captain Phil Gaudette had been on their way to gather her belongings from her rented quarters before moving her gunship into the bay of Phil’s cargo ship. She had met Phil by chance on The Gas Station, a space station in the Kragtron System. After a heated encounter with a rather rude individual, they’d had an interesting conversation. Phil said he knew her brother, Dahkal, and had offered to help her find him. This had come as quite the surprise, since Reuan had believed her brother to be dead. She had been going to find him and take him home to face her other brother, Gortal, to save her planet from his tyrannical rule. The gun against her head indicated someone else had other plans. 

    “Stop where you are, female,” hissed a familiar voice. She and Phil came to an abrupt halt. The voice spoke again. “Did you really think you could get away with embarrassing me like that?” 

    Reuan turned her head and looked at the speaker. He was the same scaled being who had accosted her in Brad’s Brews earlier. He flashed his sharp, green teeth in an arrogant smile. Reuan judged from his expression that he thought he had the upper hand with his weapon. It was a laser pistol. The loud sound it made identified it as old and outdated technology. Behind him stood two more beings of the same scaled race, wielding the same type of weapon. They were similar in color to him, but of lighter and darker shades. 

    One of the two beings behind him stepped up and pointed his pistol at Phil’s face. He looked over at the original being from the bar. “Is this the one who threatened your life, Tarzar?” 

    Tarzar nodded and kept his eyes on Reuan. He sucked in a breath between his teeth and said, “And this is the female who rejected me. She didn’t know it at the time, Banran, but she never had a choice.” If his words had a physical form, Reuan thought they would have dripped with slime.  

    Banran harrumphed. “Stupid female.” 

    Reuan narrowed her eyes and bared her teeth at Tarzar. “Who are you to decide what I do with myself?” 

    In a nonchalant tone, he replied, “A male.” He tilted his head slightly to one side. “Female opinions matter not, and your intelligence is far below ours. You do not know what is best for you. This is where we, as males, come in.” 

    Phil laughed at the statement. He reached up, rubbed a hand over his short beard, and shook his head in disbelief. His large, brimmed hat accentuated the motion. 

    Tarzar darted his icy blue eyes at Phil. “Do you have something you want to say, human?” He spat out the word “human” with complete disgust. 

    “Yeah,” Phil said with a snort. “I dunno what backwater system you fellas are from, but round here, females are treated as equals. Hell, most the time, they’re right and us men are the ones who are wrong.” He cocked his head to the side with a smile then added, “But if you ask one of ’em, they’re always right. Fellas who know what’s good for ’em just nod and smile with a, ‘yes, ma’am’.” 

    Tarzar spit on the floor at Phil’s feet in disgust. Phil looked down at the glob of saliva that barely missed his boot and glowered at the assailant. “Son, you had best be glad your wad of nastiness didn’t hit my boots. You’re already bitin’ off more than you can chew. Even with them pointy green teeth of yours.” 

    Tarzar appeared to get even angrier. He motioned for the third being to hold his weapon on Reuan and walked over to stand in front of Phil. He snarled at the man and thrust a fist into his stomach. The punch was enough to knock the air out of Phil and cause him to double over. 

    “Your species is weak,” Tarzar taunted as he bent down to look into Phil’s face as the man caught his breath. “I would expect your males to cower to the will of your females. Pathetic. I am willing to bet you even ask permission to mate with them.” 

    Phil stood up after catching his breath and narrowed his eyes at Tarzar. He looked from him to Banran, then to the third being behind them. “Are you tellin’ me you just force yourselves on the females of your planet?” 

    “Of course,” Tarzar replied. He took his original place in front of Reuan and trained his weapon back on her. “They are females. It is their purpose. They are there for our pleasure and for breeding to keep our populations healthy. They clean, cook, and do whatever else they are told. Their simple minds cannot process anything more complicated than these tasks.” 

    Phil’s eyes fell to the floor, and he shook his head slowly. “Those poor things,” he mumbled in a somber voice. “That ain’t right.” 

    Tarzar shrugged. “It is our way.” He indicated the third being, who was behind him again, with a backward nod of his head. “Young Rukluk there has never known a female.” He stared directly into Reuan’s eyes. “Perhaps I will allow him to have you as his first, Female.” 

    Reuan shook with rage, shifted her tail, and flexed her wings in irritation. Through gritted teeth, she growled, “I am not some thing to be given to anyone.” 

    Tarzar smiled again. “You are hardly in any position to say otherwise. Once we kill this human and have you aboard our vessel, I will do with you what I please.” 

    Something snapped within Reuan. Before she realized what was happening, she attacked with a speed she didn’t know she had. Her left hand shot up and gripped Tarzar’s wrist, and her claws dug deep into his flesh. He cried out in pain and dropped his weapon. Before the laser pistol hit the floor, Reuan connected a right-handed uppercut to his chin, and he crumpled to the cold, steel floor of the corridor. 

    The sound of laser fire crackled, and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air. Reuan snapped her head around and saw Phil down on one knee with his laser pistol drawn. Both additional assailants lay on the ground with holes in their chests. The accuracy and quickness of the draw it would have taken to make such kills impressed her. She got the feeling there was much more to the older human than he let on. 

    She hurried over to him and asked, “Are you injured?” 

    He turned his head to answer her, and his eyes instantly widened. Phil dropped his pistol, shot up from his kneeling position, and shoved her to the side. A long, wicked blade passed between them, where her back would have been. He grabbed Tarzar by the wrist and attempted to disarm him. The two struggled, but the scaled being had the clear strength advantage. Phil was losing ground fast, and Tarzar was inching the blade closer to his throat. 

    Reuan rushed over to them and reached inside the back of Phil’s coat. She felt what she was looking for and withdrew his scattergun from its vertical spinal holster. She grabbed Tarzar’s wrist and shoved Phil clear of danger. With one quick snap of her thumb, she cocked both hammers, and shoved the dual barrels of the scattergun into Tarzar’s stomach. His eyes went wide as he recognized the weapon from earlier. 

    Reuan gave him a sinister grin and said, “I hope this is as good for you as it will be for me.” She pulled the triggers. 

    An eardrum-smashing BOOM reverberated off the steel walls of the corridor. Reuan felt the immense recoil in her wrist and elbow, but she held on to the weapon. She heard a ting, then heard and felt Tarzar wince in her grasp. It all happened in what seemed like less than a second. 

    She stared directly into Tarzar’s fading eyes. In the next life, she wanted him to remember her face and how he had been bested by a female. He tried to speak, but only gurgles escaped his mouth, and, after a moment, all the light and life faded from his eyes. She released him, and his limp body collapsed face first onto the floor. 

    Reuan shook her hand rapidly, trying to get some feeling back into it. Phil stepped up next to her, and she returned the gun to him. “Your weapon’s recoil is ridiculous. I am surprised you can use it.” 

    Phil chuckled. “That’s why it’s only used on the rotten scum who actually deserve it. Damn thing kicks like hell,” he replied as he holstered it under his coat. 

    They both looked down at Tarzar’s lifeless body. Dark red blood was rapidly pooling around him. They could clearly see where the rounds had exited his lower back through a hole the size of two fists. Further up his back, smaller injuries were visible from where the flechettes had ricocheted off the wall and back into him. There were shiny glints of scarred steel on the wall to prove it. 

    Phil reached up and pushed his hat back to scratch his head. “Well, I’ll be damned. I was only trying to make it sound scary, when I said the shot would bounce back into his rear. I didn’t know it’d actually work!” 

    Reuan laughed and said, “He really was an overachiever.” 

    Phil smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “Darlin’, you and me are gonna get along fine.” He looked at the mess and the three bodies lying in the hallway. “Well, hell, Brad’s not gonna be happy ‘bout this, but I didn’t actually kill them in the bar, so he shouldn’t be too mad.” 

    Reuan’s eyes widened. “That part was true? The bar owner really told you to stop shooting beings in his bar for being rude? I thought you made that part up too.” 

    A devious grin crossed Phil’s face. “Let’s just say I don’t have much of a tolerance for ignorant bigots who start trouble. 

    “Don’t get me wrong,” he added and raised his palms slightly in the air. “I don’t go looking for trouble, but if it comes my way or I see someone in danger, I don’t turn a blind eye to it. Brad understands, but he’d rather not have incidents in his place of business. Causes him tons of red tape, and his insurance rate goes up.” 

    “I see,” Reuan said with a nod. “What should we do now?” She indicated the bodies. 

    Phil shrugged as he tucked his shirt back into his pants and adjusted his belt. “I’ll contact the station authority and let them know what happened. There ain’t no government here or nuthin’, so they’ll come clean up the mess and file it as self-defense. Which it was. They’ll probably send me the bill for it, but that’s fine.” 

    Reuan grinned and held up her mother’s mini slate. “It’s on me.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Reuan landed the gunship in the cargo bay and engaged the magnetic struts. She powered the craft down and gathered up her personal belongings. When she noticed the leftover rations from home, she called Phil inside to take them. If she was going to be living with him for the trip, she might as well help where she could. As they exited the bay of his freighter, she noticed several large sets of tools. She would have to remember to ask if she could use them to finish her repairs on her gunship. It was far from battle ready. 

    “Reuan, this is my wife, Leila Gaudette. Leila, this is Reuan, Dahkal’s sister,” Phil said as they entered the common area. A short woman with dark, curly hair, cut above her shoulders, quickly stood up and rushed over to her. She looked right at Reuan and smiled from ear to ear. Reuan noticed she was quite a bit younger than Phil. She based her assumption on the fact Leila’s skin wasn’t nearly as weathered, and she didn’t have grey hair like he did. 

    Phil turned to Reuan. “I called ahead and let her know you were coming.” He smiled his radiant, room-warming smile. “She’s all excited; she loves company.” 

    Leila stood on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss and a quick, “Hey honey!” Then she turned her attention back to Reuan and said with a warm, inviting voice, “Oh, I love the color of your scales! It’s so pretty how they shimmer in the light.” 

    Phil chuckled and looked at Reuan. “Yeah, you’re a might bit easier on the eyes than your brother. I think he could scare the devil himself if he wanted to.” 

    “I believe he could,” Leila agreed. “If I hadn’t already known he was as good natured as a being could be, I would’ve been terrified by the sight of him. The first time I met him was on Pergus, during one of our deliveries, and he was as nice and polite as he could be. He’s got a heart of gold, as I’m sure you do as well.” 

    Reuan flexed her wings a bit and shifted her tail from one side to the other. She wasn’t really sure how to respond, so she simply said, “Thank you.” 

    Leila laughed at Reuan’s uncomfortable stance and fidgeting. She waved a hand and said, “Oh honey, you’ll have to get over all that being shy around here. Make yourself at home. Are you hungry? I made some chicken.” 

    “Chicken?” Phil asked with excitement, his eyes wide. “I just remembered I need to do something. You ladies get acquainted; I’ll be back in a bit.” He hustled off through a hatchway, which appeared to connect to the galley. 

    Leila yelled after him, “You had better not eat all the chicken, you selfish old fart!” She turned back to Reuan. “I swear, he thinks he has to eat the whole panful when I fry chicken.” 

    Reuan gave her a confused look. “What is chicken?” 

    Leila smiled again. “Oh, that’s right! You’ve probably never had it before. It’s a kind of bird we raise for food. I cook it in hot grease, and it gets all crispy. You’ll love it.” She reached out and took Reuan by the hand and led her into the galley where they found Phil already stuffing his face. 

    “Glutton,” Leila admonished, and the two of them joined him at the table. Once everyone was settled, Phil told Leila about their encounter at the bar. He had only informed her he was bringing a guest who needed their help on his earlier call. When he finished the story, Leila looked at Reuan with satisfaction. 

    “Good for you, Reuan,” she stated. “It sounds to me like he got what he deserved. Some beings, unfortunately, haven’t caught up with the times, no matter how advanced their technology is.” She shook her head and took a sip of sweet tea. “From the story, it sounds as though you take after your big brother. His friend Corporal Ryan Yamamoto told us all about the battle on Pergus. Apparently, Dahkal was unstoppable.” 

    “I do not know anything about it, to be honest,” Reuan admitted. She looked at Phil. “Can you tell me?” 

    Phil finished chewing the food in his mouth and smiled as he wiped his face with a napkin. “I’ll tell ya what,” he said. “If you tell me what’s going on and why you need to find him so bad, I’ll tell you everything. Now, I know it ain’t really none of my business, but I’m curious. Hell, there might be somethin’ we can do to help.” 

    Reuan looked down at the bones on her plate as she thought. These humans knew her brother, and they were taking her to him as a favor. Her brother trusted them and had saved their lives. Surely she could trust them too, right? After another moment, she made up her mind. 

    “It is a long and difficult story to tell,” she replied. 

    “Well,” Phil said and spread his hands a bit. “We’re about to leave, and there’ll be plenty of time for story tellin’ ‘tween here and Salvage.” 

    Reuan nodded slowly. “OK, I accept your deal. Once we get underway, I will tell you the tale. I believe I can trust you, as my brother does. However, I must ask you not to say anything to him, or anyone else, about the matter until I have done so myself. You will understand once you hear what I have to say.” 

    A somber look enveloped Phil’s face. He turned his head slightly and gave Reuan a soft, caring look. “That bad, huh?” 

    Reuan nodded slowly and stared at her plate. “Worse.” 

    Phil looked at Leila, then back at Reuan. “Well, if my lovely wife will handle this mess we’ve made, you and I can run up to the bridge and get this heap moving toward the gate.” 

    “Oh,” Reuan said and looked at Leila. “I can help clean up before we depart. I helped make the mess; I can at least help clean it up.” 

    Leila laughed and shook her head, causing her curly hair to sway and bounce. “Honey, don’t worry about it. I do it all the time. You go up there with Phil, and I’ll join you shortly.” She stood and pointed a finger at Phil with a stern look on her face. “Don’t start the stories without me.” 

    “Yes ma’am, yes ma’am,” Phil said and raised his hands in surrender. “I wouldn’t dream of doing any different.” 

    “Uh-huh.” Leila scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Mr. Big Mouth.” She turned back to Reuan. “You’ll learn real quick he never stops talking and never runs out of stories and jokes to tell.” 

    Reuan laughed at the couple’s back-and-forth banter. It reminded her of her mother and father. The memory of the two of them brought pain to her heart, though she kept it from showing on her face. She began to wonder how her mother was. Reuan had not said goodbye before escaping in her gunship, and she had no idea what had become of her. Gortal was a cruel being, but she didn’t think he would hurt their mother. She didn’t know why, but something inside her knew she was safe. She smiled and replied, “I love stories and jokes.” 

    “Well, alright then,” Phil said as he stood up. He bowed slightly and gestured with his hand toward the doorway. “Ladies first.” 

    A short while later, all three of them were seated on the bridge. Both Phil and Leila had their full attention on Reuan, and she felt her anxiety rise. She shifted in the seat and adjusted her wings—the seat wasn’t designed for beings with wings—and repositioned her tail on the floor. The cool steel felt nice against her scales and helped to soothe her. 

    She took a deep breath and began. “So, I guess I should start by telling you that we are from the Sheinrah System. Dahkal is the first heir to the Sheingal Empire, and I am the third. Our brother, Gortal, is the second heir.” 

    Phil’s silver eyebrows shot up. “Heir? Like to a throne and rule like a king or something?” 

    Reuan smiled and nodded. “Yes, exactly. Except Dahkal would become the emperor, not the king. When you met Dahkal, he had just left home on what’s called the Imperial Journey of Succession. It’s one of the two ways an heir may rise to rule our system. He left home to seek out honorable causes and learn how to become a leader by first learning to follow. To do that, his best option was to join a mercenary company.” 

    Phil sat back in his seat and rubbed his chin whiskers. “Now I know what he meant when he said he was looking for a purpose. He was looking for a good company to work with and learn from, not some run-of-the-mill merc outfit. So, what’s the second way to take over?” 

    “Correct,” Reuan replied. “I’ll answer your question momentarily. As for why he was looking for a specific type of leader, honor matters to the Sheingal above all else. He wouldn’t have accepted an offer from unscrupulous characters.” 

    “And honey,” Leila interjected, “he’s not afraid to let you know, right then and there, that he’s not doing anything he doesn’t deem honorable. Like I said before, he’s got a heart of gold.” 

    Reuan smiled at the woman. It was nice to know other beings in the galaxy could see past Dahkal’s fearsome appearance and see who he was on the inside. “That he does.” She took a deep breath and added, “Our brother, on the other hand, does not have a heart of gold. I am hard pressed to say he has one at all. If he does, it is made from the hardest, most jagged stone you could ever imagine. He is unable to feel love, empathy, or compassion for another. If there is a being who is the exact opposite of Dahkal, it’s Gortal.” 

    “He doesn’t sound very nice,” Leila responded. 

    Reuan shook her head. “He is why I’ve left home. A few months after Dahkal left, Koshal, our council member who deals with affairs outside of our gate, claimed his contacts had witnessed Dahkal’s death in Kragtron.” 

    Phil cocked his head to the side. “Why do ya need a council member for outside the gate affairs? Doesn’t the emperor do all that? Er, your daddy? I assume the emperor is your daddy, anyway. Hell, for all I know, it’s your mamma.” 

    A giggle escaped Reuan, and she smiled at the man. He was surprisingly open minded, and it pleased her. “Yes, my father is the emperor. His name is Draktal. My mother is Empress Shaelan. However, there have been female emperors. My favorite among them is Emperor Janahan. She led, and won, many battles on mercenary contracts prior to our gate being taken off the public directory. And that answers your question. Our gate is private, and that is why Koshal is needed. The emperor handles certain aspects outside the gate, but mostly, it is left to the council. There really is not much to it. Our gate has been closed to the outside for so long, nobody knows we exist anymore. But enough about that, back to the matter at hand. 

    “When we received word of Dahkal’s demise, it broke all our hearts. But the empire will, and must, go on. There needs to be a leader. As the second heir, Gortal was next in line. Which brings us to the second way to obtain the throne…” 

    Phil lowered his head and folded his hands together. “I was afraid you were going to say that.” 

    Reuan fought back tears and cleared her throat again. “The second, and least chosen, option is the Imperial Battle of Ascension. Essentially, it is a winner-take-all battle to the death.” Her eyes dropped to the floor, and her voice lowered to not much more than a whisper. “Gortal killed my father as my mother and I watched, unable to aid him. Gortal seized power over the empire and incorporated his personal beliefs into the law.” 

    Reuan continued to explain all the new policies and senseless executions, including the one she was forced to carry out. She finished the story with her grand escape, then sat there in silence. Truth be told, she was having to digest her story as much as Phil and Leila were. 

    Leila sniffled and wiped tears from her eyes. “You poor thing.” 

    “Someone needs killin’,” Phil said in a cold, flat tone. 

    Reuan nodded in agreement. “Dahkal is the best hope for the beings of my system.” She took a deep breath and released it. She felt as if some of the weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Simply sharing with others had allowed her to let some of the emotions she had pent up inside her out. Still, something else weighed on her mind. 

    “I fear it will break him when I tell him of Father’s demise. They were very close. Dahkal idolizes him. Father’s death will shatter his heart. He will lose Father and realize he must kill his brother within a single moment.” She looked down at the floor and added, “I know all too well what those revelations feel like.” 

    Leila stood up, walked over to Reuan, and wrapped her arms around Reuan’s neck in one of the tightest and most loving hugs Reuan had ever felt. Reuan returned the gesture, and they held one another for a long moment before Leila pulled back. She turned and looked at her husband. “We’re going to do whatever we have to do to help them. I don’t care how much credit we miss out on.” The tone of her voice was enough to let him know it wasn’t up for discussion.  

    Phil tipped his hat and responded with a, “Yes ma’am.” He turned his attention to Reuan. “I aim to be there when Dahkal runs his sword through the bastard’s belly. Wanna see it with my own eyes.” 

    “Good,” Leila said with her hands on her hips. 

    Reuan thought about telling them they were doing too much or that it wasn’t necessary for them to get so deeply involved. She decided against it because she was afraid it would insult them. They obviously cared and genuinely wanted to help. It was reassuring to know there were still good beings in the galaxy who wanted nothing more than to lend a hand when it was needed. She only wished it hadn’t taken such drastic events to find out. She wondered if Dahkal would choose to make their gate public again. It might not be such a bad idea. 

    Phil clapped his hands then rubbed them together. “Well…I guess it’s my turn to tell you a story now.” 
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    Garickle pulled his blade from the flesh and wiped the blood off with a rag. He saw as much gore in this new line of work as he had in the last. He didn’t mind it though. Over the years, he had grown accustomed to it, and it no longer fazed him. He smiled as he admired his handiwork. He had always been good with a blade, and the results before him spoke for themselves. 

    “Those steaks look beautiful,” Sandrick said with admiration. “You should put those in the display case next to the ribs. They’ll be bought within an hour, I bet.” 

    Garickle smiled at his wife. “Thank you, dear. My uncle taught me the art of butchery as a youngling. The only reason I went into the mercenary business, in the first place, was to earn enough credit to start my own shop. But I got caught up in the lifestyle. It wasn’t until I met you that I realized I had forgotten my original dreams. Then I worried I wouldn’t be able to properly provide for you and our younglings, so I stayed in it. Now that we’re here on Salvage and I’m out of the mercenary game, we can live a peaceful, simple life. I can’t remember ever being this happy.” 

    Sandrick walked around the counter and up to his workbench. She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Nor can we. You’ve done what you had to for us for so long, Garickle. Now, it’s our turn to help you. Running this shop as a family is a dream come true. The younglings love it here and have made lots of new friends in school. Coming to Salvage was the best thing we could have ever done.” 

    “I agree,” commented Darwick, Garickle’s brother, as he entered from the back room. He was carrying a freshly skinned and prepared half carcass on his shoulder. “This one’s ready to be cut. I think we should wait until the shelves are a little less full before we start another new one. The uncut meat stays better longer in the freezer.” 

    Garickle nodded. “Yes, I believe you’re right, Darwick. But I hope we have to bring out several more before the day’s end.” He looked at the tri-v clock on the wall. The display showed it was almost nine hundred hours. “I think we’ll open early today. Sandrick, can you go activate the sign, please, and unlock the door?” 

    “Sure, dear,” she answered with a smile, and she walked to the storefront and opened the shop for the day. 

    Garickle looked around his butcher shop and let out a heavy sigh of satisfaction. There were a few tables for customers to sit at and converse while they waited on their special, cut-to-order requests, some small candy jars for younglings to pick from, and many different brands of chef and butcher knives on display for purchase. 

    Within the brightly lit display cooler were dozens of different meats in every cut imaginable. Garickle sold meats ranging from the chickens of the Sol System to the chintos of the Tretrayon System. However, it wasn’t the variety of meat that had made him successful so quickly; it was the quality. He made each cut with precision, like his uncle had taught him. 

    If you’re going to charge beings for your craft, you needed to put all your effort into every single piece of meat. It was the first lesson his uncle had taught him. When it came to good food, there were no shortcuts. That lesson had stuck with Garickle his entire life and had even come in handy when he was a mercenary. 

    A nerve-racking sound from the back room interrupted the pleasant thoughts about his new life and the memories of learning by his uncle’s side. The smile faded from his face, and he could feel darkness creep up within him as his blood ran cold. He turned slowly on his heel and walked through the doorway to the back. He trained his eyes on the top of a bookshelf positioned against the wall behind their break table. He reached up and pulled down a tattered slate. The edges were worn from use during combat, and the screen had a crack in the upper right corner. 

    The slate vibrated in his hand as it chimed. The numbers displayed on the screen were all too familiar and filled him with fear. He had known it was only a matter of time before they appeared again, but he still wasn’t ready for it. He knew who the caller was and what they wanted. This knowledge wasn’t enough to make him answer the call though. He and his family were safe from the malevolent being and his warriors. Only a fool would attempt to infiltrate the Salvage System. Besides that, he was pretty certain the being had no clue where he was. He had taken strategic measures to ensure this security. Garickle silenced the incoming call and turned the slate’s volume off, then placed it back on the shelf. 

    The sound of the front door’s entry alarm came through the speaker above the backroom’s entrance. Customers were coming in already. A new smile crossed his face, and the darkness within him brightened as he headed back to his service counter. He had a new life now, one his family deserved. He wouldn’t allow anything to take it from them. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Koshal slammed a fist into his slate, causing an eruption of bright green energy. Bits of screen and internal components flew across the desk and scattered along the floor. Anger rose within him as he tried to figure out why the Caldivar wasn’t answering his calls. Surely, the disgusting creature wasn’t ignoring him. No, that couldn’t be. He knows I would have him and his family sought out and killed. He must be completing another contract, he thought. 

    “I will try again later,” he sneered to himself. “He will answer...if he values his family’s safety.” 

    A second thought occurred to him. What if the Caldivar has fled into hiding? Could he possibly have found a place in the galaxy beyond the reach of the Sheingal Empire? They had a binding contract, but Koshal was unsure whether the Bith would prosecute the breaking of it, or if he even wanted them to. After all, it had involved the assassination of an imperial heir. Not that Koshal had been stupid enough to include such information, but still, the Bith weren’t fools. They hadn’t gained control of the gates and the galactic monetary systems by being easily deceived. 

    “The Bith,” Koshal said out loud, speaking to himself again, as he had yet another revelation. “They can tell me the location of his slate by tracing the gate the signal was transmitted through.” 

    Koshal hastily snatched open a drawer on his desk and pulled out another slate. With great speed, he entered a numerical sequence and waited for the call to go through. After a moment, he connected with the gate and beyond. Another moment later, the call was answered. On the screen, facing him, was a large, shelled being with an almost beak-like mouth. 

    Koshal graciously bowed his head. “Representative Garlog, thank you for taking my call.” 

    “Council Member Koshal,” Garlog responded in his ambling voice with a bow of his own, though it was more of a slight tilt of his large head than an actual bow. “It has been some time since we last spoke. Close to one hundred years, I believe. What can the Bith do for the Sheingal Empire?” 

    “It has been some time, Representative,” Koshal agreed. “I am calling about a matter of broken contract. I have a valid mercenary contract with a Caldivar, but he seems to be hiding from me.” 

    Garlog nodded in understanding. “I see. Are you asking the Bith to get involved? The fees for finding and prosecuting the Caldivar will be quite high, what with the location of your gate needing to stay confidential. Extra precautions will have to be taken.” 

    Koshal raised a hand and shook his head. “No, Representative, nothing so drastic. I would simply ask you to trace his slate’s signal to the gate of its origin. I called him, and the signal went through, but he simply ignored the call. I am sending you the comm sequence now.” 

    “What you ask cannot be done, Koshal,” Garlog answered in a monotone. “We will not divulge the locations of individual slates. There are privacy regulations in place which prevent us from doing so. Broken contract or not.” 

    Koshal did his best not to lose his temper or snap at the Bith representative. The last thing he wanted was to get on the bad side of the Bith. “But, Representative, there must be something the Bith can do to aid us in this matter. This contract is vital to our system and the imperial family.” 

    Garlog picked a piece of lint from his garment and flicked it into a trash receptacle before responding. “I understand your concerns, Koshal. And yes, there is something we can do. We can find the individual in question, and they can report to you and fulfill the contract, minus heavy fees, or they can surrender their mercenary license, coupled with heavy fees. But I cannot give you the information you seek.” 

    Koshal sighed and rubbed his lower jaw. “Representative, I would much rather keep this matter within our empire. We have ways of doing things to keep ourselves from being discovered. All we are asking for is the system the signal originated from. We can handle the rest.” 

    “Then we are at an impasse,” Garlog responded, spreading his palms open. “If you cannot accept our terms, our business is concluded. Please give Emperor Draktal my regards.” 

    Koshal eyed Garlog for a long moment before he spoke again. “Representative Garlog, with a heavy heart, I’m afraid I must inform you that Emperor Draktal has left this life and his second born son, Gortal, now sits on the throne.” 

    Garlog’s eyes briefly widened enough for Koshal to notice his surprise. “And what of his first born?” he asked. “Dahkal, I believe his name was. I met him as a young hatchling the last time Draktal was in the Bith System.” 

    “Dead as well, I’m afraid,” Koshal responded with a huff. “He was out on his journey and tried to fend off a pair of pirate ships. It proved to be too much for him to handle. Gortal chose the Imperial Battle of Ascension and bested Draktal in combat.” 

    Garlog appeared to digest the information for a long moment, then surmised, “I’m sure it was a contest for the ages. As I understand it, Draktal was unmatched in combat.” 

    “It was,” Koshal agreed, “and Draktal was. Until recently, that is.” It took everything he had to suppress the grin trying to form on his lips. Once he was sure he had composed himself, he added, “Now, it is up to Gortal and his sister, Reuan, to lead the empire.” 

    “So, it would seem,” Garlog replied. “Thank you for the updated information. I will log it into our archives. If there is nothing more I can help you with, I have other matters to attend to.” 

    Koshal shook his head. “Nothing more, Representative Garlog. I’m sorry to have interrupted your work. We will simply have to carry on with our own devices. Thank you again for taking my call and for your valuable time.” 

    “My regards to the newly appointed Emperor Gortal,” Garlog responded and ended the call. 

    Koshal’s fist surged forward into the slate’s screen. Like the previous one, it shattered and fell to the floor. He looked down at it in complete disgust and anger. “Those filthy credit-hungry mounds of trash!” 

    His chair creaked as he leaned back in it. He let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his temples, trying to alleviate the stress building up in his mind. Slowly, he sat back up and opened the desk drawer. Inside it was one last slate. After activating it, he slipped it into the pocket of his robes and exited his quarters. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Garlog leaned his shell against the curved back of his chair and stared at the blank screen before him. Something didn’t feel right about the conversation with Koshal. In the seven thousand plus years the Sheinrah System gate had been closed to the public, never once had an emperor or council member contacted them to track down a being outside their gate. The Sheingal were reclusive for a reason and only reached out when absolutely necessary. It didn’t add up. The chances of both Draktal’s and Dahkal’s deaths happening so close together sounded like more than a coincidence as well. 

    With his curiosity peaked, Garlog searched the gates for the comm signal Koshal provided him prior to being denied the requested information. It took some time to filter through the many gates until he found the right one. He stared at the gate’s identification code for several long moments, deep in thought. After considering his options thoroughly, he came to the best conclusion from the Bith’s side of the situation. Garlog activated his comm and made a very long-distance call. 

    A familiar human with a surprised look on his face answered the call. “Representative Garlog, what a pleasant and unexpected surprise,” he said. 

    Garlog nodded to the man. “President Tomeral, it is good to see you again. Thank you for accepting my call.” 

    “It’s good to see you too, Representative, and taking your call is no trouble at all,” Harmon assured him. “Is there something I can help you with?” 

    “No,” Garlog replied, “but I believe there is something I can help you with.” 

    Harmon’s eyebrows knitted, and his head tilted slightly to one side. “Well,” he said, “I certainly know better than to refuse unsolicited help from the Bith Representative.” He smiled and added, “Talk to me, Garlog.” 

    Garlog turned his head in all directions, checking his surroundings. There were no other Bith in the room with him. He wasn’t entirely sure the others would wholeheartedly approve of his methods. Not to mention, this was an expensive call. 

    “What I can tell you is this,” he began. “A short while ago, a being from another system asked me to search for the location of another being’s personal comm system. The being asking for the location claims the other being broke their contract, and he wishes to find them.” 

    “OK, I’m following so far,” Harmon said and leaned closer to the screen. “Then what?” 

    “Then I explained I cannot divulge details of such a nature, regardless of the reasoning,” Garlog answered. “We have strict policies in place protecting such information. Not to mention the fact we would spend nearly all of our time finding beings in the known galaxy for anyone who called. It simply would not do.” 

    “I understand what you mean,” Harmon responded, then he shrugged and asked, “But how does any of this relate to me?” 

    “I am getting to that part,” Garlog replied. “When I ended the call, I looked up the comm’s location, as I felt there was something odd about the request.” Garlog looked directly into Harmon’s eyes from millions of light-years away. “The comm signal originated in the Salvage System, President Tomeral. Your system.” 

    Harmon sat back in his chair with his eyebrows raised. He appeared to think for a minute, then ran his hand through his hair before he responded. “So, your call is to inform me the being who called you might come to Salvage, hunting the one who broke the contract?” 

    “In a manner of speaking, yes,” Garlog answered. “However, it is not the being who called me whom I am worried about. It is the race of beings, itself, and their leader. While they have been reclusive for many thousands of years, I fear this may no longer be the case. They have had an unorthodox, and very suspicious, change of leadership recently, and that gives me reason for concern.” 

    Harmon braced his elbows on his arm rests and folded his hands together as he leaned forward in his seat. “And you believe they might invade Salvage System.” 

    Garlog gave his species’ awkward equivalent of a shrug. “It is not likely, but still a possibility. It depends on what this being in your system knows, or what contract they currently hold. If the being who contacted me wants them dead bad enough, and they find out where the runner is hiding, then yes, I believe they will come to Salvage. Perhaps not an invasion, but they will come.” 

    “Would we be able to beat them in a fight if they did invade?” Harmon asked. 

    Garlog thought for a long moment before answering. He took a breath and released it slowly. “They are a disciplined race of warriors, the likes of which you have never seen. They hold their honor above all else, their own lives included. Their technology is more advanced than most, and their weapons of war rival those of the Grithalaeon. They have always tried to position themselves on the side of good and to defend the weak. But this new leader has me worried because of the way he rose to power. The warriors of this race are bound to their leader by oath and honor. They will do as they are commanded, even if it means invading or destroying another system.” 

    He paused again as he continued to think. After a moment, he shook his head slowly and said, “I cannot say with definite confidence you would win the battle, President Tomeral, but I cannot confidently say you would not either. I hope we do not find out. The reason for my call is to advise you to do as the human phrase says and keep your eyes and ears open.” 

    Harmon nodded. “I understand what you mean, Representative Garlog. I want you to know how much I appreciate your calling to give me the heads up. Any chance you can tell me exactly where this other being might be hiding in my system?” 

    Garlog shook his head. “Unfortunately, I cannot. All I can tell you is the signal was transmitted through your gate, which means they are somewhere in Salvage System. Be it on a planet, a space station, or a ship, I do not know.” 

    “What about where this mysterious system is and what race lives there?” Harmon asked with one eyebrow up. 

    Garlog shook his head. “I am afraid I cannot divulge their information either.” 

    “I figured as much,” Harmon replied with dismay. “Let me ask you this. Why break the rules for me, but not for the being who asked you to first?” 

    Garlog felt himself stiffen a bit at the question. He hadn’t expected it. “The simple answer is Salvage System has become a symbol of hope throughout the galaxy. Other systems look to you and your mix of beings, and they see new beginnings are, in fact, possible. You’ve fought for the freedom of other star systems, not for profit, but because it was the right thing to do. I felt this was the right thing to do.” 

    Harmon smiled and said, “We did what we had to, Representative. No more and, certainly, no less. But I get what you mean, and I appreciate it. I’ll take your advice and keep everyone on their toes for the foreseeable future. With any luck, it’ll turn out to be nothing.” 

    “I certainly hope so,” Garlog conceded. “Well, President Tomeral, as much as I have enjoyed our discussion, I am afraid I must go now. There are other important matters I must focus my attention on.” 

    “Say no more,” Harmon said with a hand in the air. “I know what you mean. Even with an administrative staff, I never seem to catch up on everything I’m supposed to get done. Take care of yourself, Garlog, and thanks again.” 

    “Thus is the role of a leader,” Garlog replied. “You are welcome.” 

    He ended the call, sat back in his chair, and rubbed his weary eyes. The pile of slates stacked on the side of his desk caught his eye. With a thick fingered hand, he reached over and took the one from the top and activated it. A smile formed on his face as he read through the data. 

    “The Pherratomb System is due to have first contact,” he said to himself. “How very interesting.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Well, that doesn’t happen every day,” Clip Kolget said from the other side of Harmon’s slate. 

    “Yeah, no kidding,” Harmon agreed. He looked at the man who’d been his best friend longer than he could remember. “Do you think Bahroot would know anything about it?” 

    Clip shook his head. “I doubt it. He knows he’s not supposed to monitor personal comms or the calls going through the gate. And Jayneen still has blocks on him. We take a few off here and there, but there’s still stuff we don’t let him get into right now.” 

    Harmon laughed. “Something tells me your boy can do much more than he lets on, but he doesn’t out of respect for his parents and others. He’s a good kid and is turning into a frost of an officer.” 

    “I would have to agree with you on that, man,” Clip said. “So, what do you want to do about Garlog’s warning?” 

    Harmon tilted his head to one side and shrugged. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I don’t want to invade anyone’s privacy by monitoring their personal comms. It wouldn’t be fair to the innocent beings and would go against everything we stand for.” 

    Clip nodded. “I know it would tick me off if I found out all my calls were being monitored. What else you got?” 

    Harmon chewed his lip then said, “We could have the ships on gate overwatch monitor every single ship coming and going through the gate and report anything out of the ordinary, more so than they already are, anyway. Maybe run more thorough scans or something.” 

    Clip let a laugh escape as he spoke. “Have you forgotten where you are, man? There’s nothing ordinary about Salvage System.” 

    “Yeah, yeah,” Harmon replied with a wave of his hand. “You know what I mean.” He looked down at his slate and brought up the overwatch rotation. “It looks like Urlak and his crew are scheduled to assume high-guard over the gate later this evening. I’ll shoot him a message with the updated orders and tell him to contact me personally if anything weird happens.” 

    Clip shook his head. “Like I said, I think you’ve forgotten where you are, dude.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Reuan shook her head as she tried to recover from the disorientation of leaving alter-reality. It wasn’t something she thought she would ever get used to. She wouldn’t even know how to describe the feeling if someone asked her. It was a unique sensation only those who had the experience could understand. Simple words could never do it justice. 

    “No matter how many times I do that, it always feels weird,” she heard Phil grumble from the command seat as if to echo her thoughts. 

    She mentally agreed that “weird” was probably the most accurate word to describe the sensation of the transition. Maybe it can be described with a simple word, she thought. 

    “Agreed,” Reuan responded, still rubbing her head. She turned her attention to the navigational screen and was surprised at the amount of traffic in the Salvage System. “How are we supposed to find him in the middle of all this?” she asked as the anxiety rose within her. 

    Phil rubbed the hair on his chin as he thought. “Gotta get in touch with the right folks, I reckon,” he said after a moment. He checked the information on his command screen. “Looks like they’ve got a squadron of warships positioned in high-guard for gate overwatch. Smart. From there, the high-guard can blast any threat into oblivion before the enemy can even get a shot off. I’m bettin’ the command ship would know who we need to contact.” 

    “Would they even take our call?” Reuan wondered. “They are there for system security, not as a system directory.” 

    “Only one way to find out,” Phil answered with a smile, and he activated the comms. “Command ship of the overwatch squadron, this is Captain Phil of the cargo freighter Trick or Treat, please respond.” A moment went by with no answer. 

    “They may not respond,” Reuan theorized. 

    Phil shifted in his seat. “They probably ain’t used to being hailed by incoming ships. Especially ones they don’t know.” He moved to activate the comm again when a translated voice came through the system. 

    “Freighter vessel Trick or Treat, this is Captain Urlak of the Diamond Squadron command ship Diamond One. I apologize for the delayed response. It is unusual for us to be hailed by merchant vessels. Do you require emergency assistance?” 

    “Told ya,” Phil teased Reuan with a wink. He turned his attention back to the call. “Captain Urlak, thank you for the response. No need to apologize, I’m sure you’re busy. To answer your question, no we don’t need emergency assistance.” 

    “Then how can we be of assistance?” Captain Urlak replied. “So far, I do not understand the nature of your call.” 

    “Understandable,” Captain Phil concurred. “We’re here lookin’ for someone by the name of Dahkal. He’s a pretty unique being and pretty easy to pick out in a crowd, you see. But we weren’t exactly sure how to go about lookin’ for’em. He could be in any number of places; hell, he may not even be in this system anymore. I figured you’d know the best place for us to start asking around.” 

    There was another long pause in the transmission before Urlak responded again. “Captain Phil, would you be opposed to switching over to a visual communication?” 

    Phil looked over to Reuan for confirmation. She thought for a moment and then gave him a nod of approval to do so. “I don’t mind a bit, Captain Urlak,” he answered and keyed in the necessary commands. 

    Reuan watched the viewing screen turn from black to an image of a Kashkal sitting in a command chair. She wasn’t as well-versed as Dahkal on other races and their ships, but she was pretty sure the ship configuration was Nazrooth. The Nazrooth were now a race of pacifists, but at one time, their ships’ shielding was unmatched. She wondered if the three ships surrounding his command ship were sister ships. Reuan watched the screen as Urlak’s eyes moved from Phil, to Leila behind him, then finally to rest on her. The slightest notion of surprise showed in his facial features, but it was gone as quickly as it had come. 

    “You are of the same race, are you not?” Captain Urlak asked, looking at Reuan. 

    Reuan returned his gaze and narrowed her eyes a bit. “You know of whom we seek?” she asked in response. 

    Urlak smiled. “Only by reputation,” he replied. “A sergeant from the Merc’s Hub told me a story about a being whose physical features resemble yours and who went by the name you mentioned. Though the being in question was described as much larger and much more intimidating than you are.” After a second, he added, “My comment was not meant to be offensive; please excuse me if I have offended you.” 

    Reuan laughed, and it caused her wings to bob up and down. “No, I take it as a compliment, Captain Urlak. Dahkal’s physical appearance is unnerving, even to those of our own kind. It sounds as if he wasted no time in making himself known.” 

    “He did not,” Urlak agreed with a grin. “He was hailed by the system president upon his arrival, then his friend Ryan got into a bar fight, which led to a run-in with the Bolts. The sergeant I spoke of is part of the Bolts’ Peace Monitor faction on the Merc’s Hub. He was the one who interacted with Dahkal. Word has also gotten around that Dahkal is having a unique warship built here in the system. Though it is an unverified rumor.” 

    “The system president hailed him upon his entry?” Reuan asked. “Why? Did he do something wrong?” 

    “I was wonderin’ that myself,” Phil interjected. 

    Urlak cleared his throat before answering. “There is a complicated, yet simple, answer to your inquiry,” he answered. “The ship he arrived in is a modified Gritloth design. The Gritloth are known slavers, and our system engaged with them in battle shortly before he came through the gate. So naturally, President Tomeral felt it necessary to find out what business a Gritloth ship had in Salvage System.” 

    “I understand,” Reuan said, nodding. “We would have done the same in our own system.” 

    Urlak nodded. “Better to take the necessary precautions than to wish you would have later on.” 

    “Any idea where he might be now?” Phil asked. 

    Urlak shook his head. “No, but I believe President Tomeral would be the best one to aid you in your search. I can connect you to his ship, Salvage Title, if you would like. They will know it is a legitimate call if you are patched through via my communication system as opposed to randomly hailing them.” 

    “That would be wonderful, Captain Urlak,” Reuan responded with a bow of her head. “Thank you.” 

    “You are most welcome,” Urlak said and dipped his own head. 

    Before the call ended, Reuan asked, “Should we know anything before talking to him?” 

    Urlak smiled and said, “Simply be honest and be yourselves. Honesty will take you a long way in Salvage System. I will connect you now. Urlak out.” 

    The call cut, and, a moment later, the screen came back on and showed a young human male sitting in the command chair of another ship. Reuan tried to place the ship’s origins but couldn’t. I bet Dahkal could tell me what kind it is, she thought. The human in the chair seemed to be confident. He was well built for his species, had light brown hair, and from what she could tell, green eyes. 

    The man smiled and spoke first. “I understand you’re looking for an acquaintance of mine.” He let out a short laugh and added, “Funny thing is, he said I most likely wouldn’t meet another one of his kind in my lifetime. Guess I’m just lucky.” 

    Phil laughed and slapped his thigh. “I said the exact same thing myself when I met her!” 

    Reuan shook her head at the men. “You must be President Tomeral. I am pleased to meet you, sir. My name is Reuan, and yes, I am looking for Dahkal. The matter at hand is rather urgent. Do you know how I might find him?” 

    “I am,” Harmon responded. “And it depends. Are you looking for him to do him harm, or do you simply need to find him?” 

    Reuan took a step back, surprised by his answer. “Harm him? Why would I ever want to harm him? No, I need to find him. I have to find him. There are things he is unaware of, things he must be told. It is imperative that I find him.” 

    Reuan watched as Harmon digested her response. “Exactly who are you to him, Reuan?” he asked her. 

    Reuan straightened her posture and folded her arms behind her back. “With all due respect, President Tomeral, I want to keep that information to myself at this time. All I can tell you is I am not here to do any of your beings, or Dahkal, any harm. I simply need to find him and speak with him.” 

    Harmon started to speak again and then appeared to be cut short. He raised a hand close to his ear, and Reuan noticed he was wearing a personal communicator. From his body language, she guessed someone was talking to him through it. He made a hand motion to someone, and the sound cut from the call, but she could plainly see he was, in fact, talking to another individual. After a moment, he made another gesture, and the sound returned. 

    “Sorry about that,” Harmon said. “I was getting some additional information from one of my officers who’s friends with Dahkal. He’s verified we can trust you. He also says if you’re here, outside of your system, it’s a real emergency.” 

    Reuan took several steps toward the screen. She was now filled with curiosity. “How does your officer know this?” 

    Harmon shrugged. “I don’t know, to be honest. He’s friends with Dahkal and knows more about him than anyone besides Dahkal’s friend, Ryan. My officer isn’t allowed to talk about him with anyone because he gave Dahkal his word he wouldn’t. We take that sort of thing seriously around here. A being’s word is his bond.” 

    “And would this officer happen to know where Dahkal is at this time?” Reuan asked. 

    “Maybe,” Harmon responded. “Ask him yourself. Hey, Ensign Bahroot, you here buddy?” 

    “Yes, Commodore, I’m here,” came an odd-sounding voice. It was reminiscent of a child’s and seemed synthetic, but Reuan couldn’t quite tell. 

    Harmon motioned to Reuan. “Well, go ahead, ask him.” 

    Reuan looked around the command center of Harmon’s ship. She saw several different types of beings, but not the owner of the voice. She was confused and becoming more so by the second. She began to question whether this had been a mistake. “I do not see anyone,” she said. “Who is it I am speaking to?” 

    “I’m Ensign Bahroot,” the voice returned. “Oh, and you won’t be able to see me, so you can stop scanning the bridge. I don’t have a physical body for you to look at.” 

    Reuan’s eyes stretched open, testing the limits of her eyelids. “You…you do not have a body? I am sorry, but I do not understand. Are you a gas-based being?” 

    Bahroot laughed. “No, I’m not made up of gases. There are beings with such forms in the galaxy though. But not me. I’m made up of complicated programming and whatever it is that makes me…me. I’m what most would call an artificial intelligence. But I’m only using that term, so you’ll understand what I mean. We don’t care for the vernacular. It’s kind of insulting, and it really makes my mom mad. We may not have flesh and blood, but we aren’t artificial.” 

    Reuan gathered herself as best she could. The fact she was now speaking with an actual artificial intelligence made her mind race. He said he had a mother. How was that possible? Did it mean he had a father as well? There were a million questions she wanted to ask, but she decided on the simplest of them. “What should I call you? I certainly do not wish to offend you or your mother.” 

    “You can call me Bahroot,” the young officer replied. “That’s my name, after all. Or Ensign Bahroot. Either one, it doesn’t matter. Can I call you Reuan? Dahkal lets me call him Dahkal instead of your official titles. I think it saves time, but it’s your choice. Dahkal calls me Bahroot, or Young Bahroot. I don’t mind either one. He’s really nice. He told me I can come onto his ship anytime I want to. I don’t even have to ask for permission anymore!” 

    Reuan narrowed her eyes at Harmon who was sitting in his command chair, smiling at her. She could tell he found this humorous. She looked over at Phil who laughed and shrugged with his hands in the air. “You may call me Reuan,” she answered. “You mentioned our official titles. Are you referring to military rank or ship operations, or are you referring specifically to our official titles from home?” 

    “Your real titles from home,” Bahroot answered. “I know exactly who you are, but I won’t say unless you give me permission. I know who Dahkal is too. Don’t worry though, nobody will ask me to break my promise, and I wouldn’t, even if they did. I gave Dahkal my word. Like Commodore Tommeral said, everyone here understands how important a being’s word is.” 

    “I see,” Reuan said as she stood straight and held her head high. “I assume you have had this information for some time now?” 

    “Yes,” Bahroot answered. 

    “And you have kept it to yourself?” Reuan continued. 

    “Yes,” Bahroot answered again. 

    “Then I owe you thanks, Bahroot. This knowledge of our beings is precious to us, and you have kept it so,” Reuan said with a bow of her head. She looked back at the screen and at Harmon. “I am Dahkal’s sister,” she said. “I am a Sheingal, and I am here because there are things happening on our home world that desperately require his attention.”  

    She let out a sigh of relief. It felt good to tell the truth. She didn’t care for being so secretive; she only did so to protect her system’s gate from discovery. Besides, the fate of her entire system and that of others hung in the balance. If she wanted to find help, she would have to be forthcoming. “I tell you this because I have the feeling you are beings I can trust. Obviously, my brother trusts Bahroot, and that is good enough for me. Ask me what you will, and I will answer what I can, within reason.” 

    Harmon sat forward in his seat after hearing this. It seemed as if he had suddenly realized something. “Did you happen to speak with the Bith recently?” he asked. 

    A confused look crossed Reuan’s face, and she shook her head. “No. What good would that do? The Bith do not involve themselves with such things. We are an old system, and they do not stand to profit from intervening in our affairs. Such a call would be a waste of credit.” 

    Harmon appeared to believe her response and tilted his head to the side. “Just asking. I’ve got my own mystery to solve.” He ran a hand through his hair as he sat back his chair again. “So, Bahroot,” he continued, “any idea where Dahkal might be? If Reuan came all this way to find him, it must be something urgent. I think we should help if we can.” 

    “I don’t know offhand,” Bahroot replied. “But I can find out. I can connect to our gate and see what gate Winged Fury entered as their arrival point. If they made a second gate jump, I can find out that destination too. It’ll be easy.” 

    “Impossible,” Reuan said dismissively. “His ship completely erases all navigational information as soon as it enters or exits a gate. There will be nothing for you to find.” 

    “You misunderstand me,” Bahroot responded. “I’m not going to look in the ship’s files. I’m going to look in the gate itself. The ship may delete its information, but everything will still be in the gate’s memory. All I have to do is access it.” 

    The jaws of all three beings on the Trick or Treat dropped open in unison. Nobody had that sort of access to the gates. As far as the galaxy was concerned, the Bith were the only ones who had any kind of understanding about how the gates worked. The gate caretakers took extreme measures to ensure the secrets of the gates remained secrets. 

    “And how, exactly, is it you can do that?” Phil asked. “Far as I know, ain’t nobody but the Bith can mess with those gate systems.” 

    “He is correct,” Reuan concurred. “Only the Bith can access the gates’ internal systems. How have you acquired this ability?” 

    Harmon grinned on the screen. “We have secrets of our own we don’t wish to disclose at this time, Reuan,” he said. “We just can. That’s all I can tell you.” After a moment, he added, “Though, I would appreciate it if you kept this to yourselves. To be honest, I wasn’t fully prepared for anyone outside my officers to know this yet. It just sort of happened, due to these circumstances.” 

    Reuan crossed her arm over her chest in a Sheingal salute and bowed her head. “On my honor, I will not utter a word to another being in this life or the next without your consent, President Tomeral. You have my solemn word as a Sheingal.” 

    Phil stood and gave Harmon a traditional, human, military salute as well. “Not a word, sir. Secret’s safe with us.” 

    Harmon appeared to be pleased with their responses and continued. “Do your thing Bahroot.” 

    “Yes, sir!” Bahroot responded. “It’ll only take me a few minutes.” 

    True to his word, a few minutes later, Bahroot announced he had acquired all the desired information. “He went to the Raegah System. It’s a five-day gate trip. They weren’t there long though, only a few days. They’ve already used the gate to leave again.” 

    “Where did they go from Raegah?” Reuan asked, eager to find her brother. She could feel the excitement building inside her. She was so close now. 

    “Here,” Bahroot replied. “They should exit the gate in about three hours.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    The familiar, heartwarming scent filled Dahkal’s senses as he hurried down the corridor. Every few meters, he stopped and inhaled to ensure he was staying on the right path. The large Yalteen officer behind him continued to yell and insist he follow her instead. He ignored her and followed his nose. The alluring odor trail led him to a closed doorway, and he paused. The realization it was now or never washed over him, and he decided in an instant. He slapped the access panel, and the entrance immediately opened. 

    Dahkal barreled through the doorway into what appeared to be a small ready room. What he saw stopped him dead in his tracks. Sitting at a small conference table was his younger sister. 

    “Reuan?” he asked in his own language with complete shock. 

    “Whoaaaa,” Ryan exclaimed. He elbowed Dahkal in the side. “Hey, about what I said about whoever was wearing that perfume being hot...I was only kidding,” he said with a “don’t kill me” smile. Then he let out a quick laugh and added, “She’s a hell of a lot prettier than you are though.” 

    “Shut up.” Dahkal snorted and shoved him. Dahkal had met Ryan on the planet Pergus at the beginning of his journey. The man had been cornered in an alley by a group of men who had tried to rob him of his katana. Ryan was a descendant of ancient Japanese Samurai, and the sword had been passed down in his family for nearly nine thousand years. He was prepared to die before willingly giving it up to the men. If not for Dahkal’s intervention, he most likely would have done just that. The unlikely duo had been inseparable since. 

    “Dahkal!” Reuan shouted as she shot up from her seat. 

    Excitement and joy filled Dahkal for a brief moment, then it was instantly replaced by anger and irritation. He stretched out a hand to stop her advance toward him. She stopped and looked at him in confusion. 

    “What are you doing here, Reuan?” he asked with a glare. “Your ambition is duly noted, but you have crossed the line. You have interfered with my journey of succession and are dangerously close to tarnishing my honor. I will not have it.” 

    “Dahkal, I…” she started to reply. 

    “No,” Dahkal said harshly. “I’m happy to see you, but you shouldn’t have come here. You should be at home with Mother and Father, studying and training with Gortal. Not out here, sticking your claws in where they don’t belong.” 

    Reuan started to speak again but was interrupted for a second time when Harmon rushed into the room. He must have run the entire way because he was breathing hard. “Dahkal,” he said between breaths. “Hey, I’m so sorry. I meant to let you know she was here, so you wouldn’t be surprised.” 

    Harmon bent and rested his hands on his knees, then took a deep breath to settle himself. “Frost! I need to do more cardio. Anyway, how did he know she was in here?” He turned to look at the Yalteen standing behind him. 

    “I don’t know, sir,” she answered. “At first, he was following me, then suddenly, he took his own path. He came directly to this room. It was as if he already knew she was here.” 

    “She is wearing our mother’s perfume,” Dahkal answered. “I picked up the scent as soon as I entered your ship. I followed it here.” 

    “Oh,” Harmon replied. “That’s impressive. How did you know it was her and not some other being who wore the same perfume?” 

    Dahkal smiled and looked down at Harmon. “Because, President Tomeral, that fragrance is specific only to my home planet. The perfume was specifically made for my mother and isn’t available for purchase.” He jabbed a thumb toward Reuan. “My sister insists on acquiring it by other methods.” He spread his arms wide with his palms facing out and tilted his head to the side.  

    Reuan glared at him and put her hands on her hips. “I do not steal from Mother. She knows I take it and says nothing. So technically, it is not stealing, as you insinuate.” 

    Harmon laughed and said, “I guess snooping through your parents’ stuff is a universal trait.” 

    Dahkal felt the presence of others and heard shuffling feet behind him. He turned and saw a crowd had gathered in the corridor outside the ready room. Among the beings, he recognized the additional members of his crew mixed with several others. The large Leethog he noticed during his first communication with Harmon was there along with Clip Kolget and a bronze Prithmar eating some kind of brightly colored fruit. Behind them, next to his crew, were more Leethog, though they were not as large as the one up front. Two of them appeared to be female, and at least one of them was wearing makeup. 

    Sergeant Alexandro Jauregui, or Alex, waved and said, “Hey! We were coming to join you but saw a group rushing this way.” He shrugged. “We figured you had something to do with it.” Alex was a drone expert and munitions specialist. He and his team had been hired in Salvage by Dahkal and Ryan to help with a contract to pick up some cargo. Alex’s particular skills with drones had been their saving grace when unforeseen problems popped up. 

    “Well, this plan fell to squat,” Clip proclaimed. 

    Dahkal laughed hard at Clip’s comment. “It has been my experience that all plans end up falling apart.” He shrugged. “Or perhaps it’s just me.” 

    “Nah,” Harmon replied, “it’s not just you, trust me.” He looked from Dahkal to Reuan and then to the group outside the doorway. “It’s suddenly become pretty crowded in here. Why don’t we head to the main conference room? It won’t be as crowded since everyone, apparently, insists on being present.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “Sounds good to me.” He waved for Reuan to follow. 

    The main conference room on Salvage Title was spacious and contained a large steel table surrounded by multi-species chairs. The table was embedded with slates at each seat and a tri-v projector in the center. Along the walls of the room were various screens showing intel from many different sections of the ship. 

    Before anyone took a seat, Harmon turned to Dahkal and offered his hand. “It occurs to me that we haven’t formally met in person. It’s nice to finally meet you, Dahkal.” 

    Harmon’s hand nearly disappeared within Dahkal’s comparatively massive, scaled hand as he accepted the greeting. “And you, President Tomeral. Even if the circumstances are a bit...odd.” 

    “Everything is odd in Salvage,” Clip remarked as he slid past them into the room. 

    “Ignore him,” Harmon said, shaking his head. 

    Dahkal and Ryan took seats on Harmon’s left, and Clip and Reuan sat to his right. Reuan’s seat was directly across from Dahkal’s. He noticed her weary eyes and the way she fidgeted in her seat with anxiety. He wondered if the reason she was here was a burden on her, or if she was afraid of how angry he was with her interrupting his journey. Whatever the cause, he was ready to find out what she was doing in Salvage. 

    The overhead fluorescent lighting was bright enough to bring out the opal in Dahkal’s scales. When the light hit them directly, his movements caused multicolored waves, like oil slicks on water, to wash over his scales. Several of the beings in the room who had not met him before noticed, and he noticed them noticing. He held out an arm and rotated it in the light so they could all see better. “It is a trait, seen on many shelled beings, or those with exoskeletons, however, I have never seen another scaled race with this trait.” 

    “It is very pretty,” said the smallest of the Leethog. She was the one he had noticed wearing the make-up earlier. “I am Kylatilaarnot. It is a pleasure to meet you. You may call me Kyla. This is my mate, Hanktilmotal, but everyone calls him Hank.” She motioned to the Leethog male next to her. 

    Hank offered a toothy smile and waved. “Hello,” he said. “What kind of ship do you ha…” He was cut off by a stern look from Kyla. He looked at the other male, who gave him an almost unnoticeable shake of the head. Hank looked back at his mate, then smiled as he folded his hands together and sat quietly. From the doorway, Dahkal heard the largest Leethog hiss with laughter. 

    Kyla turned back to Dahkal and smiled through her red-painted lips. Her smile was almost as toothy as his. She motioned to the other female and said, “This is Veratiloolog. She goes by Vera. And this is her mate, Hank’s bother, Stantilmotal, or Stan.” 

    “I thank you for the compliment, Kyla,” Dahkal said. “I’m Dahkal, and the pleasure is mine. May I ask why you shorten your given names?” 

    “Humansss like to ssshorten namesss,” the Prithmar answered for her. “It isss much easssier and fassster to sssay when time isss of the essssence. My name isss Zerith. I am the ssshipsss head engineer.” 

    Dahkal dipped his head to the Prithmar and offered his own greeting. Introductions continued around the room until everyone was acquainted. Harmon explained that Clip, Zerith, Hank, Stan, Kyla, and Vera were the associates of Tomeral and Associates. He also offered an abbreviated explanation of how everything fell into place and how they came into possession of Salvage System. 

    “Sounds like a wild ride,” Ryan stated when the story was told. 

    “It was,” Harmon agreed. “I certainly never expected to end up where I am.” 

    “But what a place to end up,” Lieutenant Dustyn Monday said. Monday, to his friends, was hired in a most unorthodox manner. The night prior to his interview, he had actually gotten into a drunken brawl with Ryan. Monday hadn’t applied for the open position yet, and it came to a surprise to both the men when it came time for the interview. They came to terms and Monday’s skills as an experienced mech pilot and security officer earned him a job. 

    “We are very fortunate,” Zerith replied. 

    “Lucky is more like it,” Clip retorted. 

    Dahkal noticed Harmon lean to the side to look around his mass. He called out, “Hey, Big Jon, there’s plenty of room if you want to grab a seat and join us.” 

    Dahkal turned toward the entrance and saw the big Leethog shake his head, raise a hand, and answer, “Thank you, sir, but I think I’ll remain here. Just in case.” 

    “Have it your way,” Harmon replied, then looked back at Dahkal. “The Sergeant Major is as diligent as they come.” 

    Dahkal turned to face Big Jon and nodded in approval. “I admire his diligence in his duties. Such a trait is to be respected, as many beings simply do the bare minimum of their required obligations. 

    Big Jon returned the nod with a, “Thank you.” 

    Dahkal regarded Harmon and said, “I suppose, as you have shared with me, I can now share with you. First, I would like to thank you for the kind treatment you have given my sister.” 

    Harmon shrugged. “It was nothing.” 

    When Harmon didn’t speak further, Dahkal continued. “Judging from your reactions, I assume you are already aware she is my sister.” 

    “We are,” Harmon replied. “Though, she didn’t tell us much more than that and the same information you provided when we last met.” 

    The rest of the room remained silent as Dahkal turned his attention to Reuan. She still had the same nervous, fidgety disposition as when they first entered the room. Her eyes immediately dropped to her hands on the table, then back up to his. He could tell something was off, but not what, exactly. 

    “Why are you here, Reuan?” he asked. 

    She looked around the room at all the new faces and then back at him. “I have something I must tell you, Dahkal. Something of the highest priority. I would not have ventured out to find you if it were not.” 

    Dahkal raised a scaled eye-ridge and crossed his arms. “Well, what is it?” 

    Reuan shook her head. “No, I must tell you in private. It involves family.” 

    Dahkal stared at his sister for a long moment as a thousand different thoughts ran through his mind. None of them good. He had no idea what she had to tell him, but it was obviously important, or she wouldn’t have made such a long journey. 

    “Ensign Bahroot,” he said suddenly. “Are you listening?” 

    “Hello!” came an exited young voice through the overhead speakers. “Yes, I’m listening. But I wasn’t talking because Mom and Dad say it’s rude to interrupt conversations. I didn’t want to be rude. Besides, everyone has already met me anyway. I was enjoying listening to Uncle Harmon tell the story about everything and all of us coming to Salvage. I was hoping to hear your story too.” 

    Dahkal chuckled and shook his head at the young being’s rapid-fire response. “I would like you to listen to the conversation I’m about to have with my sister. I assume, after reviewing my ship’s historical files, you have our language in your programs?” 

    “I do,” Bahroot replied. Why do you want me to listen to your conversation? You can hear each other just fine, can’t you?” 

    “We can,” Dahkal answered. “But we are going to turn off our translators and speak our own language for privacy. I want you to listen because I trust you, and your uncle trusts your judgement. This way everyone can rest assured there is no foul play going on here.” 

    “Oh, I understand now,” Bahroot replied. “You don’t want to be rude and leave the room, but you want to give your sister the privacy she feels she needs to tell you whatever it is she needs to tell you. Your language isn’t on any translator in the galaxy, so nobody will know what you’re saying. That makes sense. Yeah, I’ll listen in.” 

    “Thank you, Bahroot,” Dahkal said. “Commander Jayneen, I assume you are listening as well.” 

    “Yes, I am,” Jayneen answered through the same overhead speakers as Bahroot. 

    Dahkal smiled. “You have not had access to my files, but I assume you have pieced together a translation program using my sister’s speech patterns in comparison to her translator’s. Is that correct?” 

    “That would be a correct assumption,” Jayneen answered. “It is not a complete language profile, but it would be enough to communicate. I thought it might come in useful should her translator become damaged, as I could not find your language on the net.” 

    “A thoughtful gesture,” Dahkal responded. “Thank you for that. However, I must request you do not relay any of our conversation until it is over, and I have given you permission to do so. Is that an acceptable request?” 

    “I see no reason not to trust you so far,” Jayneen answered. “I will do as you request as long as I continue to see no threat.” 

    “A perfectly acceptable stipulation,” Dahkal replied and looked at Harmon. “Is this acceptable to you?” 

    Harmon nodded. “I don’t see why not. You’re allowing Bahroot to listen in, and Jayneen will get a good bit of it. I don’t see any reason you can’t speak privately as family.” 

    “Thank you,” Dahkal said and reached for his belt. He removed the translation speaker, turned off the power, and set it on the table. He did the same with his earpiece. Reuan mimicked his actions, then folded her hands together on the table. Ryan also removed his translator. It had been uploaded with the Sheingal language a while back. It had been useful when Dahkal was still learning Earth Common and had made communications easier between them. 

    Dahkal reached down and grabbed Ryan’s hand before he could remove the translator or turn it off. “No,” he said in Earth Common. “You heard her. This involves family. So, that means you’re included. I want you to hear whatever it is she has to tell me.” 

    Ryan’s eyes widened, and a grin formed on his face. “If that’s what you want, bro. I’m here for ya.” 

    Reuan started to protest, but she was stopped by Dahkal’s hand in the air. “He is family. I will hear no more of it, Reuan.” He looked deep into her eyes and repeated, “Family.” 

    She nodded in reluctant agreement. “As you wish, Brother. What I have to tell you will not be easy for me to say…or for you to hear.” 

    “I have already gathered as much from your body language,” Dahkal replied in a softer tone. “Please, tell me what’s going on.” 

    Reuan took a deep breath, exhaled, and began her story of heartache and sorrow. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Dahkal sat in silence as Reuan recounted the awful sequence of events that transpired after he left their planet on his Imperial Journey of Succession. With every word, his muscles tensed tighter, his wings flexed more, and his claws bore down harder on the tabletop. Tears threatened to fall from his eyes, but he forced them back. His emotions stirred within him like the raging storms back on his home world as they rolled in from the ocean and threatened to destroy everything in their paths. 

    Reuan ended her story, and the room sat in silence. Ryan turned his glistening eyes to Dahkal, and his face was somber. Dahkal stared at his sister. Stared through her, more accurately. He didn’t see her. All he could see was his father’s face and the gruesome demise Gortal would soon suffer. He wanted to ask Reuan about some things in her story that didn’t add up when she spoke again. 

    “There’s something else,” she said in a meek voice. “I received a video message when I entered the Kragtron System.” With a single hand, she slowly slid her primary slate across the table to him. “It’s queued, just press the play button. I warn you, it’s hard to watch, so prepare yourself.” 

    Dahkal picked up the slate without looking at it. Truth be told, he wasn’t sure he wanted to watch whatever was on it. He had just learned his father had been killed by his brother in a battle that should have never taken place. His family thought he had been killed in battle after leaving home, which he obviously hadn’t. Something wasn’t right with her story. He didn’t think she was lying to him, but his gut told him there was foul play somewhere. He tapped the slate with a claw, and the video message began to play. 

    In the video, he saw Gortal standing next to Koshal. Behind them, he recognized a being his brother had been friends with in their youth. They had all trained together throughout the years. Except now, Barronal’s uniform bore the markings of a ship’s captain, which verified part of Reuan’s story. Dahkal’s heart sank when he realized who the other being on the screen was. 

    Kneeling on the floor with his hands, wings, and feet bound was Aarontal. He was dirty and had several bleeding cuts and bruises on his body. His breathing appeared to be labored, and he looked like he could barely keep himself upright. 

    “Reuan,” Dahkal heard Gortal say, “you have gone too far. You have committed treason. Worse than that, you’ve involved poor Aarontal in the matter. Now he’s guilty of the same crimes as you.” 

    Dahkal felt anger rise within him. Aarontal had a good heart and had never hurt anyone. He didn’t deserve to be treated like this. Reuan had fled their system to find help and end their brother’s tyranny. These weren’t the actions of a traitor; these were the actions of a patriot. 

    Dahkal watched as Gortal turned from the camera and approached Aarontal. He knelt and looked in the old chef’s eyes as he spoke. 

    “Where did she go, Aarontal?” Gortal asked. “I know you know where she went. Did she go to find another military force to take the system for herself?” 

    Aarontal shook his copper head and answered in a weary voice that was barely audible. “I don’t know, Gortal. I’ve told you over and over, I don’t know. I was on the ship doing my duty. That’s all. I swear I had no idea she was planning to escape the system.” 

    “Again, with your lies?” Gortal asked and struck Aarontal in the face. 

    Dahkal winced as he watched Aarontal topple over onto the floor. Every fiber of his being wanted to leap through the screen and save his old friend from his brother. But there was nothing he could do except watch. 

    “We know you were involved,” Koshal said. “It was too convenient that you asked for her to join you in your tasks to…train. Then you end up on the ship closest to the gate, and she just happens to escape.” 

    Gortal harrumphed and added, “Hers and Mother’s reconciliations with me—it’s all too perfectly timed and convenient. I don’t believe in coincidence, Aarontal. You know that. So, quit lying and tell us the truth.” 

    Aarontal released a heavy sigh. “I have nothing to tell you, Gortal. There is nothing to tell.” He looked up at his assailant. “I’m sorry you feel you’ve been betrayed and for Reuan’s running away. But I don’t know where she is or why she left. I wasn’t part of any plan.” 

    An overwhelming amount of respect welled up inside Dahkal as he watched Aarontal hold strong in such a dreadful situation. Aarontal could have easily revealed the plans he made with Reuan and Shaelan, but he maintained he didn’t know anything. He really didn’t know where Reuan was going; that was part of the plan, but he’d had a major part in it. 

    Aarontal was loyal to the Empire, to Reuan, and to their mother. He didn’t know Dahkal was still alive, but Dahkal felt Aarontal’s loyalty to him as well. His actions were speaking louder than any words ever could. The cuts Dahkal noticed in the beginning now served as visual evidence of brutal beatings from previous interrogations. It looked like parts of his wings had been cut, and they were still bleeding. Sheingal healed fast, so either the interrogations had been frequent, or the wounds had been much worse before the video was made. 

    Dahkal continued to watch as Gortal lifted Aarontal to his feet. The old being struggled to maintain his balance as his feet were still bound. Dahkal swore to himself that after he dealt with his brother and set the empire back on the right track, Aarontal would be taken care of for the rest of his life. He would make sure the old chef never wanted for anything or had to cook for anyone ever again. 

    “You leave me no choice, Aarontal,” Gortal said, then he stepped toward the camera. “You know the penalty for treason, Reuan. Know that wherever you are hiding, I will find you, and you will answer for your crimes.” 

    Dahkal pleaded with the recording. “No, please no, Gortal, don’t do it.” 

    Gortal slowly turned and walked back toward Aarontal. Aarontal looked at the camera with resolve in his eyes and said, “Be brave, Little One.” 

    As he passed, Gortal reached out a single claw and ran it across Aarontal’s throat. A thick flood of crimson cascaded over Aarontal’s copper chest and belly and pooled on the floor. The old chef’s eyes began to dim, and he lost the strength to stand. He dropped to his knees and then collapsed to the floor. He laid there in his own blood, motionless, his essence no longer part of this life. 

    Gortal stood over Aarontal’s body and spoke into the camera again. “His death is your fault, Reuan. His blood is on your hands.” He grinned and laughed cynically. “Did you like the way he died? I got the inspiration from your style of execution. I put my own twist on it, of course, and omitted the annoying singing, but it was certainly effective.” He waved a hand at the scene before him. One claw was still coated with blood. 

    His face hardened, and his voice became more threatening. “My rule is absolute, Little Sister. You can hire any number of mercenary companies you want, if that is your intention, but we will decimate them all.” He raised a clenched fist. “You will feel the full weight of my hammer, and any you bring with you will die. If you attempt to hide like a coward, we will find you. It doesn’t matter where you run.” 

    Gortal shook his head in disgust. “You and I could have ultimately ruled the galaxy with our forces. As a family. But you chose this instead. Have it your way, Little Sister. I’ll see you soon.” The video cut, and the screen went blank. 

    Dahkal set the slate down and remained silent with his eyes closed, head down, and palms flat on the table. The raging storms within him grew stronger and threatened to consume his mind and spirit. He had lost so much in so very little time without knowing it. Now it was coming down on him all at once. 

    His father was gone. The greatest being he had ever known, his mentor, and the embodiment of everything he had ever strived to be, was gone. He would never see or speak to him again in this life. There would be no more lessons. No more words of wisdom from former experience. No future comparison of their individual journeys into the galaxy. Dahkal would never be able to introduce him to Ryan and tell him about how the human had saved his life in the last moments of battle. They would never clasp wrists or embrace each other in celebration again. Any hatchlings Dahkal might have in the future would never know their grandfather. Dahkal and his siblings had spent much of their youth with their own grandparents before their passing. Gortal had taken so much more than Draktal’s life. 

    Now, Aarontal was also gone. He had been so influential in Dahkal’s life and that of his sister and brother. He was always in a good mood, even when they snuck into his kitchen and he caught them sneaking snacks. Never once did he turn them in to their father. Instead, he made them clean the entire kitchen until it was spotless, then gave them the treats they were trying to steal. Other times he would find them in parts of the palace they shouldn’t have been in or catch them sneaking in past their curfew or misbehaving in other ways. He never let them get away with doing things they shouldn’t have, but he never really told on them either. Learning a lesson always seemed more important than punishment to Aarontal. Dahkal suspected his mother knew what they were up to and had possibly had a hand in what happened, too. 

    The thought hit him like a ton of bricks, and his eyes popped open. His mother. She was still on Shein with Gortal. There was no way to know if she was safe. Gortal had already killed their father and Aarontal. Dahkal had no doubt his brother was capable of inflicting the same fate on their mother. He had to get to her. He had to save her and fix everything his brother had done. He couldn’t bring anyone who had been executed back to life, but he could do right by their families. 

    A deep, feral growl escaped his throat, and he rose from his chair with malicious intent. He dragged his claws across the tabletop, shredding the steel. Sparks flew, smoke rose from the fried circuitry, and the screech of ripping steel tore through the air. He shoved his chair away and tromped toward the doorway. 

    His abrupt actions caused everyone in the room to jump in surprise. Several of them reached for their weapons, including Big Jon. Ryan leapt from his chair and waved his arms in the air before anyone could follow through with their intent. 

    “Wait!” Ryan shouted. “Wait! He’s just upset. Something horrible happened. He isn’t going to hurt anyone.” 

    “Easy, everyone,” Harmon commanded with both hands up. “Bahroot also said everything’s fine in my earpiece. Dahkal is upset, but he isn’t a danger to anyone.” Big Jon and the others relaxed a bit but were still ready to move if the need arose. 

    Ryan rushed around Dahkal and stood in his path. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” he asked. 

    “Home,” Dahkal responded without looking at his friend. He was still speaking in Sheingal and hadn’t replaced his translator, so everyone else in the room was only getting Ryan’s side of the conversation. 

    “Home,” Ryan repeated. “So, you’re just going to stomp off and not say a word? Doesn’t work that way, bro.” 

    “It does today,” Dahkal stated. “I have to get to my mother. I can’t let her suffer the same fate as my father and Aarontal.” 

    “OK,” Ryan said. “Let’s get our crap together and go.” 

    “No,” Dahkal replied. “I go alone. This is about my family; it’s not your concern.” He turned to face Reuan at the conference table. “You will remain here in Salvage until I send for you or retrieve you myself. I won’t risk losing you as well.” 

    Ryan rushed around him again and looked up into his eyes. “No, no, no,” Ryan repeated. He reached up and rapidly snapped his fingers in Dahkal’s face. “Down here, Draco. You’re still dealing with me.” 

    Dahkal’s eye’s flared with anger. “I already gave you an answer, Ryan!” he roared and pointed his clawed finger. “I don’t have time to debate with you. There is no time for hesitation, now is the time for action!” 

    Everyone in the room flinched, except Ryan. He didn’t move a muscle and held his ground as Dahkal towered over him. Instead, he glared right back at Dahkal and said, “Then you’re a liar.” 

    “What?” Dahkal shouted and inched closer to Ryan. “You dare question my honor and integrity?” He flexed his wings and slammed his tail on the floor. His eyes seemed to glow with increasing intensity as his anger grew.  

    Ryan laughed and shook his head. “You might scare everyone else, Dahkal, but you don’t scare me.” He crossed his arms and smiled in defiance. “And yeah, I’m questioning your honor. Right here in front of everyone. Before Reuan explained everything, you made me keep my translator on because you said I was family, and this involved me. Reuan tried to argue, but you wouldn’t listen. Now you say it doesn’t concern me because it’s a family issue. So, which is it? Which one was the lie?” 

    Dahkal let out a long breath and deflated a bit. “I didn’t lie, Ryan. You are family,” he admitted. “You’re my brother; you know that. That’s why I can’t let you go with me, why I can’t let Reuan go. I can’t let anything happen to either of you.” He looked from Ryan to his sister and back to Ryan again. “I can’t handle losing any more family,” he admitted. “I have to go alone. This is my responsibility. I can’t…I won’t risk your lives.” 

    Ryan shook his head. “All due respect, dude, but that’s not your call. Even if it was, it’s the wrong one.” He stepped forward and reached up and jabbed Dahkal in the chest with a finger. “You’re thinking with this right now. But it’s broken and unreliable. It’s going to lead you to make rash decisions that will ultimately get you killed, and nothing will get resolved. You’re hurting—as well you should be—and you have every right to be angry.” He jabbed Dahkal’s chest again. “But you can’t use this for now.” 

    Ryan pointed at Dahkal’s face and continued. “You need to think with that lump between your shoulders. I mean, I think that’s broken too, but it’s worked for us so far. We’ve lived through everything thrown at us until now, so I think it’s safe to say it’ll work for this.” 

    An involuntary laugh escaped Dahkal. The rage settled a bit, and he nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Ryan. I didn’t mean to make you feel like you were less than family to me or to make you think I lied to you. I just wanted to protect you.” 

    “Yeah, well, I can’t watch your back if I’m not there, bro,” Ryan replied. “If you’re going to walk through Hell, I’m going with you, and I’m bringing marshmallows.” 

    “Not to interrupt the bromance,” Monday interjected, “but we’re still here too. We can only understand Ryan’s side of the conversation, but it sounds like y’all plan to leave us here to go do something freaking epic. Screw that. I ain’t missing out on a damn thing. I got a mech I’m dying to get back into, and I’ll be damned if I sit here while you two go have all the fun.” 

    “Yeah,” Brawlt agreed. He was clearly excited because his eye was blinking extra rapidly. It was a tell shared by all Kroogen. They were a race of grey-skinned, one-eyed, humanoid beings who tended to specialize as pilots. Brawlt was no exception, as he had become a pilot. A very skilled pilot, which had gotten Alex’s attention and earned him a spot on the drone team before they were all hired by Dahkal and Ryan. “We’re the Emerald Dragons, and we stick together. We go where you go.” 

    “Sorry, Boss,” Alex said, “whatever you guys are planning, we’re in. So, just add us to the equation. Write it up as insubordination if you want, but we’re with you.” 

    “Like I said before,” Ryan stated, “you chose this band of misfits. You’re stuck with us, and we got your back no matter what.” 

    “As do I,” Reuan proclaimed as she stood and walked around the table to face her brother. “I will not sit idly by as you risk your life for Mother’s, and our system’s, welfare. I am a Sheingal warrior, the same as you, and I will fight until my last breath. There’s no telling what Gortal has set up inside our gate. You may need help getting to him.” 

    Dahkal looked at each member of his crew, then at his sister, then at Ryan. He was surrounded by beings who were willing to risk their lives with him because they wouldn’t allow him to risk his alone. No warrior could ask for better companions. He was proud and honored to have them as his friends. No. Friend wasn’t a strong enough word. They were family. Reuan was literally his sister, but the rest were family by choice and by bond. To him, that meant even more. 

    “Fine,” Dahkal said in Earth Common and raised his hands in surrender. “We all go together.” He laughed and shook his head. “Bunch of damned misfits.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “Can someone please tell me what the frost is going on here?” Clip asked. He looked over at Harmon and whispered, “Did you see how he shredded the tabletop? It’s made of steel, man. Steel!” 

    Harmon laughed and nodded. “Yeah, I saw. Insane!” He looked up at Dahkal and added, “Makes you wonder what else their race is capable of.” 

    “Seriously?” Clip asked. “That’s what you’re thinking about? Don’t you want to know what’s going on?” 

    “Of course, I do,” Harmon replied, then nodded toward Dahkal. “I think we’re about to find out. Just be patient.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “My apologies, Commander Kolget,” Dahkal said. He walked over to the table and retrieved his translator and earpiece. He picked up Reuan’s and tossed it to her. They promptly replaced and activated them. 

    Dahkal looked at Reuan and nodded. She shrugged in return and said, “It’s your call.” 

    His mind was made up. “Bahroot, can you do something for me?” he asked. 

    “Sure!” Bahroot answered. “What do you need me to do?” 

    “I need you to upload the Sheingal language file you have to everyone’s translator,” Dahkal replied. “I want everyone to be able to communicate clearly with Reuan and I.” 

    “No problem!” Bahroot replied. After a few seconds, he added, “OK, it’s done.” 

    Dahkal spoke in Sheingal, and every being in the room was able to understand him. With that done, he turned his attention to Harmon. “President Tomeral, I want to inform you of everything going on. I believe you’ve earned the right to know.” 

    “I appreciate it,” Harmon replied. “I have to admit; I’m very curious.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “Of this, I have no doubt. Again, I thank you for your patience.” He took a breath and asked, “Bahroot, are you able to replay conversations?” 

    “Yes,” Bahroot answered. “I just have to access my memories, and I can replay whatever you want. I can even turn it into a video. It’ll be easy. What do you want me to replay?” 

    “I want you to replay Reuan’s testament of what happened,” Dahkal answered. “I fear I won’t get all the details correct, and I don’t want to ask her to repeat the story. I want President Tomeral to hear it as accurately as possible. Then I want you to access Reuan’s slate and play the video message I watched.” 

    Dahkal turned to face the members of his Emerald Dragons. “Before this is played, I want you to know I had already decided to tell you more about who I am and where I’m from. You have all earned my trust. You were not supposed to learn all of this out of mere circumstance. I apologize that this is how it has to be done.” 

    Monday waved a hand in dismissal. “Don’t worry about it, man. If you say you trust us and were going to tell us anyway, that’s good enough for me. I figured you’d let us in when you were ready. We all did. This isn’t about us and our feelings though, it’s about you. Do what you need to and don’t worry about us.” The rest of the crew conveyed their agreement with nods or by saying “Yeah.” 

    Dahkal gave them the traditional Sheingal salute and took his seat. “Go ahead, Bahroot. Let’s get everyone up to speed.” 

    “OK, Dahkal,” Bahroot said, and he began playing Reuan’s rendition of what happened on Shein. 

    When the vocal recording was done, Bahroot played the video on the tri-v projector in the center of the table. Dahkal had only damaged the slate in his section when he clawed through the table. When the video finished, every being in the room either looked infuriated or was crying. 

    “Sssomeone needsss to get what they dessserve,” Zerith stated, breaking the silence. 

    “They will,” Dahkal assured him. 

    Harmon leaned on the armrest of his chair and asked, “So, the reason for all the secrecy is because your gate is closed to the public, and you want to keep it that way?” 

    “That is a correct assessment,” Dahkal answered. 

    “And you’re the heir to the empire?” Harmon asked. 

    “Correct again…mostly,” Dahkal replied. “Technically, Gortal took the throne under false pretenses, so I’m actually the emperor now. However, he has claimed the throne, so I must kill him in combat and claim it for myself.” 

    “Wow,” Harmon said. “That’s a heavy burden to carry.” 

    “Yes,” Dahkal agreed, “but it must be carried all the same” 

    “Can I ask why your gate is closed to the public?” Harmon asked. 

    Dahkal nodded. “My race has always excelled in warfare. We were once one of the most feared and respected mercenary races in the galaxy. Most of the emperors tried their best to make sure only honorable contracts were taken and innocents weren’t harmed. Then, around eight thousand years ago Emperor Zootal was tricked into taking a contract that was on the wrong side of honorable.” 

    Dahkal sighed and rubbed the pointed nodules at the end of his chin. “Without realizing it, my race committed genocide so another race could take over a planet. Emperor Zootal was both furious and devastated when he found out the truth. But by then, it was too late. Innocent lives and an entire race of beings were gone. He did his best to regain the honor of our race and avenge the fallen race by hunting down those who tricked him. The non-military beings and the majority of their military forces were left alone, but every single commanding officer was killed, as well as the planetary leaders. They all had a part in it.” 

    Dahkal cleared his throat and continued. “Vengeance was served, and the wrong was made right, as much as it could be. The contract had been worded very carefully to fool us, and our race was in no way held accountable, but the blood was still on Emperor Zootal’s hands. At least, that’s how he felt. He became leery of accepting future contracts, and less and less were taken. Over time, almost none were accepted. 

    “Then, a little over seven thousand years ago, Emperor Devontal went out on a contract. It wasn’t uncommon for the emperor to go out on missions. We believe in leading from the front. They were waiting to enter the gate, when a trio of ships attacked a Bith vessel that was also in position to use the gate. Devontal did the only thing he could do. He destroyed the ships and saved the Bith vessel.” 

    “Holy squat,” Harmon exclaimed. “The other three ships attacked a Bith ship? That was stupid.” 

    “Indeed,” Dahkal agreed. “As it turned out, the head Bith Representative was onboard along with several other high-ranking Bith officials. They were on a diplomatic mission of sorts. They were so grateful for the assistance, they offered Emperor Devontal any contract of his choice. He chose to have our system’s gate removed from the public directory. That was the end of our mercenary way of life, though we have kept our military and our warriors to high standards. We are just as formidable as we ever were. More so even. 

    “Since then, only the heir to the empire has left the system. We leave on our Imperial Journey of Succession and return to rule with more knowledge and experience than we would have gained staying home. This happens every three to four hundred years or so, depending on how old the emperor is when his heir is hatched. The journey has always been part of the heir’s succession, even before the changes to the gate were made. Except now, there are many more obstacles to overcome. The same goes for the Imperial Battle of Ascension. It has always been practiced, and there have been times where it was necessary, such as the situation we’re in now.” 

    “Wait, wait,” Alex interjected, waving a hand in the air. “Three or four hundred years? How long do you guys live? For that matter, how old are you?” 

    “I was wondering the same thing,” Clip added. 

    “My race can live upward of six hundred years or longer,” Dahkal answered. “Some don’t make it past three hundred because they are in poor health. As with any other race, it depends on how well we maintain proper diet and exercise.” 

    “And your age?” Harmon asked. 

    “I am one hundred and nine standard years old,” Dahkal replied. “If you compare it to the average human life span, and I live to be five hundred, then I’m a fifth of the way into my life cycle.” 

    “So basically, you’re in your twenties,” Harmon surmised. “Around the same age as us.” He motioned to Clip. “Well, not really, but kind of.” 

    “Yes,” Dahkal responded. “If you want to look at it like that.” Dahkal looked at Reuan. “There are a few things in your story that don’t make sense. When I left, the council contacted me and asked where I would begin my journey. When I answered, I gave very specific instructions that the information was not to be given to anyone, or they would suffer grave consequences. Yet, you say Koshal had me followed.” 

    “Yes,” Reuan replied. “He had documentation to verify his claim.” 

    Dahkal shook his head. “There’s no way I was tailed and didn’t pick up on the ship. Not only that, there were no pirates in the Kragtron System. There isn’t enough traffic through there yet to warrant piracy. Not to mention the fact I was there for several months and never saw a single ship I thought might be a pirate ship.” He turned to Ryan. “In your time there, before my arrival, did you ever see or hear of any piracy in the system?” 

    “None,” Ryan answered. “Like you said, there wasn’t enough traffic to draw them in. I don’t think Thompson’s Hell Hounds would have put up with it. They would have used their battlecruiser to obliterate them.” 

    “So why would Koshal tell everyone I was dead?” Dahkal wondered aloud. “And why would he lie about having me followed? It doesn’t make sense. Even if I had been followed, nothing happened that would have given Koshal’s contacts reason to report my dea…” his sentence trailed off, and he fell into the back of his chair. 

    “What?” Reuan asked. “What is it?” 

    “Without Mercy, Inc.,” Dahkal answered. 

    “You mean those asshats who attacked you on Pergus?” Ryan asked. “You killed all but one, and he hasn’t been seen since.” 

    “Yes,” Dahkal replied. “But I gave him some flesh and scales he’d clawed from me in our fight. It was to be used as proof he had killed me and completed his contract. I did it to keep from having to fight off other mercenary companies who took the same contract. At the time, I believed it was the Black Cobras who hired him. Now, I believe I was wrong.” 

    “You think it was Koshal,” Reuan speculated. 

    “It would make sense,” Dahkal said. “Koshal deals with all the business beyond our gate. He’s the second highest ranking council member and one of the oldest living Sheingal. I believe it would be easy for him to create extremely good fake documentation even Maran, the elder council member, wouldn’t be able to deny. The question is why. Why would he want to have me killed?” 

    “Power,” Harmon answered. 

    “What power could he possibly gain from my death?” Dahkal asked. 

    “Well,” Harmon replied, “in Reuan’s story, it seemed like he was always around when bad things were going down.” 

    “Koshal has been close with my brother all his life,” Dahkal responded. 

    “It makes even more sense then,” Harmon said. “He probably saw he could manipulate your brother so he could get his own way; whereas with you, he couldn’t. When you left on your journey, he saw the perfect opportunity to place himself in a better position of power. Have you killed and get Gortal to kill your father, then he’s the right hand being of the emperor. Growing up, you were probably too close to the situation to notice it.” 

    Reuan slammed a fist on the table. The impact left a small dent in the steel. “I knew I hated that foul smelling, underhanded piece of excrement for a reason!” 

    Dahkal nodded. “It would seem your earlier perceptions of him were correct. I should have listened to you and not dismissed your intuitions.” 

    “What if you take all of this to Gortal?” Harmon asked. “If he learns the truth—that he was just a pawn—would he stop what he’s doing and step down?” 

    Dahkal snorted and shook his head. “Gortal is not the reasonable type. He won’t give up the throne now that he has it.” 

    Harmon’s face contorted in confusion, and he ran his hand through his hair. “But he isn’t the true emperor. Everyone was lied to. He killed your father. Your beings seem to take honor very seriously; he doesn’t appear to have any at all. Yet he sits on your throne. Aren’t you angry?” 

    Dahkal took a deep breath and stretched his wings in frustration. The answer to Harmon’s question was difficult for beings outside Shein to understand. “Of course I’m angry, Harmon,” he began, “but as I said before, the Battle of Ascension has been an honorable way to gain the throne for as long as there has been a throne to ascend to. I was believed to be dead; Gortal was next in line. His method of taking power may not be palatable to those not of our world, but he was within his rights and acted with honor in that regard. My father never would have allowed the fight to happen otherwise. In the end, he couldn’t bring himself to take the life of his own hatchling, and it cost him his life.” 

    He reached up and rubbed his eyes with his forefinger and thumb. The weight of the situation was daunting. “My brother’s tyranny and his plans for invading other systems without just cause, other than to show strength and power, are where his honor falls short. Koshal may have manipulated my brother into taking the throne, but Gortal is the one making the calls now.” He pointed at Reuan. “Calls like the one where he forced my sister to execute an entire family. These are not the actions of an honorable emperor, fit to rule our system.” 

    “No,” Harmon agreed and looked Dahkal in the eyes. “They’re the actions of a bully. I don’t like bullies.” 

    “Nor do I,” Dahkal responded. “Which is why I have to invoke the right of the Battle of Ascension. This is the true reason for its existence. However, this is all mere speculation. I need proof of Koshal’s actions before I can act.” 

    Alex raised his hand and asked, “Any idea where the being from Without Mercy, Inc. is now? He might have some information you could use.” 

    Dahkal shook his head. “The last I saw of him, his ship was on autopilot, heading for The Gas Station in the Kragtron System. I assume he got the medical care he needed and went home. He was a Caldivar, so my guess would be he is on the Caldivar home planet.” 

    “Perhaps I can be of assistance,” Jayneen said from the overhead speaker. “Do you happen to know the Caldivar’s name?” 

    “I do,” Dahkal answered. “His name is Garickle.” 

    “One moment, please,” Jayneen said. After a moment, she said, “The mercenary company Without Mercy, Inc. is no longer active, and the license has been cancelled. The frigate registered to the company has been sold and is no longer an asset.” 

    “So, he’s in the wind,” Ryan said. 

    “I do not understand your statement, Ryan,” Jayneen replied. “How can a Caldivar be in the wind? He would be much too heavy for the wind to pick up unless there was a very strong storm. In that case, he would be thrown for a distance, then be on the ground again.” 

    Ryan sighed and rubbed his temples. “You’re as bad as Dahkal. I didn’t mean it literally. It’s a phrase. It just means we don’t know where he is now.” 

    “Would it not have been easier to say that in the first place?” Jayneen retorted. 

    “So it would seem,” Ryan sighed. 

    Several of the beings in the room laughed at the interaction. It helped break the tension a bit. 

    “Did you get anything on the name?” Dahkal asked. 

    “I have seventy-two matches for the name Garickle,” Jayneen replied. “Only one of which I believe to be a viable lead.” 

    “Why is that?” Harmon asked. 

    “Because it belongs to the only being who recently purchased a new ship,” Jayneen answered. “The home and hover vehicles registered to this particular Garickle, on the planet Caldivar, have been deemed abandoned. There is also a new business license registered in that name—a butcher shop.” 

    “What system and planet are the license with?” Dahkal asked. He was starting to feel hopeful. He really needed to get some answers. 

    “Here, on Salvage,” Jayneen answered. “The shop is located in Bank Town, only a few city blocks from Our Bar and Grill.” She pulled up the digital image of the being associated with the business license on the tri-v display. 

    “Well, how about that,” Ryan exclaimed. “It’s him alright. I recognize him from the security video of your fight on Pergus.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “That’s him. He must have come here to hide from Koshal. He’s a liability.” Dahkal looked up at the speaker on the ceiling since he wasn’t really sure where he should look when he addressed Jayneen. “Thank you for your help, Commander Jayneen. It is most appreciated.” 

    “You are welcome, Dahkal,” Jayneen replied. “Would you prefer I call you Emperor? Or Emperor Dahkal?” 

    Dahkal shook his head rapidly. “Dahkal is perfectly fine, Commander. No need to be formal. Besides, I’m not the emperor right now.” 

    “Very well, Dahkal,” Jayneen replied. “In that case, please feel free to refer to me as Jayneen.” 

    “Thank you, Jayneen,” Dahkal said, with a smile. “I will do so.” 

    He looked over at Ryan and his crew. “How do you all feel about a trip down to the planet?” 

    They each gave him their version of a smile and nodded. They couldn’t see Hunai’s face through his environmental helmet, but the vigor with which his helmet nodded was evidence that he was smiling as well. He was a Warvat, a rodent-like race from Vatinik. They lived underground and had to wear special environmental suits to keep them safe from light. His race was deathly allergic to most types of lighting, though a few types of artificial light were ok. He was the comms officer of the Emerald Dragons and had also been a member of Alex’s team. 

    Harmon stood and said, “I think I’ll tag along, if that’s alright with you, Dahkal.” 

    “Absolutely,” Dahkal replied. “It’s your planet after all.”  

    “Thanks,” Hamon said, “but there’s something I haven’t told you yet.” He went on to explain his conversation with Representative Garlog. 

    “So, I’m willing to bet your pal, Koshal, was the one who called looking for the slate’s location,” Harmon theorized. “I’m also willing to bet every credit I have that this Garickle is the owner of said slate.” 

    “I believe you would win that bet,” Dahkal responded. 

    “Frost,” Clip said. “Once you deal with this butcher merc, you have to go home and kill your own brother. Who, by the way, looks big enough to make even you look small. Frost! That’s crazy. And you plan on taking back your system with only a crew of eight? On a frigate?” He shook his head. “You’re going to be a ship of fools.” 

    Dahkal laughed. “Not quite, Commander. I have a heavy battlecruiser being built as we speak. And yes, Gortal is very large. The largest Sheingal ever on record as a matter of fact.” Dahkal grinned confidently. “Yet he has never beaten me in a fight.” The statement made Clip’s eyes widen in surprise. 

    Dahkal turned to Harmon. “With your permission, President Tomeral, I would like to post a help wanted ad for all positions and hire a crew from Salvage to take into battle. Your friend is right, a crew of eight is not enough for what we might face.” 

    “First,” Harmon replied, “call me Harmon. And second, absolutely. Hire whoever you need and is willing to apply. Just be up front and honest about your mission in the ad and in their contracts.” 

    “Thank you, Harmon,” Dahkal said. “I will be honest in the ad. However, some information can only be made available to hired-on crew members.” 

    “Sounds reasonable to me,” Harmon said. 

    Kyla rose from her seat, and immediately all eyes turned to her. She waved a hand to indicate the crew of the Emerald Dragons. “Aside from your sister, I see your crew is entirely male. Is this by design?” 

    “No,” Dahkal answered. He had never really given it much thought. “It sort of just happened. It wasn’t intentional.” 

    “Then you are open to having female crew members and officers?” Kyla asked. 

    Dahkal wasn’t sure where the little Leethog was going with her questions, but he figured it wouldn’t hurt to answer her. “Not in the least,” he replied. “To be honest, females excel at some positions over males. I don’t believe either gender is superior to the other.” 

    “Good,” Kyla said with a smile. “Then I will choose your engineering crew myself.” She looked over Dahkal’s current crew members and narrowed her eyes. “An all-male crew gets into trouble and plays too much. I will make sure you have several female Leethog to keep them in line.” 

    Dahkal opened his mouth to tell her he was perfectly capable of choosing his own crew, but she shot him a look that made him think twice. Instead, he smiled and said, “Thank you, Kyla. I welcome your expertise and will gladly accept your help. However, my own engineer, Ranga, will have the final say in all aspects of the powerplants and the engines. He’ll also have the final say as to whether or not we hire your suggested beings, but we will consider them before interviewing others for the positions.” 

    Ranga, a Deetah, looked up at Kyla and nodded to her. At three feet tall, he was a small being, so his wide, flat head barely rose above the tabletop. His specialty was more on the side of designing, building, programming, and repairing equipment. He was yet another member of Alex’s team prior to being hired by Dahkal and Ryan. 

    “That is acceptable,” Kyla replied and smiled back at him. She sat back down with a satisfied air about her. 

    “That was a smart move,” Bahroot said in Dahkal’s earpiece. The young being sounded like he was whispering and didn’t want Kyla to hear him. “Kyla is the youngest princess of Leethog. She was even queen for two weeks. That’s why the Bith had to leave this gate open. Uncle Harmon left out that part of his story earlier. She’s used to getting her way and can be kinda bossy. Well, most of the female Leethog can be that way. That’s why I’m whispering. I don’t want her to yell at me. Don’t tell her I said anything. The females pretty much run the show on their planet. The males like to take things apart and get into trouble. But they’re really good at their jobs and are awesome beings. You won’t be disappointed.” 

    “Thank you for the information,” Dahkal murmured with a smile. 

    “You’re welcome,” Bahroot replied. 

    “Harmon,” Dahkal said, “may I use your comm system to make a call? I need to have some changes made to the ship Mike and Mike are building for me before it gets too far along.” 

    “Sure,” Harmon answered. “Hey, Jayneen, would you call Mike and Mike, please?” 

    “Connecting you now, Harmon,” Jayneen replied. 

    The tri-v activated, and the faces of Mike Melton and Mike Bradford appeared on the screen. Melton, with a coffee cup in his hand, looked over his glasses through the screen, and Bradford had a cigar stuck in the corner of his mouth. 

    “Hey there, Commodore,” Melton greeted Harmon. “What can we do for you? I see you have a room full of beings there.” 

    “I do,” Harmon replied. “But I’m actually not the one calling you. I believe you know my friend Dahkal.” 

    Sure do,” Bradford answered and looked at Dahkal. “Working on your ship now. She’s going to be a different sorta ship, that’s for damn sure.” 

    “My ship is why I’m calling you,” Dahkal said. “Have you started on the engines, powerplants, and shield generators yet?” 

    Confused looks formed n Bradford’s and Melton’s faces. “No, not yet,” Melton answered.” He looked at Bradford and shrugged. 

    “Supposed to get to messing with that stuff next week,” Bradford said. “Finishing up a few other things first. Why? You wanting to make some last-minute changes? Might cost you a little more.” 

    “Credit is no issue,” Reuan replied and held up her mother’s mini slate. 

    Dahkal regarded the device with curiosity. “What is this?” he asked. 

    “Mother’s slate,” she replied. “It has access to her and father’s personal accounts and several others Koshal and Gortal do not know about.” She tossed it to him. “I think she would want you to have it, given the circumstances.” 

    Dahkal caught the device and held it in his palm. He accessed it, and his eyes bulged when he saw the amount of available credit. He already had access to the imperial funds, but who knew how long his access codes would remain valid? After all, he was presumed dead. They could be cancelled any minute. Or perhaps, because he was thought to be dead, cancelling the codes wouldn’t occur to them. He wondered if his initial down payment for the ship had been noticed yet. It had occurred after his supposed death. After a brief moment of thought, he dismissed the notion. Reuan would have said something. She had still been in their home system at the time and would know if they had noticed. 

    Dahkal turned to look at Harmon. “Can I trust them?” 

    Harmon nodded. “If you trust me, you can trust them.” 

    “Good enough,” Dahkal replied, then turned back to the men on the tri-v. “Charge what you must. Credit is no issue. I’m going to send you an encrypted information packet containing designs for all the aforementioned ship systems. They should easily integrate into the ship’s current design. If it costs more credit, so be it. The information I’m sending you is not to be put into your regular production or replicated without my permission. Also, I will need you to finish the ship sooner, rather than later.” 

    “Commodore, what’s he talking about?” Bradford asked, looking at Harmon. “Is this some kind of joke?” 

    “It’s no joke, guys,” Harmon replied. “Do me a favor and do as he asks. Stop production on everything else you’re working on and get Dahkal’s ship finished, including the changes he’s sending you. It’s a long, complicated story, and I’m sure you’ll be filled in later, but right now, we need that ship finished.” 

    “Say no more, Commodore,” Melton replied. “Dahkal, send us the info, and we’ll get it done.” 

    Dahkal nodded and sent the information packet from his slate. Both men’s eyes widened as they looked over the data. 

    “That’s one hell of an upgrade,” Bradford exclaimed. 

    “It is,” Dahkal agreed. “I also sent you a file with missile and missile launcher designs, as well as designs for the main lasers. I want to use my kind of missiles in the loadout, except for the first two salvos. I want to use Salvage style missiles for those. They have greater range, and that could be the deciding factor in a battle.” 

    “You got it,” Bradford said. “We’ll let you know when she’s ready. If there’s nothing else, we’ll be going now. We’ve got a lot of work to do.” 

    “Nothing more, thank you,” Dahkal replied. 

    “No problem,” Melton said, and he cut the call. 

    Dahkal turned to Harmon with a black, toothy grin. “Shall we take your ship or mine to the planet?” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Dahkal, Ryan, Reuan, the members of the Emerald Dragons, and Harmon, accompanied by Clip, Zerith, and Big Jon, rounded the corridor of the Merc’s Hub. They were approaching the entry hatch to Dahkal’s frigate when a couple of familiar figures came into view. Phil and Leila were waiting for them at the ship’s entrance. 

    Phil reached out a hand and Dahkal grasped it firmly. “I’m sorry, son,” Phil said. “I wish there was something I could do to fix it. But all I can do is be here for you. You need anything, you just ask.” 

    “Thank you,” Dahkal replied. “For everything. Reuan told me how you helped her and about everything that happened on The Gas Station. I owe you one.” 

    “You don’t owe me anything,” Phil responded. “I was the one who owed you. Still don’t think we’re quite even, but I don’t ‘spect I’ll ever feel that way.” 

    Leila squeezed in between them and wrapped her arms around Dahkal’s waist in a tight hug. “I’m so sorry to hear about your daddy and your friend, Honey.” She looked up at him and asked, “Are you ok?” 

    Dahkal chuckled and returned the embrace. “Yes, Leila. I’ll be ok. I’m angry, and I hurt inside, but I’ll be ok. 

    “I know you will,” she replied. “You’re strong.” 

    Dahkal looked around the corridor as if someone else should be there. “Where are the children?” 

    “They’re back on Earth with their parents,” Leila answered. “It’s time for school, so it’ll be a while before they’re back out here with us again.” 

    “Probably for the best right now,” Dahkal surmised. 

    “President Tomeral,” Phil said, tipping his hat. “Nice to meet you in the flesh.” 

    “Likewise,” Harmon replied and reached out to shake Phil’s hand. 

    Phil shook Harmon’s hand and looked over the group of mixed beings. “So, where y’all off to? We’ve been wandering around the station looking to see if I can make some new transport contacts. Turns out this place is a damned gold mine. I already got three offers today.” 

    “Gold mine,” Dahkal repeated. “That reminds me.” He turned and looked at Alex. “Alex, can you take the crew and go look for a mining company? I trust your judgment. Look for a well-established company with experience and good references. I’ll take Ryan and Monday with me to the planet.” 

    “Sure,” Alex answered. “Anything else you need me to do?” 

    Dahkal thought for a moment, then laughed. “Yeah, make sure you let them know about the little problem inside the mountain. We don’t want to repeat history. Carnivorous mountain worms are a nasty surprise; I don’t care who you are.” 

    “OK, when do you want them to head out and start work?” Alex asked. 

    “Immediately,” Dahkal answered. “I don’t want to waste any time or allow someone to slip in and steal our claim.” 

    He turned to Phil and Leila. “Do you think you could stay with them in case they need to go anywhere? We have a shuttle, but it’s still clamped to the hull of the frigate.” 

    “No problem,” Phil replied. “I’ll take them anywhere they need to go. You go handle your business.” 

    Dahkal nodded to Phil and said, “Thank you.” 

    The group split into two, and Alex led his team away to hunt down a mining company, while Dahkal led his group through the entry hatch and into his ship. Upon entering the ship, Dahkal noticed Harmon, Clip, Zerith, and Big Jon taking in their surroundings. They appeared to be impressed with the quality of his ship, and it made him smile. 

    “The ship was completely overhauled prior to my departure,” Dahkal said as they entered the common area. 

    “I was going to say it looks brand new,” Harmon replied, then stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes were locked onto something in particular. 

    Dahkal followed his gaze and saw he was looking at the massive emerald encased on common room table. “Impressive isn’t it?” Dahkal asked. 

    “Very,” Harmon agreed. “Is that an emerald?” 

    “The largest I have ever seen,” Dahkal responded. 

    “I see where you got your mercenary company name from,” Clip said. 

    “See?” Ryan asked, nudging Dahkal. “I told you it made perfect sense.” Ryan looked at Clip and added, “Speaking of which, I owe you a fist bump.” He stuck his fist out, and Clip bumped his own fist into it. 

    “He’s totally a dragon,” Clip said. 

    “What is a dragon?” Reuan asked with a confused look on her face. 

    Dahkal shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You’ll see,” he replied. “The bridge is this way,” he added and waved for the rest to follow him. He could hear Big Jon hiss with laughter behind him. 

    “Well, this is it,” Dahkal said as they entered the bridge. “Harmon, would you like to take the command chair, as you are the highest ranked being on the ship?” 

    Harmon reeled at the question and shook his head. “I’m honored you would offer up command of your own ship, but no thank you. This is your ship, so you command. I’m fine in the co-pilot’s seat.” He looked at Monday. “Unless that’s your spot.” 

    “Hell, no,” Monday replied with a jerk of his head. “I ain’t a pilot. Not on a ship anyway. I can pilot a mech all day long, but I can’t fly any better than a sack of wet hammers. Nope, you can have that seat. I’ll stay right here on the defensive station where I belong.” 

    “Then I’ll take the co-pilot’s place next to Ryan,” Harmon said. 

    “Commander,” Dahkal said to Clip, “I would appreciate it if you would take the tactical station.” 

    “No problem, dude,” Clip responded and took the position. “You don’t mind if I look around on this thing, do you?” 

    “Not in the least,” Dahkal replied. “Your son has a full scan of the ship and its operating systems if you would like to take a deeper look sometime. I don’t mind.” 

    “Sweet,” came Clip’s reply. He immediately started looking into the ship’s systems and feeding his curiosity. 

    “I will be down in engineering if you need me,” Reuan stated. “I want to look over the work Ranga has done and make sure everything is as it should be.” She gave a brief wave and turned to head back the way they had come. 

    “I think I will join her if that isss acceptable,” Zerith said and turned in Reuan’s direction. 

    “Fine by me,” Reuan replied. “I could use a hand or two.” 

    “Excellent,” Zerith said with a bit of excitement in his voice as he followed behind Reuan. “I would very much like to sssee the enginesss and powerplantsss.” 

    Dahkal turned to Big Jon as Ryan and Harmon ran through the startup procedures and necessary pre-flight diagnostics. “You are welcome to take the offensive weapons station next to Monday, Big Jon.” 

    “Thank you, sir,” Big Jon replied. “I think I’ll do that since there are no other beings on the ship.” 

    “No need to say, sir; Dahkal is fine,” Dahkal remarked. 

    “Old habits are hard to break,” Big Jon retorted with a shrug. 

    “Wow, this setup is impressive,” Harmon stated. “It’s like being in an oversized fighter instead of a frigate. You can do everything from here.” 

    “Precisely,” Dahkal responded. “I never planned to have a crew on board. I had it set up so I could fly it alone.” He looked at Ryan. “But nothing ever goes according to plan. After I met Ryan and we had our first battle in space, we quickly realized we needed a full crew.” A second later, he added, “Though, to be honest, I never intended to fight this craft in battle. It was only meant as a means of transport and housing.” 

    “Yeah, but she’s a tough little ship,” Ryan responded and gave the console a pat. “All systems are good, man. You want me to detach and get us underway?” 

    Dahkal activated the ship’s internal comm system. “We are about to be on our way, Reuan. How does it look down there?” 

    “Good to go,” she replied. “We’re just making some minor adjustments. You won’t notice.” 

    Dahkal gave Ryan the signal, and Winged Fury detached from the station. Salvage Title followed. 

    Once they were clear of the station and well on the way to the planet Salvage, a thought occurred to Dahkal, and he excused himself for a moment. As he exited the bridge, he called Reuan and Zerith over the internal comm system and asked them to rejoin the rest for a moment. 

    Several minutes later, Dahkal stepped back onto the bridge and found Reuan and Zerith waiting for him with everyone else. They all had surprised looks on their faces as they stared at him. Dahkal carried a large container under one arm and a stack of steel cups in his hand. Between his teeth was a small, steel cylinder with a handled rod sticking out of one end. The end opposite the rod had a locking mechanism topped by a rubber hose that protruded from the side with a nozzle on the end of it. Gripped in his other hand was a large, cylindrical steel container with a rubber seal in the top center. 

    “Are we having a keg party?” Monday asked with a smile. 

    Dahkal set the large cylinder down next to his command chair and removed the device from his mouth. “Of sorts,” he replied. 

    He connected the smaller cylinder to the top of the keg and twisted it to lock it in place. Then he pumped the rod up and down several times until it became harder to push. Dahkal filled each steel cup with the cold, amber liquid he loved so much and handed one to everyone, except Reuan. She politely declined and ran to the galley and returned with something from the replicator. 

    Dahkal opened the container next. Inside was the last of the food Aarontal had prepared for him. The perishables, of course, had long ago been eaten. What remained was a bag of jerky and a small bag of dehydrated otar berries. He extracted both bags and handed out the jerky until everyone but Zerith had a piece. There were a few pieces left in the bag. He stowed them away for Alex, Brawlt, and Ranga to have when he saw them next. 

    “I know you cannot ingest meat, my friend,” Dahkal said and handed Zerith the other bag. “I offer you these otar berries instead. The berry itself is very sour, but these are coated in a sweetener. They are a delicious snack.” 

    “Thank you very much,” Zerith replied and opened the bag. He held it up to his nose and inhaled the berries’ aroma. “I was due for a sssnack, and thessse sssmell deliciousss.” 

    Dahkal picked up his cup and serving of jerky. “I would like to raise a glass with you all in honor of the fallen,” he announced. “Also, the food I gave you is the last of a gift from Aarontal. He made a care package for me before my departure. If he were here now, he would insist I share with everyone. Dahkal raised his cup and turned slowly as he spoke. 

    “To my father.” He looked at Reuan. “Our father, the greatest emperor Sheinrah has ever seen. His life was unjustly taken far too soon by his own flesh and blood. He deserved a better death.” 

    Dahkal closed his eyes and took a breath to tame his emotions before he spoke again. “To Aarontal, whose bravery and loyalty laid the path on which we now walk to right the many wrongs the beings of Shein are facing. We mourn their deaths but celebrate their lives.” 

    “And,” Reuan interjected before anyone could tip their drinks back, “to the innocent civilian Sheingal who have lost their lives to Gortal’s tyrannical ways. May they be avenged and never forgotten.” 

    Dahkal nodded at his sister. “And to the innocent, who will be avenged.” 

    Everyone drank. Dahkal drained his cup and poured another. He looked around and smiled. Everyone was enjoying the jerky. Zerith appeared to be very pleased with the otar berries. Reuan walked over to him and took another drink from her cup before she spoke. 

    “Do you think we can really do this?” she asked. “Can we invade our own system and take it back from Gortal?” 

    Dahkal looked down at her. Her eyes were full of uncertainty, but there was also an equal amount of determination in them. He smiled. “We are Sheingal, Reuan. We will succeed or die trying. Better to fail and die in the pursuit of justice than to live in shame and dishonor.” 

    “I hoped you’d say that,” Reuan replied with her own smile. 

    Clip walked over to refill his cup. “Hey man,” he said, “this stuff is really good. Where’d you get it?” 

    “Brad’s Brews in the Kragtron System,” Dahkal answered. 

    “Squat,” Clip said with disappointment. “That’s a long way to go for a beer run.” 

    “Not to worry, my friend,” Dahkal responded. “A new location is being constructed in the Merc’s Hub as we speak. Ryan and I saw it not too long ago before we left on our contract.” 

    “Sweet!” Clip exclaimed. “I’ll definitely be adding it to the supply list for Salvage Title.” He looked up at Reuan and Dahkal, and his facial features softened. “Hey, I just want you guys to know I’m really sorry about your father and your friend.” 

    Clip motioned to Harmon who was laughing and having a conversation with Ryan. “We know what it’s like to lose your parents. We both lost ours in the worst sandstorm Joth has ever seen. After that, we grew up in an orphanage. Every day, it felt like it was us against the world. But together, we made it this far, and now it’s us against entire systems sometimes.” He laughed at his own realization. A large grin crossed his face. “But we always kick the other guy’s ass in the end. You will too.” 

    “I had no idea about your parents,” Dahkal admitted. “I’m sorry for your loss. Truly. I don’t know how I would have turned out if not for my father’s guidance and my mother’s compassion.” 

    “It was tough,” Clip confessed. “To be honest, I probably wouldn’t have made it without Harmon. He always had my back, no matter what.” He looked away in thought for a moment before he spoke again. “You guys have each other, and your mom is still out there. Not to mention you have friends willing to face death by your side without question. Don’t forget that when it seems like the squat has hit the fan.” 

    Dahkal chuckled. “You certainly have a way with words Clip Kolget. It’s not often I understand a human turn of phrase, but I think I understand you perfectly.” 

    “Good,” Clip replied. 

    Dahkal noticed Zerith peeling a strange bright fruit over Clip’s shoulder. “What sort of fruit is that?” he asked. “It looks absolutely delicious.” 

    Zerith ambled over while still peeling the fruit. “It isss a Joobla. It isss quite tasssty. Would you like to try a piece? Though, I mussst warn you, most other beingsss find it to be very ssspicy.” 

    Clip’s eyes widened, and Harmon shot up from his seat when Zerith said the word “Joobla,” Big Jon hissed with laughter as he and Monday ended their conversation and walked over as well. Ryan set the ship to autopilot because he wanted to see what the fuss was all about. 

    Dahkal studied the fruit for a short moment, shrugged, and said, “I like the Prithmar beer just fine. I don’t see how a fruit can be any worse.” Then, before anyone could warn him further, he stabbed two slices with his claw and popped them into his mouth. 

    Clip, Harmon, and Big Jon watched intently as Dahkal ate the fruit. The rest of the crew didn’t know what the deal was, so they watched as well. Zerith simply continued to eat. 

    Dahkal rolled the fruit around his mouth for a moment, and the juices covered his tongue and the insides of his cheeks. He chewed the Joobla and swallowed. He was about to ask what the big deal was when his mouth began to warm up. 

    “Oh,” he said. “It…it heats up a bit after…” He shook his head sucked in a breath of cold air to cool his tongue. “After a minute.” Tears started to form in his eyes as the heat intensified, and he shook his head again. “Wow…that’s…that’s more heat than I ex…expected.” 

    “You alright there, Toothless?” Ryan asked, with a huge grin on his face. “You look a little uncomfortable.” 

    The burning in Dahkal’s mouth seemed to intensify with every breath he took. “I…I’m fine,” he stammered. “Just…need…a…minute…to…” He couldn’t take it anymore. He stomped his foot and put his hands on his hips and tilted his head back. “IT BURNS! WHAT IN DAMNATION DID YOU FEED ME, ZERITH?” 

    “A Joobla,” Zerith replied as he licked juice from his claws. “I told you mossst other beingsss find it too ssspicy.” 

    “SPICY MY ASS!” Dahkal howled. “THERE ISN’T A WORD TO DESCRIBE THIS! IT BURNS! IT’S FIRE! MY MOUTH IS ON FIRE! EVERY BREATH I TAKE, I FEEL LIKE I’M BREATHING FIRE!” 

    “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Ryan asked. “I didn’t catch that.” 

    “I SAID I’M BREATHING FIRE! MY MOUTH IS ON FIRE!” Dahkal repeated in agony. 

    “Yeeessss!” Ryan exclaimed and threw his hands in the air. “You all heard him!” He spun and pointed at Dahkal. “I told you! I told you the first day I met you! Lady and gentle beings…I give you a FIRE BREATHING DRAGON!” Everyone burst out laughing. 

    “Curse you, Ryan!” Dahkal yelled and grabbed the nozzle to the keg. He stuck it in his mouth and opened it to full flow. He guzzled huge mouthfuls, swishing it around in his mouth before swallowing, trying to ease the pain. When his tongue finally stopped melting in his mouth, he joined the others in laughter. Next time, he would ask more questions before ingesting a foreign fruit that was labeled as “spicy.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Dahkal and Harmon walked through Bank Town side by side with the others close behind. The opal effect of Dahkal’s and Reuan’s scales was on full display in the bright sunshine. The town was actually more of a city than a town. More and more business were opening on Salvage every day as more and more beings relocated to the new system. 

    Several times, they had to stop because a being wanted to shake Harmon’s hand. Dahkal was anxious to get to their destination, but he understood the responsibilities that came with leadership. He saw a lot of his father’s leadership qualities in Harmon. His father had never once ignored a citizen. He always clasped wrists with them and listened to what they had to say. The citizens of Shein loved him because he never acted as if he were better than, or above, them. Every Sheingal was equal in his eyes and everyone deserved the same chances in life. As long as they were willing to do their parts for what they wanted, that is. Nothing in life is free, and he believed every being must first attempt to help themselves before expecting another to help them. 

    Dahkal also received plenty of attention, though it wasn’t the same kind Harmon got. The same old gawks, stares, and expressions of fear and surprise still found him, even on Salvage. Whether it was because he was such an oddity in the galaxy as far as races went, due to his physical size and appearance, or because most beings seemed to associate him with some sort of deity of death, he wasn’t sure. Not every being reacted that way, but there were enough for him to take notice. Beings also stared at Reuan, but it wasn’t the same. Their group passed Our Bar and Grill and continued a few more blocks until they found what they were looking for. The sign above the business read, “The Perfect Cut.” 

    Dahkal harumphed. “The irony of a ruthless ex-mercenary retiring to run a butcher shop is almost too much to handle.” 

    “I never even thought of that,” Ryan replied with a smirk. “Didn’t you say he was planning to kill his team and take their share of the contract?” 

    “Yup,” Dahkal answered. “He’s an honorless coward, hiding from his fate.” 

    “In that case,” Harmon said in, “let’s help fate find him.” He opened the door. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Garickle was wiping down the top of his display case when he heard the front door chime. He looked up and saw none other than Harmon Tomeral, the president of Salvage System, walk through his door. Immediately behind him, three more human males, a Leethog, and a Prithmar also entered. But the sight of the next two figures nearly stopped his heart. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Dahkal was the last to enter the shop. His eyes immediately locked onto Garickle’s as the Caldivar’s smile and excitement visibly faded the instant Dahkal came into the establishment. Dahkal narrowed his eyes, bared his fangs, and spread his wings a bit. It made him appear much larger and more intimidating. He maintained eye contact, reached out, and dragged his claws down the glass display case. He stopped when movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. 

    For the first time since entering, Dahkal broke his gaze with Garickle. He looked in the direction of the movement. To his surprise, he saw three adolescent Caldivar—two females and one male—sitting with an adult female at a table. It appeared they were preparing to have a meal. A plate with a larger helping had been placed in front of a vacant seat. The younglings stared at Dahkal with fear in their young eyes. Their mother’s face bore a look of not only fear, but of recognition. 

    She knows who I am. He must have told her what happened on Pergus, Dahkal thought. He relaxed as much as possible and softened his glare. There was no need to frighten younglings. They had done nothing wrong. He wasn’t the monster he appeared to be, until he needed to be. He offered them a smile and a nod, which appeared to help, but not much. 

    “Sorry to interrupt your lunch, everyone,” Harmon said before the situation became more awkward. He turned to Garickle and held out his hand. “I’m President Tomeral. You must be Garickle.” 

    Uneasily, Garickle reached out and briefly shook Harmon’s hand. “I-I am,” he replied. His voice cracked as he spoke. “It’s n-nice to meet you, s-sir.” Two of his eyes darted from Harmon to his family. The third stayed focused on Dahkal. 

    “I believe you already know my friend here,” Harmon continued and gestured to Dahkal. 

    “Dahkal,” Garickle replied in a flat, emotionless tone. It was clear he had never expected to see the Sheingal being again. 

    “Garickle, my friend,” Dahkal said, with a smile, “what are the odds of us bumping into each other like this?” 

    Garickle swallowed, and his eyes continued to dart back and forth. “Very slim, I’m sure. Near impossible, I would say.” 

    “Yes,” Dahkal agreed, “but very fortunate all the same. Do you have a place where we might speak in private? We have some…business…we would like to discuss with you.” 

    “It is of a military nature, you see,” Harmon added, “so the less civilian ears, the better.” He indicated Garickle’s family and turned to Garickle’s wife. “No offense meant, Mrs…” 

    “Sandrick,” Sandrick replied with a smile. “And none taken, President Tomeral. Some things are best not heard by those who don’t need to know.” 

    Harmon smiled. “The wise words of a seasoned military wife.” 

    “We can speak in the back room,” Garickle offered before the conversation could continue. 

    “Perfect,” Dahkal replied with a smile, and he locked eyes with Garickle again. 

    Garickle moved to the back room entrance and stepped to the side to allow everyone entry. Dahkal turned to Monday, but before he could say a word, the man nodded, returned to the front door, switched the “Open” sign to “Closed,” and took up a post. Dahkal nodded his approval. The rest of them entered the back room. Big Jon immediately cleared the area and took a post at the rear entrance. Nobody would be entering or leaving the shop without going through Monday or Big John, neither of which would be an easy feat. 

    Garickle closed the door behind them and spoke as he turned to face his “guests.” “Thank you for not ma…ghhh-ugh…” 

    Garickle’s words were choked off as Dahkal wrapped his massive hand around his throat and lifted him off the ground. 

    In a stunned tone, Clip said, “Dude just picked up a Caldivar with one hand.” 

    “I see that,” Harmon replied, nearly as stunned as his friend. 

    Dahkal glared into Garickle’s lower eyes. “You have some explain…” He was interrupted by both his and Ryan’s slates ringing. 

    “It’s Alex,” Ryan informed him as he looked at his slate. He looked up at Garickle, who was still suspended in the air, struggling to breathe. “Excuse us for a moment, please. Don’t go anywhere.” He answered the call. “What’s up, Alex? I’ve got you on visual, and Dahkal can hear you in his earpiece.” 

    “Hey guys, what up?” Alex responded. “Is everything ok? It sounds like someone is choking or something.” 

    “Yeah,” Ryan replied. “Dahkal’s holding that Caldivar in the air by his throat.” 

    “Oh,” Alex replied. “That makes sense. Anyway, I think I found a good mining company. It didn’t take long to get a ton of applications. Apparently, newly opened systems end up with a gaggle of mining companies looking to stake claims on the new worlds and moons and stuff. Like I said, it wasn’t hard to find companies looking for a contract.” 

    “That’s good news for us,” Ryan replied. “So, the one you’re looking at checks out ok?” 

    “Yeah,” Alex answered. “These guys have been in business for about ten years and have great reviews and references. The name of the company is Rock Raiders. I just spent like three hours digging up everything I can on them via the net. I really think they’ll work out. I told them about the little pest problem we have, and they said it’s not an uncommon issue. They have several methods of dealing with it. 

    “I can get them for twelve percent of the profit if you guys are alright with that. They asked for twenty percent at first, but I got them down. I already have a good contract drawn up.” 

    “That number work for you?” Ryan asked, looking at Dahkal. 

    Dahkal nodded up and down and side to side simultaneously. Garickle still struggled in his grasp, and he tightened his grip. “I believe it’s fair, considering what we know is there. Agree to that percentage for six months. We’ll evaluate their work at the end of that time. Also, do not agree to give them the sole contract for the work. We may need to hire multiple companies in the long run.” 

    “Sounds good,” Alex replied. “I’ll get it done and get them going. I’ll forward you guys the contract when I’m done. Oh, and Captain Phil said he wants to talk to you about a contract for transporting the raw materials to whoever we sell it to when you get a chance.” 

    Dahkal chucked. “Tell him he already has the contract; no need to talk about it.” 

    Alex smiled. “You got it, Boss. Out here.” He cut the call. 

    Harmon stepped closer and said, “I have a Yalteen NCO whose family runs a mining company here in the system if you’re interested. I’m sure they would love to get their hands on some new real estate.” 

    Dahkal smiled at him. “I’ll be sure to get that information from you when we’re done here.” He turned his attention back to Garickle as Reuan walked up beside him. 

    She leaned in to get a closer look at the struggling Caldivar. “He looks like he’s changing color. Maybe you should put him down now.” 

    “Yeah,” Clip agreed. “I think he’s doing the Caldivar’s equivalent of turning blue.” 

    Ryan patted Dahkal on the back. “Means he can’t breathe, big guy.” 

    Dahkal released a low growl and glared at his prey. “I’m aware of his current respiratory issues.” He set Garickle down on his feet and snatched him forward. Dahkal touched his scaled snout to Garickle’s elongated nose. Through gritted teeth he said, “I want to know who gave you the contract for my life. I want to know everything. If I don’t get what I want, you won’t have to worry about not being able to breathe.” He shoved Garickle back with a snarl and released him. 

    Garickle hacked and coughed as he stumbled back. He caught his breath, and his face returned to its normal color. When he composed himself, he said, “As I was trying to say before, thank you for not causing a scene in front of my younglings and wife. I’ve always done my best to keep them out of the way of my mercenary work.” He shook his head in regret. “I should never have accepted his contract. Dahmoot tried to tell me he didn’t have a good feeling about it.” 

    “The Yalteen,” Dahkal recalled. 

    Garickle nodded and looked at the floor. “My best friend. We started Without Mercy, Inc. together.” 

    “Friend?” Dahkal asked in disbelief. “How can you stand before me and claim he was your friend? You openly admitted to plotting to kill your whole team so you could collect all the profits for yourself. You’re nothing more than an honorless coward!” 

    Anger flared in Garickle’s eyes, and he straightened up to his full height and clenched his fists. “I am no such thing! He was my friend! They all were!” he shouted. “What was I supposed to say when you killed Mark and Dwayne like that? Then you slaughtered Dahmoot like an animal. I couldn’t just fall to my knees in grief. I had a job to do. I said what I said to save face in the moment. You can’t show weakness before a fight, or you’ve already lost.” 

    Dahkal crossed his arms over his massive, black chest and flexed his wings. “I agree you’re right about not showing weakness before battle. But do you expect me to take your word? Come now, you can’t honestly believe I would do that.” 

    Garickle took a deep breath and released it. He looked around the room in search of something, then walked over to a bookshelf. He reached up and took down a tattered slate from the top. He activated it and accessed a file, then sent it to a large screen in the room. On the screen were dozens and dozens of scrolling photos of the members of Without Mercy, Inc. posing with Garickle’s family. There were photos dating all the way back to Garickle’s first born as an infant being held by Dahmoot. In the photo, there was more tenderness in the Yalteen’s eyes than could be described. Garickle was telling the truth. 

    “I never intended to harm any of my friends,” Garickle continued in a quiet voice. “That contract was enough to set us all up for the rest of our lives. It wasn’t the kind of work we normally did, but the amount of credit offered was too much to pass up.” He shook his head in dismay. “I should have listened. 

    “Dahmoot didn’t have any family,” he continued. “He saw my family as his own. Dwayne had a wife. She took her own life after I informed her of his death. It was too much for her to bear. Mark had many different mates, but no children. His parents reside on a retirement planet several gates away. I’ve made sure they will want for nothing ever again.” 

    Dahkal stepped closer to the screen and looked over the photos from a different perspective. “You’re telling me the truth.” 

    “I am,” Garickle said in a soft tone. “I lost much more on this contract than I gained.” 

    “May I see the contract?” Dahkal asked. Garickle obliged, and Dahkal spent several minutes going over the details. “There’s nothing in here other than an image of me and vague details about my being a fugitive and under a death sentence. It states that I may have been in Kragtron, posing as a mercenary looking for work. There is no mention of the Sheingal Empire, assassination of an heir, nothing. You had no idea what you were getting into.” 

    After a moment, he added, “I believe I may have misjudged your character, Garickle.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “You were doing your job and fulfilling a contract, nothing more. I make no apology for defending myself, but I am sorry for the loss of your friends. I have suffered heavy losses myself recently.” 

    “I don’t blame you for killing them,” Garickle responded. “Nor do I hold a grudge. It was self-defense on your part. I would have done the same thing. Dying is a risk you take when you are a merc. I’m thankful, for my family’s sake, that you allowed me to live.” 

    “Which brings me to the next point of business,” Dahkal replied. “I allowed you to live so you could convince the contract holder you successfully killed me. At the time, I thought it was the Black Cobras. I believe I was wrong. Who came to you with the contract? Was it this being?” He activated his slate, and a rotating three-dimensional tri-v projection of Koshal’s image appeared. 

    “That’s him,” Garickle confirmed. “I don’t know his name. He stayed anonymous in the contract negotiations, and every communication was via text or audio. Our last communication was the only time we used video. He was even wearing the same kind of robes on the video call as he is in that image.” 

    “His name is Koshal, and he is a member of the imperial council,” Dahkal informed him. “He handles all the business outside our gate.” 

    “Outside your gate?” Garickle asked. “Council? Sheingal Empire? Assassination of an heir? I’m really confused. I have never heard of the Sheingal Empire. Is it a closed system or something?” 

    “It is,” Dahkal answered. “Our gate is not open to the public. Allow me to properly introduce myself. I am Dahkal, first born son of the late Emperor Draktal and the rightful heir to the Sheingal Empire.” He stepped forward and extended his arm toward the Caldivar. “I would like for the malice between us to dissipate. I believe we would make much better allies than enemies.” 

    Garickle took a step back in shock and disbelief. He gathered himself, straightened, stepped forward, and extended his own arm, and the two beings clasped forearms. “I think you’re right,” he replied. “I had no idea about any of that. I would never have taken a second look at that contract if I had known what I was getting into. This Koshal never offered up any extra information. I didn’t even learn your name until my last communication with him, and I don’t think he realized he said it. 

    “It was during that communication he threatened to hurt my family,” he continued. “I never gave him any information about them, but he knew everything. That’s why I loaded my whole family up and fled here to Salvage. Well…almost my whole family. My parents refused to leave Caldivar.” A momentary look of remorse flashed across his face. 

    “Anyway, I dismantled the company, and we fled for safety. I think he managed to get into my company records, and that’s how he knew so much. If he got his hands on the life insurance policy that benefitted my family, he would have had plenty of information to use. The rest would have been simple net searches.” 

    “Has he tried to contact you again recently?” Harmon asked. “Like within the last week or so?” 

    “Yes,” Garickle answered. “But I didn’t answer.” 

    Clip snapped his fingers. “Bingo. Now we know who made that call to the Bith.” 

    Harmon nodded. “And the race of beings with a new emperor Garlog warned us about.” He looked at Reuan “Do you think your brother would invade Salvage? You’re the only one who’s had experience with him as emperor.” 

    Reuan shook her head after a moment. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “He would certainly attempt to retrieve me if he knew I was here.” She looked at her brother. “I don’t know what he would do if he knew you were alive. He chose to fight Father to the death for the throne, without a second thought. I don’t imagine he would hesitate to kill you as well to keep his place of power. He’s not the same being anymore. He’s no longer the brother we grew up with.” 

    Dahkal’s eyes fell to the floor, and his shoulders and wings drooped. He knew she was right. 

    “That’s not very reassuring,” Clip said. 

    Harmon countered with, “The good news is, Koshal doesn’t know you guys are here in Salvage. The Bith didn’t tell him anything. It’s against their policy. So, that means Gortal doesn’t know either.” 

    “Plus,” Ryan added and turned toward Dahkal, “you didn’t even know this system had opened back up until you saw me watching that video on Pergus. You thought it was still closed and still the Grithalaeon System. Koshal may not know this system is open either; it probably won’t even cross his mind.” 

    “And he thinks I’m dead,” Dahkal said and perked back up. “That’s several advantages in our favor. Anything he plans won’t include dealing with me and, presumably, Salvage System.” He looked back down at Garickle’s slate and read the last part of the contract. “It says here you are required to complete one more job for the contract holder. That’s why he was calling you, wasn’t it?” Garickle nodded. 

    Dahkal looked at Reuan. “It all fits. You escaped, so Koshal wants to invoke the last clause of the contract. I’m willing to bet everything he wants Garickle to hunt you down. In the video message Gortal sent you, it’s clear they think you’re searching for a military force to bring back. He thinks Garickle was successful the first time, so he likely assumes he would be again, and he plans to use him to stop you before you can find help. We can use all of this.” He stood there thinking and rubbed the scaled, pointed nodules on his chin. 

    “Crap,” Ryan muttered. “He’s got a plan.” 

    A sinister grin crossed Dahkal’s face, and he exposed his black fangs as he regarded Garickle again. “It appears you have a missed call, Garickle. It would be rude not to return it. Besides, it would tarnish your honor not to uphold your contract.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    The sudden ringing of the slate startled Koshal. He had been reading over Gortal’s newest set of imperial orders. Since the second son of Draktal took the throne, Koshal’s workload had nearly quadrupled. The question of whether being so close to the emperor was worth the extra work was beginning to bounce around in his mind. Then the image of the corpses on display outside the main gates, those Gortal sent to their deaths, flashed through his mind. He instantly decided the extra paperwork wasn’t that big of a problem. He reached over and picked up the ringing slate. His eyes widened when he saw the numerical sequence. 

    With a quick tap, he answered the call, then set the slate upright on his desk. On the screen, with a stern look on his face, was the Caldivar. All three of his eyes glared through the screen. Garickle reached up and scratched the side of his elongated nose. “You called?” 

    Koshal felt outrage rise within him. How dare this creature regard me with such disrespect? And after ignoring my calls for such a long time! “I did, quite a while ago. Several times, in fact,” he answered. “Do you think it’s wise to ignore me? Your family might not appreciate it.” 

    “Save your threats,” Garickle replied in a gruff voice. “Your contract states I owe you a second job. It doesn’t say anything about having to answer your calls within a specific time frame or when I have to have the job done. I was working. What do you want?” 

    Koshal slammed his hands down on his desk and abruptly rose from his seat, knocking his chair over backward. “You dare speak to me in such a manner? I will have your head, Caldivar!” 

    Garickle didn’t react to the outburst. He leaned back in his chair and spread his arms. “Then who would complete your contract for you? I can’t work if I don’t have my head. I’ll ask again. What…do…you…want?” 

    For the first time, Koshal noticed the bookshelf in the background and the Caldivar’s clothing. He was wearing an apron of sorts, and it looked like it was stained with blood. Koshal narrowed his old, grey eyes at the being on his screen. “Where are you, and why are you covered in blood?” 

    “I’m under no obligation to tell you where I am,” Garickle responded. “And I told you, I was working.” He wiped his apron with a hand. “Sometimes, it can get a little messy.” 

    “I see,” Koshal replied. He took a breath to calm himself. The truth was, he did need the Caldivar alive. For now. “I have a job for you. It is of more importance than the last one. Complete it, and I will consider your contract fulfilled.” 

    “I’m listening,” Garickle replied as he used one retractable claw to clean another one. 

    “I need you to capture a fugitive,” Koshal said. “Alive. Do not use your Last Cocktail this time. It is imperative she be delivered alive. Dousing her in that concoction and dissolving her into nothing isn’t an option.” 

    Garickle raised an eyebrow. “She?” 

    Koshal nodded. “A female of my race. I will send you an image of her.” He entered a few commands on his slate and sent a file over the net. He watched as Garickle’s third eye looked at a different section of the screen, and he accessed the file. 

    “She appears to be much smaller than the last one,” Garickle stated. “Is she as dangerous as he was? I still haven’t hired another crew; I’ve been working alone.” 

    “Not nearly,” Koshal answered with a smirk. “Though, I would advise you to not take her size for granted. She is very fast and usually very well armed. She may also have a gunship for transportation. It was damaged during her escape, but she could have made repairs by now.” 

    “Understood,” Garickle responded. “Alive, huh? That may be difficult. Are you sure I can’t kill her? It would be easier to shoot her from a distance and deliver a body.” 

    “No!” Koshal shouted and slammed his fist on the desk. “She must be delivered alive. My emperor wants to execute her himself. Her crimes require a punishment much worse than a simple shot to the head. Maim her if you must, but do not kill her.” 

    Koshal leaned closer to the screen and bared his needle-like teeth. “If you deliver me a corpse instead of a living, breathing being, I will see to it that her punishment is carried out on you. Then I will personally pay your family a visit with several of our warriors. Do I make myself clear?” 

    Garickle waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. Take her alive. Do you know where she might be?” 

    The Caldivar’s nonchalant manner was starting to annoy Koshal. He didn’t appear to be taking his threats seriously. It was almost as if he didn’t care. It didn’t matter though, as long as he got the job done. 

    “She would have most likely started looking for mercenary companies in the Kragtron System as the other one did,” he answered. “Though she may not be there anymore. She would have had to dock with the space station to make repairs or look for transport. Someone will remember seeing her. I suggest beginning there, as before.” 

    “Seems like déjà vu,” Garickle said. “Your kind seem to like that system.” 

    Koshal harrumphed. “She and the one before her are of like minds,” he responded. “Siblings usually are. Though, sometimes, there is an exception.” 

    “So, she is the sister of the other one then,” Garickle surmised. 

    Koshal cursed himself mentally. He had not meant to let that slip. “Yes. Does it matter?” 

    “Not really,” Garickle answered. “But that information could come in useful when I’m face to face with her. An overload of emotion from facing her brother’s killer could come in handy. Do I get a name this time?” 

    “Reuan,” Koshal said. “That is as much information as I am able to give you. You have more than enough to complete your task. When you have her in custody, you are to call me immediately. When will you be able to begin?” 

    Garickle stared off into space for a moment. “I can be in Kragtron in a little over a week. I have to finalize things here before I can leave. Then it is a matter of travel time through the gates.” 

    “Very well,” Koshal grunted. “Contact me when you have her. Remember, she is to be taken alive.” 

    “I got it, I got it,” Garickle replied and rolled his top two eyes. 

    Koshal sneered and cut the call. “It will feel good to end his pathetic existence,” he said to the blank screen. He gathered himself, tucked his slate into his robe, and hurried out the door. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Bravo,” Ryan exclaimed and clapped a few times. “That was great. He was getting pissed at you.” 

    “Thank you, very much,” Garickle replied with a sarcastic bow. “He did seem quite angry. I guess he wanted me to cower in fear.” 

    “You did well, Garickle,” Dahkal said and slapped a large hand against his shoulder. “We now have verification of our suspicions, and you’ve helped buy us a little time.” 

    “What do we do now?” Reuan asked. 

    “Eat,” Dahkal replied. “The smell of meat outside has been making me hungry since I walked through the door.” He regarded Garickle. “I must say, those cuts in your display case are impressive.” 

    Garickle smiled and stood a little taller. “Thank you. I take pride in my work.” 

    “As you should,” Dahkal replied. He turned to Harmon and motioned to Clip, Zerith, and Big Jon, who was still at his post at the rear entrance. “It seems we interrupted lunch for Garickle and his family when we arrived. Why don’t I treat everyone to a meal at Our Bar and Grill? It smelled delicious when we passed.” 

    Zerith started walking toward the door and said, “That sssoundsss like a wonderful idea. I am ssstarving.” 

    Harmon laughed and shook his head. “All the credit you could ever dream of, and you still never miss an opportunity to get something for free. Especially food.” 

    “Hey, I’m right there with him,” Clip added and followed close behind Zerith. “Besides, this is the perfect opportunity for them to tell us about the time they entered the wrong gate codes.” 

    Garickle looked at Dahkal in confusion. “Wrong gate codes?” 

    Reuan regarded her brother with the same look of confusion. “Exactly what else have you managed to get yourself into since leaving home? You entered the wrong gate codes, even with all the information pre-loaded into your navigation computer?” 

    Dahkal laughed and nodded. “It’s a good story,” he replied. “Come, Garickle. Gather your family, and I’ll tell you all about Ryan’s biggest screw up to date over burgers and fries.” 

    “Hey!” Ryan shouted. “Low blow, man!” 

    “If you’re wearing the shoe,” Dahkal replied. 

    “If the shoe fits,” Ryan and Clip corrected him in unison. 

    Dahkal waved a hand. “Human phrases all sound the same.” 

    They exited the back room, and Garickle removed his apron and hung it on a hook. He walked over to his family, who had still not eaten. His wife stood up, with a concerned look on her face. Monday looked away from the door where he still held his post, then turned back and continued to watch through the window. 

    “It’s ok,” Garickle assured her and took her hand. “We have learned much about one another we didn’t previously know.” He motioned to Dahkal. “Sandrick, this is the being I told you about.” 

    “I gathered as much,” Sandrick replied. Her voice and her nervous mannerisms let Dahkal know she was still afraid. 

    Dahkal no longer wore a look of anger on his face. His body was as relaxed as he could allow, and his wings hugged his back. He wore as friendly a smile as he could manage, but that usually didn’t help much. He didn’t want to frighten her or the younglings. He reached out with his palm up. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Sandrick.” 

    She was hesitant at first but placed her hand in his. He gently closed the uppermost part of his hand around hers and gave it a slight squeeze and shake. “You as well,” she said, some of her nerves now calmed. 

    Dahkal extended the invitation. “I would be honored if you and your young ones would join us all for a meal.” 

    Sandrick looked at her husband, who nodded in approval and reassurance. She turned to Dahkal and smiled. “The younglings and I would enjoy that. It seems I have much to catch up on.” 

    Garickle smiled and nodded. “I believe there is much I don’t know myself. I told you I had a feeling I stumbled into something much larger than I realized.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Gortal sat on his throne in the great hall with a smug look on his face. A line of shackled beings were being led to the exit by several of his imperial guards. The last of the prisoners, a young female, looked back at him with tear-filled eyes before she disappeared into the dark passageway. It was the last time she would ever see the great hall. 

    “More executions, Emperor Gortal?” Koshal asked as he entered the room. 

    “That’s the penalty for treason,” Gortal responded. “They were given the opportunity to serve the empire. They chose to run and hide instead.” 

    “Will they be displayed as well?” Koshal inquired. 

    “No, no,” Gortal answered, with a dismissive wave. “There are enough examples at the main gate. Their bodies will be incinerated.” A menacing smile crossed his face when the next thought crossed his mind. “Reuan’s body will be the only new addition at the gate. I will hang it myself.” 

    “Your sister is why I have come to see you,” Koshal said, trying not to visualize the rotting bodies outside the main gates. 

    “Has the Caldivar finally answered your calls?” Gortal asked. His full attention was on Koshal now. He needed his sister found before she could gather a force large enough to attack. 

    “He has,” Koshal replied. “He is on another contract at the moment. That is why I was unable to reach him before. It will be a little over a week until he is in Kragtron. Once there, he should be able to make some headway in finding her location.” 

    Gortal scowled at the answer. “Over a week? She could be anywhere by then.” 

    Koshal stepped closer to the throne, crossed his arms, and tucked them inside his sleeves. “Would you prefer I send a ship and crew of our own to search for her? It will take about the same amount of time, but I can arrange it if you wish.” 

    “No,” Gortal replied. “I want our ships here, as well as our warriors.” He lightly pounded his fist on the arm of the throne and shifted his eyes from side to side. “I just want her found before she brings a force into the system. We’ll wait until we hear back from your Caldivar. I’ll decide how to proceed with the information he provides at that time.” 

    “Are you worried she could gather a force large enough to take on ours?” Koshal asked. “You seem a bit agitated.” 

    Gortal snorted. “I’m not worried about Reuan, Koshal. Any force she might bring here would be destroyed. My concern is even though we would certainly be victorious, we would still lose ships and warriors. That is unacceptable. 

    “We’ll be invading the Haquet System in six months’ time. Losing ships and warriors prior to that campaign is not an option. I don’t see the Haqui being a challenge, but they do have a fleet and substantial defensive platforms. Losses are a possibility. Every ship I have is a ship I need.” 

    “I understand, Emperor,” Koshal responded as he looked down at the floor and took a few paces toward the painted windows behind the throne. He peered through them and out over the ocean beyond the cliffs. “New warriors are being expedited through training, and two more of the specialty ships you commissioned are due to be finished by this week’s end.” 

    “Excellent,” Gortal replied. “Speaking of new warriors, did you take care of the new orders I forwarded you?” 

    Koshal dipped his head. “I did,” he replied. “The other council members weren’t very fond of them, especially Maran, but it is done. Every orphanage on Shein is being transformed into a hatchling military training facility. They will begin training immediately.” 

    “Maran will soon see things my way,” Gortal responded as he studied the head of his war hammer. He spun it slowly in front of his face as he spoke. “Or she will cease to see at all. What I am doing with the hatchlings will better their futures and the future of Shein. They now have a solid future and a purpose; they will not be cast out into the streets when they come of age. Most of them end up addicted to some sort of substance or turn to a life of crime, and our prisons overflow when they are caught. They will be part of our great military and serve a purpose for not only themselves, but for every being on Shein. When that program is up and running with an acceptable success rate, we will turn our focus to the main educational system and begin transitioning it to the same format. We will mold the young into our race’s perfect warriors.” 

    “That will take time,” Koshal stated. “We need to build our numbers greatly, right now, if we are to hold every system we take. Our population, in total, is only around two hundred million planetwide. We boast a military of around one and half million warriors. It will take many warriors on the ground and several ships for each system we take to hold them while we engage additional targets. You must realize we will need more hands to accomplish your goals.” 

    Gortal snapped his head in Koshal’s direction and snarled, “You speak to me as if you think I do not fully understand what my plans will require. Do not take me for a fool, Koshal. I know perfectly well what our numbers are. You seem to think we will only deploy our own forces and equipment.” 

    Koshal looked confused. “I don’t understand what you mean. What else would we use?” 

    Gortal stood and approached the older being. “For a being so old and experienced, your thought process is quite limited,” he chided. “Why take over a system if we do not use their resources? Mainly the military kind. They will fight for us, or they will die. Simple as that. I will publicly execute their leaders and assert the dominance and rule of the Sheingal Empire.” 

    “And if they rebel?” Koshal inquired skeptically. 

    Gortal shook his head. “They won’t. Fear is a powerful tool, my friend. Rip the head off the beast, and the body dies with it. Take our own empire for instance. There are many Sheingal who want my head, yet the only rebellion was the futile assassination attempt of a traitor’s brother.” He smiled as the memory of crushing the being’s head with his hammer entered his mind. After he had ordered Reuan to execute a family of traitors, the brother of the male had tried to assassinate Gortal in his sleep. The attempt hadn’t gone in favor of the assassins. “Both of their bodies are now on display outside the gate, along with their fellow conspirators’. No being in this system will dare defy me now. Their fear restrains them and reminds them it is far better to accept my rule than to face my wrath.” 

    “What of the systems that surrender without a fight?” Koshal asked. “How will you handle those?” 

    “The same way,” Gortal replied. “Their leaders fall. Weakness will not be tolerated. I respect leaders who fight back, but spineless cowards who surrender without defending themselves are useless. If they surrender before defending themselves, there is little hope they would fight for us without surrendering in future battles. The Sheingal do not surrender; we are victorious, or we die in the glory of combat. I will expect the same level of dedication from every being integrated into our empire.” 

    Koshal nodded. “Weed out the weak and utilize the strongest.” He smiled, showing off his needle-like teeth. “We have much to plan, Mighty Emperor.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Shaelan was sitting at her vanity when she heard the heavy locks on the outside of her door release. A light knock came afterward. 

    “Shaelan?” a meek voice called from the other side of the door. 

    Relief washed over Shaelan as she stood, walked over, and opened the door. Standing in the hallway, holding a tray piled with food for lunch, was her sister, Veenan, and her hatchling Geanan. Geanan was all smiles and bouncing up and down. Her tail flailed all over the place, and her wings flexed rapidly with excitement. 

    “Aunt Shae! Aunt Shae!” she exclaimed and bounded into the room. 

    Veenan followed and shook her head as she smiled. “She begs me every day to come and see you.” 

    Shaelan smiled and replied, “You are both always welcome.” She looked at the imperial guard assigned as her keeper. “Thank you, Jobal.” 

    Jobal saluted Shaelan and dipped his dark blue head to her. “Of course, High Maiden. Is there anything else I can assist you with?” 

    Shaelan smiled at him. “I may want to take a walk in the atrium with my sister in a bit, if it’s not too much trouble.” 

    “None at all. Just let me know. I could use some fresh air myself,” Jobal replied with his own smile. 

    Shaelan straightened her posture a bit and looked down the hallway. Nortal, the second guard assigned to her, was nowhere to be seen. She took a step toward Jobal and spoke softly so her voice would not travel. “Thank you for your kindness. Most of the imperial guard follows my son without a thought of their own. They would sooner see my head roll than be kind to me. You aren’t like that, and I appreciate it.” 

    Jobal took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then stepped even closer to Shaelan. He leaned down and, in a nearly inaudible voice, whispered, “I am bound by oath and honor to obey the emperor.” He turned his head to check the passageway, then turned back to her. “But that doesn’t mean I have to agree with it or like it. Emperor Draktal was good to me and my family. Dahkal and Reuan were my friends.” 

    He checked his surroundings again. “You have always done right by the beings of Shein and shown nothing but kindness. I will do the same for you. I will do what I can to make you comfortable and—” he narrowed his purple eyes, not menacingly, but more like a concerned son or nephew. “—safe to the best of my abilities. My orders are to keep you under guard and surveillance at all times. Nothing says I have to be hateful about it.” 

    Shaelan met his eyes and nodded. “I will not forget, Jobal.” She turned, re-entered her quarters, and gazed at him as he closed the door. Jobal smiled and winked at her before the door sealed. She heard the locks engage on the other side. 

    Shaelan smiled and turned to watch as the hatchling climbed up on the vanity stool and instantly reached for the perfume bottle. She removed the cap, raised it to her nostrils, and inhaled the Rosanta fragrance with satisfaction. Then she placed her fingertip over the opening and tipped it upside down then right side up again. Geanan dabbed each side of her neck with the perfume then put the bottle back where it belonged. 

    A vision of Reuan doing the same thing as a hatchling, and even as an adult, flashed into Shaelan’s mind. Pain flooded her heart as the memories invaded her thoughts. They were as much a curse as they were a blessing. She worried about her daughter constantly and wondered if she’d done the right thing sending her away. Her instincts told her it was the right thing to do for the sake of everyone in the system, but she still yearned for her hatchlings. 

    She had already lost Dahkal to pirates in a far-off system during his journey, and her beloved Draktal had fallen in the battle to the death with Gortal for the throne. And she had lost Gortal to the seduction of power and authority. Now, her only remaining hatchling was somewhere out in the galaxy, alone, looking for help to save her fellow beings. It was more than any mother should have to bear. 

    “Sorry,” Veenan said, interrupting Shaelan’s thoughts. “She gets so excited, she forgets her manners.” 

    Shaelan waved off the apology. “She’s fine. Let her explore and have fun. I spent decades trying to get Reuan to stay out of it, but I never figured out how.” 

    Veenan chuckled as they watched Geanan put on her fourth necklace. “So, how are you holding up in here?” she asked. 

    Shaelan shrugged, causing her wings to bob up and down. “As good as can be, I guess. I keep hoping Reuan will come charging in to save everyone, but I also pray she doesn’t so she stays safe.” 

    Her sister walked over and hugged her tightly. Veenan had always been her biggest supporter other than Draktal. He was gone now. His brother, Marnal, hadn’t been to see her since Gortal imprisoned her in her quarters. His mate had been taken by a disease some years ago, and he had just watched his brother die in one-on-one combat, without the ability to help him. Veenan hadn’t heard from him either. His absence was understandable, and Shaelan hoped he was doing well. 

    They released each other, turned, and saw Geanan completely draped in a variety of necklaces, bracelets, rings, tiaras, and scarves, and she was rubbing anti-aging cream into her periwinkle face scales. 

    She turned to her mother and Shaelan with a huge grin on her face. “I look just like Aunt Shae!” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Dahkal eyed the obstacle course at the Bolts’ main headquarters. In the distance, past the course, he could see ship silhouettes in Mike and Mike’s boneyard. It was where they kept the smaller ships, shuttles, and other scrap they couldn’t keep in orbit, as smaller inventory items, such as those, tended to get lost or smash into each other. A grounded boneyard made more sense. The course was larger than the original one, which was dubbed The Beast. It’s additional size and difficulty were attributable to its being built to accommodate the Taylahhs. Dahkal had never seen a Taylahh in person before, but judging from the course, they were at least as large as he was, or bigger. 

    “I’m glad you found time to accept my invitation,” Captain Nathan Brink said. He was holding a cup of Krishta, the Sheingal version of coffee, in one hand and a slate in the other. “By the way, thanks again for the Krishta. I’m drinking it sparingly, so I don’t run out. It’s so good.” 

    Dahkal chuckled. “You’re welcome. I ration my own as well. If you run out, let me know, and I’ll get you some more.” 

    “I brought some with me as well,” Reuan interjected. 

    Both Dahkal and Nathan looked at her with raised eyebrows and eye ridges. 

    “What?” she asked. “Like I was going to leave home and travel this far without Krishta? I don’t think so.” 

    Nathan laughed and nodded toward the course. “You wanna run it? I can time you and see how close you come to the leading time.” He looked Dahkal up and down, then leaned his head side to side. “Though, I think those wings might give you one frost of an advantage. Looks like you could use those gripping talons to climb and then glide right through the rest.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “I could,” he agreed. “But I won’t. The course isn’t designed for winged beings. Larger ones, yes, but not any capable of flight. No, I would only use my arms and legs. Using my wings would give me an unfair advantage. There’s no honor in that.” 

    “You’re an honest sort, Dahkal,” Harmon stated. He, Clip, Zerith, and Big Jon had also come down to the headquarters. Harmon had said he had some things to check on at the planet-side Merc’s Hub extension, and that it was always good to see Captain Brink. He also mentioned someone named JoJo killing him if she found out he had come down to the planet and not handled some of his presidential workload. Garickle and his family were not present, as they had returned to the butcher shop to continue business for the rest of the day. 

    “The more you talk, the more I like you and hope our two systems can work together in the future,” Harmon said. He paused for a moment, looking regretful. “Sorry,” he continued. “Once you guys get everything situated and fixed, that is.” 

    Dahkal shook his head, and a serious expression crossed his face. “No need to apologize Harmon. I’m hoping the same thing. Once Reuan and I set things right, I have every intention of working alongside you.” A smile returned to his face. “We’re neighbors after all. We should help each other.” 

    “What’s wrong?” Nathan asked. He hadn’t been informed of the situation in Dahkal’s home system yet. 

    “I’ll let my sister give you the details as I run the course,” Dahkal said, and he jogged to the starting point. He was eager to get some exercise and let off some steam. Since learning his father’s fate and his brother’s role in it, he felt like a storm imprisoned in a bottle. He needed to let his pent up energy out. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Reuan gave Nathan the abbreviated version of what was going on. She didn’t have the mental or emotional strength to go through the entire ordeal again. It was a constant weight on her mind, and there was no reprieve. She watched her brother line up at the starting point and wondered if she could get a turn as well. She could use the outlet. 

    “Wow,” Nathan said in a small state of shock. “He went up that wall as fast as the Taylahh. He didn’t even climb down the other side; he just dropped. I’m already impressed.” 

    “We run similar training courses back home,” Reuan replied. “Our drops are much higher due to our ability to glide. He is not using his wings, though, so the difficulty will be similar.” She smiled. “Not that it means anything. Dahkal has always been the best at everything. He has trained every day of his life for his Journey of Succession. It was his passion and his motivation every day—to be better than he was the day before.” 

    “It’s true,” Ryan agreed. “I’ve never known a more determined being in my entire life. When he sets his mind on something…that’s all that exists. It’s like it would kill him not to complete a task. The mission, the contract, the promise, his honor…they all come first and foremost.” 

    “Father instilled that trait in him,” Reuan replied. “It is the trait of an emperor. All things and all beings are held above you and your wants. He is already a great leader; he just does not know it yet.” 

    “Squat!” Nathan exclaimed as Dahkal crossed the finish line. “He just tied the fastest time on the course.” 

    “Crap,” Ryan grumbled. 

    Reuan sighed heavily and shook her head. 

    “What?” Nathan asked, confused. “That’s amazing.” 

    “We’re going to be here all day now,” Ryan grumbled. “He’s not going to quit until he beats that time.” 

    “Then I’ll just have to run it again,” a deep voice stated behind them. 

    Everyone turned and saw a large being wearing a Bolts’ uniform and a harness with various pouches and attachments doubling as suspenders. On his side was a large caliber pistol in a holster. He had a black, scaly hide that started at the edge of his leathery face and covered his entire body, except for his hands and feet. The being was sitting on his haunches and leaning forward with his knuckles braced against the ground. Blue lightning streaked across one side of his leathery face, indicating his place among the Bolts. He was looking at Dahkal on the course. 

    “Muraingo!” Nathan exclaimed. “I didn’t realize you were going to be out here training today.” 

    “I wasn’t, sir,” Muraingo replied. “I was in the hangar doing routine maintenance on my mech. I stepped out to get some fresh air and noticed you all out here.” He jutted his massive jaw toward the course. “Then I saw that one running the course. Impressive. A new recruit?” 

    Nathan shook his head. “No,” Nathan replied and shook his head. “But not from my lack of trying. He’s a friend who wanted to give the course a try.” 

    “Wait,” Monday interrupted. “You said you were working on a mech?” His eyes were wide with excitement. “I have got to see it. I bet it’s freaking huge!” 

    “That’s what she said,” Ryan threw in before anyone could say anything. 

    “Damn it,” Monday grumbled. 

    Reuan rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Males.” 

    “They are quite impresssive machinesss,” Zerith stated, bringing the conversation back to the mech. 

    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “I thought my mech was big at fourteen feet, but theirs stands twenty feet tall and makes mine look like a toy.” 

    “Well, yours ain’t no slouch if I do say so myself,” Clip chimed in. “I should know, I helped build it.” 

    “No kidding,” Monday said, surprised. “I watched the video from the competition you dominated in that thing. I was extremely impressed. I’ve also seen a few clips of you in battle. Even with all my experience, I think I could learn a thing or two from you.” 

    “I appreciate the compliment,” Harmon said with a nod. 

    Muraingo moved in closer to the group and sat back on his haunches. “I had never used one before joining the Bolts. I am still learning. With my larger size, I never thought it would be possible.” He motioned to Nathan. “It was Captain Brink’s idea. Now, several different species run mechs here on Salvage. The Bolts are a unique force, and I am proud to be a part of it.” 

    “It’s true,” Harmon agreed. “There’s no other force like the Bolts.” He motioned to Muraingo. “The addition of the Taylahh, then putting them in mechs, has been invaluable. I’m proud to work alongside them.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Air filled his lungs and adrenaline pumped through his body as Dahkal caught his breath. The course had been well constructed and was a welcome challenge. He stretched his wings to their full span, then stretched the rest of his body. He could feel the satisfying burn in his underworked muscles. He missed having his training room on Winged Fury. The new heavy battlecruiser would have an even better one, though. 

    He wondered about his time and turned to walk back to his companions. A new figure, much broader than the rest, caught his eye. The being was sitting on the ground but was still the same height as Nathan. Dahkal grinned as he walked closer. The Taylahh are here, he thought. He had never seen one before, but the being’s physical attributes appeared to mesh with the construction of the obstacle course. He remembered Brink told him the Taylahh’s size had been the reason for building the new course. The being had to be a Taylahh; there was no way it would get a workout running the original course. 

    The large being stood and leaned on his knuckles as Dahkal approached. He looked at Dahkal with approval in his eyes. After noticing Dahkal looking at him, the being rose on his hind legs to his full height of at least ten feet tall. He wasn’t much taller than Dahkal’s brother, but tall enough to be noticeable. The being’s mass was smaller than Gortal’s, however, and more equal to Dahkal’s. He estimated his brother would be stronger than the being, but it was a blind guess. 

    “You must be one of the Taylahh Captain Brink told me about,” Dahkal said as he reached the small crowd. He reached out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Dahkal.” 

    “Muraingo, and the pleasure is mine,” the being replied. “You are correct in your assessment. I am a Taylahh.” He reached out and gripped Dahkal’s offered hand in the human fashion rather than the wrist clasp. 

    Dahkal gripped Muraingo’s hand and felt the Taylahh add pressure. He added more pressure to his own grip. Then Muraingo added more. So, Dahkal pressed harder. After a moment, the two seemed to have reached their hands’ maximum strengths as neither of them added any more pressure. They were both grinning at each other, with their eyes locked. 

    “You have a decent grip,” Dahkal stated, still grinning. 

    “You as well,” Muraingo replied, his grin still apparent as he stared down at Dahkal. “I’ve never met a being from a race other than my own that could match our grip. You did an impressive job on the course as well.” 

    Dahkal released his grip and nodded at the Taylahh. “It pleases me to be the first.” He turned to Nathan. “How did I do on my time?” 

    “You tied the current first place time,” Nathan answered. 

    Dahkal grinned and turned to Muraingo. “Your time, I presume?” 

    Muraingo snorted through his large nostrils. “Mine,” he replied. “Like I said, I’m impressed.” 

    Dahkal looked at the empty space between him and the obstacle course. There seemed to be enough open space. He looked at Muraingo and jutted his head in the direction of the open area. “You wouldn’t have time for a small sparring match, would you? I haven’t been able to train properly lately.” 

    Muraingo’s grin widened. “I thought you would never ask.” 

    Dahkal looked at Ryan and spread his arms. “No offense, Ryan. It’s just not the same.” 

    Ryan held his palms up. “Hey, none taken. I know you can’t go full force with me. I’m glad you don’t. I prefer staying in one piece.” 

    Dahkal nodded to his friend and then turned back to Muraingo. “Shall we?” 

    Nathan ran out with his hands up in the air. “Hey, hey, hey! Hang on a minute. Don’t you guys need to put on some sparring gear or something?” 

    Dahkal and Muraingo looked at each other and simultaneously replied, “No, sir.” 

    Nathan sighed and reluctantly dropped his hands. “Squat. I was afraid you were going to say that.” He waved them by, shook his head, and said, “Fine. Carry on then.” 

    “This is going to be really good or really bad,” Dahkal heard Clip say to Harmon. Harmon just laughed. 

    Ten minutes later, Dahkal pushed himself up off the ground and shook his head. The left side of his face ached, and the world was spinning. He raised his chest off the ground and braced himself up on an elbow. His head was fuzzy, and he was having a hard time focusing. When his vision cleared, and the world stayed still, he saw Muraingo, who wasn’t far from him, roll from his back to his side and wince in pain. The Taylahh reached up with his hand, held the left side of his head, and shook it. He appeared to be dazed as well. 

    The two behemoths got to their feet at the same time, all the while staring each other down. They were both wobbly on their feet, but neither was going to back down. Dahkal took a deep breath and motioned for Muraingo to advance. Muraingo pounded his chest with a massive fist and grunted several times in response. Dahkal rolled his shoulders, spread his wings, and released a quick, low roar, exposing his black fangs. They began closing the space between them again, but Nathan intervened with his hands raised. 

    “Ok, ok, that’s enough guys!” Nathan exclaimed. 

    Dahkal and Muraingo exchanged confused looks with each other. Dahkal shrugged and shook his head. His bottom lip protruded further than his top lip. 

    “But, sir,” Muraingo responded, “there hasn’t been a victor in this bout yet.” 

    “I agree,” Dahkal said. “Neither of us has won the fight.” 

    Nathan shook his head. “You both win, and you both lose. It was a double knockout. Literally. A simultaneous knockout.” He stepped away and pulled out his personal comm. 

    “Dude, that was the craziest thing I’ve ever seen,” Monday added. 

    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “You guys started off sparring, but you threw each punch harder and harder. Suddenly, you guys were going full speed and full contact.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Insane.” 

    “You threw a right roundhouse kick, Dahkal,” Ryan said. “Muraingo threw a right-handed haymaker at the same time. His reach advantage allowed him to connect with you as your kick connected with him.” 

    “And POW!” Clip exclaimed. “Lights out for both of you.” 

    Big Jon stepped forward and spoke for the first time. “My sensei would be very impressed with your agility. Beings of your size usually move slow and clumsy. You were both quick and fluid with your motions. I would like to spar with each of you later.” He gave them a toothy grin. “I will allow you both to heal first.” 

    Dahkal and Muraingo both regarded him with curious looks on their faces, then they looked at each other, then back at Big Jon, who continued to grin and crossed his arms over his chest. 

    “It wasss quite the show,” Zerith stated as he dug through his pockets. He found a few nuts that he promptly cracked and tossed into his mouth. 

    Reuan walked up to Dahkal with the snarkiest smile he had ever seen on her before. “That’s the first time I have ever seen anyone knock you unconscious other than Father in our last training session. Not even Gortal has been able to do that, and I believe him to be stronger than this one,” she said and indicated Muraingo. 

    Dahkal harrumphed but didn’t reply to his sister. 

    “I’m here, sir,” a low female voice said. 

    Everyone tuned and saw a Withaloo, bearing the blue lighting tattoo of the Bolts across the side of her face, stride up. She was a large being at seven feet tall and muscular. On her uniform were the markings of a medical specialist, and she carried a large bag on her back. She was accompanied by a purple being Dahkal recognized as a Pikith. He noticed earrings dangling from the side of her head and realized she must have been only half Pikith. The Pikith race didn’t have ears and usually wore their hair long, but this one wore hers in a mohawk. Her other genetic half was most likely human. Her uniform indicated she was a corporal. 

    The Pikith was carrying a mug with steam emanating from the top. Dahkal could smell the fresh Krishta from where he was standing. She handed the mug to a grateful Captain Brink and said, “Here you are, sir. I figured you needed a fresh cup.” 

    “Thanks, Corporal Zarmlon,” Nathan responded and took a sip. He winced when the liquid burned his lips. “I think I’ll let it cool for a minute.” 

    “No problem, sir,” the Pikith replied. “I was there when you called Pail, so I decided to tag along.” 

    The Withaloo medic walked up to Dahkal with a slight smile on her face. “I’m Pailoth, the lead medical specialist in the Bolts.” 

    Dahkal nodded to her. “I’m Dahkal. It’s an honor to meet you. I noticed your smile a moment ago. May I ask what you find humorous?” 

    Pailoth smiled larger, and a laugh escaped her. “I find myself in a humorous situation. It isn’t often I have to look up at my patients.” She looked from Dahkal to Muraingo. “Much less two of them at the same time.” 

    Corporal Zarmlon giggled at the comment, followed by Nathan the rest. Pailoth took off her bag and set it on the ground. From it, she removed a small pen light and a few other instruments. She checked their vital signs, cognitive responses, and their physical reflexes. After a few minutes, she put away her tools and slipped her bag back on. 

    “I’m not familiar with his race,” Pailoth said and pointed at Dahkal, “but he seems to be fine. His heart rate is rather quick, but that could be normal for him. Muraingo is fine as well. There are no issues with either of them that I can see other than they were knocked unconscious for a short time. They should be ok.” 

    “Thank you, Pailoth,” Dahkal said and looked at his sister, Ryan, and Monday. “We need to head back to the station. Alex and the rest will be wondering if we’ve abandoned them. We have many tasks to accomplish in the next few days.” 

    He turned to Muraingo and held his hand out again. Muraingo ginned, and this time, he clasped Dahkal’s wrist instead of his hand. “It was a true honor, my new friend,” Dahkal said. 

    “Agreed,” Muraingo replied. “We must do it again sometime.” He paused and looked Dahkal up and down. “However, I will ask you to use all of your resources in the next bout.” 

    Dahkal cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?” 

    Muraingo pointed at Dahkal’s tail. “You employed neither your tail nor your wings. I know you use both in battle. You held back. I will not have it. I want you at full capacity.” He noticed Dahkal’s claws and added, “Except those. Those, you can keep to yourself.” 

    Dahkal roared with laughter. “I was trying to keep it an even match. You aren’t anatomically equipped with such added features. I wanted to fight as fairly as possible.” 

    “There is no such thing as a fair fight,” Muraingo replied. “You use what you have to win.” 

    Dahkal nodded and rubbed the nodules at the end of his chin. “You’re right. The odds will never be even.” He shrugged and said, “As you wish, my friend, as you wish.” He waved at Muraingo. “Until next time.” 

    The crew of the Emerald Dragons bid farewell to the Bolts and Salvage Fleet members and journeyed back to the Winged Fury. An involuntary grin overtook Dahkal’s face and remained there for the entire walk. 

     

     

    * * * * * 

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _Toc59610659]Chapter 13 

     

     

    During the following days, Dahkal, Ryan, and their entire crew worked tirelessly to prepare for the upcoming campaign. They conducted what seemed like an endless number of interviews. The new heavy battlecruiser needed a new crew to go with it. Except for their own, every position on the ship had to be filled. Luckily, the Merc’s Hub had every resource available they might need. Everything from physical training facilities to simulation stations was at their disposal. 

    Under Ranga’s supervision, Kyla chose a team of Leethog engineers to maintain the engines and powerplants. There were ten females and twenty males. The females would oversee the powerplants, and the males would serve as the mechanics. Despite their experience, Ranga required them to partake in several simulated programs of his own design to be sure they were as competent as advertised. They didn’t disappoint; he was rather impressed. Ranga also oversaw the hiring of the remaining engineering crew based on their experience and potential. 

    Alex was in charge of hiring his drone squad. He focused on beings with pilot experience. Drone work was preferable, but a well-trained pilot would be more than capable of adjusting. The new ship could deploy up to three hundred drones at once. Three drones per squad member would require one hundred squad members during combat. 

    Additional members were needed to cover all watch changes, possible repairs within the drone control center during combat, and whatever else might happen. Since the ship would not be deploying fighters, room wasn’t an issue for the employees. Essentially, they were the fighters. Needless to say, Alex had a lot of interviewing to do. Brawlt and Hunai assisted him by interviewing as many candidates as possible. Brawlt wasn’t the best negotiator, but he was a top-notch pilot, and Hunai was the comm officer, but he could operate a drone with the best of them. Both could tell if a being would be an asset or a hindrance to the drone squad. 

    Reuan and Monday hired the security and repair teams—the beings who would be the first to respond if the ship were boarded or if any repairs were needed during combat. Instead of basing their decisions on applications, references, and experience, they held auditions for the positions. Each applicant was expected to show they could handle themselves in hand-to-hand combat, exhibit deadly accuracy with handheld weapons, and perform simulated repairs. Only the top twenty percent were offered contracts. 

    Dahkal and Ryan were responsible for reviewing and authorizing each candidate presented to them by their team, as well as hiring the rest of the ship’s crew. Many of the systems were automated, but it still took a lot of beings to operate a warship. By the time they were done, they had hired three hundred and sixteen crew members for the new warship. Now, all they needed was for it to be completed. 

    Ryan leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms over head. “Dude, I’m so glad those interviews are over.” He brought his arms back down and adjusted his katana as he tried to get comfortable. 

    Dahkal rubbed his eyes and yawned deeply, exposing the black interior of his mouth. “Agreed. Now we can focus on getting the ship finished and Koshal.” He glanced down at his slate then back at Ryan. “Did you see the latest report from Rock Raiders?” 

    “I did,” Ryan replied. “They got the worms in the tunnel entrance under control and are already making progress.” 

    “They’re doing a fine job so far,” Dahkal concurred. “They’ve already mined more precious stones than were in the shipment we delivered to Drontah. I have a feeling we’ll be renewing their contract if they keep it up.” 

    “Are we going to hire that Yalteen company Harmon was talking about?” Ryan asked. 

    “Probably,” Dahkal responded. “It’s a little presumptuous to consider anything for the future right now though. We need to focus on what’s directly ahead of us.” 

    “Yeah,” Ryan agreed. “We need to go kick your brother’s tail across the planet. Then we can worry about the rest. When is Garickle going to get here?” 

    Dahkal checked his slate for the date and time. The days were all running together lately, and it was becoming harder to keep track of everything. “He should be docking with the station the day after tomorrow. 

    “Cool,” Ryan answered with a nod. “So,” he asked with a sly look on his face, “how do you feel about using ranks this time…Captain Dahkal? You threw them out the window before but with so many people on board, we can’t really do that. We have an actual pay scale and everything.” 

    “Fine, Commander Yamamoto,” Dahkal answered as he scratched under his chin. “The Sheingal ranking system is very similar to that of humans; that’s why I chose to go with the human style. It was nice to be a little less formal for a while. But now, the mission is more than an experience. It’s more than life and death. It’s the future of my home system and those who dwell within it. The more organized you are, the more efficient you are. I see using official ranks as a step toward organization. I was never against them. 

    “We need to find someone who can take payroll off my hands. I can do an automatic draft from the company account, but when it comes to adding in the percentage bonuses for battle, injuries, death benefits, and anything else financial, I won’t have time. Neither will you. We need to find someone who is good with numbers and clerical things. Until we find someone, you and I have a ton of work to do.” 

    As the ship was being built, the new crew, along with the original crew, ran through multiple training simulations. With the help of Bahroot, they created a digital rendition of the new ship, and ran virtual reality missions for every position. The crew was scattered throughout the Merc’s Hub in different offices or in their own rented quarters, but all were connected during the simulations, and it was as if they were all aboard the actual ship. It was nothing like the real thing would be, but for now, it would have to do. 

     

    * * * 

     

    The entry hatch to Garickle’s frigate irised open as Dahkal, Ryan, and Reuan waited to gain entry. Garickle was behind the hatch, waiting to greet them. He was wearing the same style of fatigues he wore the day he and his team attacked Dahkal. The emblem of Without Mercy, Inc. was emblazoned on the shoulder. Dahkal regarded the human skull with laser pistols crossed over it as he recalled that day. It wasn’t until a few days ago he realized that fight had set so many other things into motion. 

    Behind Garickle stood another Caldivar wearing identical fatigues. They were of similar size and shared similar features. The second Caldivar wasn’t as broad or muscular as his brother, but that didn’t mean a whole lot. They were a very strong race of beings. He looked at Dahkal with two eyes while the third rested on Reuan and Ryan. 

    “This is my brother, Darwick,” Garickle informed them, and he gestured to his sibling. “I’ve enlisted his help for the day.” 

    Dahkal nodded at Darwick. “He certainly looks the part,” he said. “Are you ready?” 

    “I am,” Garickle replied. “Follow me.” 

    Garickle turned to enter his ship, and Dahkal followed with his sister and Ryan in tow. Upon entry, he could tell the ship was a frigate, roughly the same size as his own. This one, however, was not set up for military use. It was strictly a residential ship. The walls were decorated with family photos, paintings, and family heirlooms. The furniture had a feminine touch, and there were younglings’ toys scattered here and there. It was obvious Garickle’s family spent a lot of time on the craft. 

    “Is this your home?” Dahkal asked as they turned down a corridor. 

    “Only when we aren’t home,” Garickle replied. “I bought this as soon as I returned to the Caldivar System. I sold the other ship. We lived here for a while until I purchased a home down on Salvage. Now, we plan to use it for vacation travel.” 

    He paused for a moment in the hall and turned to look at Dahkal as he spoke. “But we’ve only been able to leave the system once. I finally saved enough to pay for the medical procedures my aunt needed to regain her health. We traveled out of system for that and came right back. I haven’t felt safe outside of Salvage since my time in Kragtron.” 

    Dahkal nodded with understanding. “You no longer need to live in fear, Garickle,” he said. “On my honor, you and your family will soon be free of any threats.” 

    Reuan stepped forward and stood straight with pride. “On mine, as well.” Then she gave Garickle and his brother the traditional Sheingal salute. Dahkal followed suit. 

    Ryan mimicked the motion. “I’m with them, so you have my word too.” 

    Garickle nodded. “I appreciate that.” He shook his head. “But this is of my own doing. I took the contract, and I will accept the consequences of my actions.” 

    He turned and continued down a passageway. They followed in silence until he stopped at a hatchway. The hatchway irised opened to reveal a room that contrasted greatly with the rest of the ship. Drab, steel walls, void of paint, and a bare floor gave the impression this room was used for purposes that were less than joyful. Ammunition crates, weapons cages, shelves, and armored cabinets lined the walls. 

    Fastened to the floor in the center of the room was a steel chair. The armrests were equipped with steel, electromagnetic wrist cuffs, and the forward legs were designed to restrain a being’s ankles. Directly behind the chair, mounted to the floor, was a large cuff, and about a meter behind it was a smaller one. Two meters in front of the chair was a communications screen on a stand. 

    Ryan let out a slow whistle. “What a wonderfully depressing room you have here.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Koshal answered his comm and saw an up-close view of Garickle’s face. “Caldivar,” he answered in an irritated tone. He checked the details of the call on his slate. “It appears you are calling me from the Kragtron system. I take it you’ve started your mission.” 

    “Better than that,” Garickle replied in a gritty voice. “This job was much easier than the last one.” 

    He backed away from the camera frame until another Caldivar appeared over his shoulder. Garickle continued to back up until he was standing next to a steel chair. Sitting, or rather strapped, in the chair was a very angry Reuan. She struggled against her bonds, but to no avail. Rage burned in her bright, blue eyes. “She was stupid enough to hang out here the whole time.” Garickle scoffed. 

    Koshal could see her wrists and ankles were restrained with electromagnetic cuffs. Her tail was also cuffed to the floor behind her. A steel cable was wrapped around her waist several times to fasten down her wings so she couldn’t use them to attack. There was an additional cuff that made Koshal laugh out loud which enraged Reuan further. Wrapped around her snout was a seventh cuff that prevented her not only from speaking, but from sinking her teeth into an assailant. Essentially, it was a muzzle like one would use on a wild beast. 

    A cocky grin crossed Koshal’s face, and he laughed out loud again. “It would seem your luck has run out, Reuan,” he taunted. “Or perhaps you simply weren’t smart enough to stay free. You stayed in Kragtron this entire time?” 

    He shook his head in disbelief. “Honestly, I thought you were more intelligent than that. It appears I have been giving you too much credit all these years. That system has one space station and one planet with the ability to sustain life. How could you have possibly thought it was a good idea to remain there?” 

    Reuan growled and struggled against her cuffs. She strained against the chair’s hold on her as if she wanted to attack the monitor his image was on. The second Caldivar stepped up from behind her and jammed a device into her neck. Loud popping sounds emitted from it, and Reuan convulsed as electricity coursed through her body. After a few seconds, the Caldivar shut the device down and stepped back. 

    In a low, but commanding, voice the second Caldivar said, “Play nice, or I’ll turn the voltage up. I can’t kill you, but I can force you to comply.” 

    Reuan snapped her head around and glared at him. She didn’t struggle or growl anymore, but if looks could kill, he would certainly have died on the spot. 

    Another arrogant laugh escaped Koshal. He tilted his head down, held up his index finger, and waved it side to side as he tisked at her. “Now, now, Reuan. We must mind our manners. You don’t want to upset your hosts, do you?” Reuan slowly returned her glare to Koshal. He glared right back at her through the screen. 

    Garickle broke the silence after a moment. “What do you want me to do with her?” 

    “Remain where you are,” Koshal answered. “She will be fetched shortly.” 

    Garickle nodded and replied, “I figured you would say that. I’ve taken the liberty of reserving the docking ring next to mine on The Gas Station. I’ve leased them for the next three weeks.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I wasn’t sure how many gate days away your system is, so I figured that would be enough.” 

    A surprised look overtook Koshal’s face. “That’s an awfully generous gesture, Caldivar.” He wasn’t expecting that sort of planning from the creature. He had thought the Caldivar was rather stupid. 

    Garickle snorted in defiance. “There’s nothing generous about it. It’s strategic. It would be pretty stupid to march her around the space station in irons.” He indicated the cuffs restricting her movements. “If you’re docked next to me, I only have to move her a short distance. Less chance of being seen.” 

    “I see,” Koshal replied. “My beings will depart tomorrow. They will arrive at the station twelve days from now.” He narrowed his eyes at Garickle. “Be prepared to move upon their arrival…and she had better be alive upon delivery.” 

    Irritation filled Koshal as the Caldivar let out another smug snort. “I know, I know. You already said she has to be alive and all that.” Garickle pointed at the screen. “You just get here on time. I have other contracts I need to get started on.” 

    Now, Koshal had some questions. “How so?” he asked. “When you weren’t answering my calls, I dug into your information and found you were nowhere on Caldivar and your company was disbanded. It appeared as if you were running to hide. As far as I can tell, you no longer have a valid mercenary license, but you claim to have other contracts waiting for you.” 

    Garickle smiled and shrugged with his arms spread out. “What can I say? We’re going through a rebranding phase. Besides,” he added, “the most lucrative contracts require less of a digital imprint. If you know what I mean.” 

    Koshal folded his arms on his desk and leaned toward the screen. “I know exactly what you mean. Very well. The exchange will be made twelve days from now.” He reached up and ended the call before Garickle could respond. 

    The old council member quickly stuffed his slate into his robes and rushed out of his chambers. He hurried down the corridors toward the emperor’s training room. In Draktal’s grief over Dahkal’s death, he had destroyed it. Maran discreetly ensured the facility had been rebuilt, and all the equipment replaced. Draktal never knew Gortal listened to the entire fit from the corridor. Gortal later filled Koshal in on the event. The training room now belonged to Gortal, and he spent much of his time in it, honing his fighting skills. 

    Without bothering to knock, Koshal opened the door to the training room. What he saw didn’t surprise him in the least. Gortal, dressed only in a waist cloth, was sparring with several warriors. They were dressed in the same fashion as Gortal. Though he was currently only facing one, five more warriors waited their turns on the outer ring of the sparring mat. Rather than interrupt Gortal’s training, Koshal sat and waited for the emperor to finish. It wouldn’t take long. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Gortal grinned as the younger warrior tried not to appear afraid. They circled one another on the training mat and tried to anticipate each other’s movements. Gortal stepped forward and feinted a right jab by shoving his shoulder forward. The younger being instinctively brought both forearms up to protect his head from the blow. Unfortunately, this left his midsection wide open, as Gortal predicted. A heavy left fist crushed the younger warrior’s ribs and caused him to bend over in pain. The body shot was followed by a right upper cut to the chin. The young warrior’s head snapped back and exposed his throat. Gortal threw another heavy left hand directly at the younger warrior’s throat. 

    Everyone in the room heard the younger being’s windpipe crush under the power of Gortal’s punch. His eyes went wide, and he dropped to his knees as he struggled to breathe. In desperation, he grabbed Gortal’s feet and tried to pull himself up to beg for help. Gortal stared down at him with a disturbing look of satisfaction.  

    Utter terror filled the eyes of the suffocating warrior as he realized he was going to die. His grasping increased, and he tried to crawl toward the door. Gortal laughed and kicked his arms out from under him. He then flipped the young warrior onto his back with another kick to the ribs and glared down at him. As if the existing injury wasn’t severe enough, Gortal put his foot on the warrior’s injured throat and pressed down, cutting off what little air was getting through. 

    “Loose tongues will be silenced,” Gortal growled down at him. He looked up at the remaining warriors who were looking on in horror. 

    “I will not have my warriors speaking treason within my ranks,” he threatened. He looked down at the choking warrior beneath his foot. “Did you not think your talk of starting a rebellion, consisting of my own warriors, would get back to me, Vackal?” 

    He bent at the waist to lean in closer to Vackal. “I have eyes and ears everywhere, and such actions will not go unpunished.” The emperor put his full weight on Vackal’s throat. All five of the watching warriors shuddered at the damp, muffled sound of his voice box being crushed. Vackal’s eyes rolled to the back of his head, and his attempts to breathe ceased as his body went limp. 

    Gortal again raised his eyes to the remaining warriors. “Go now,” he commanded. “Since you like to talk so much, go tell the rest what happens when you plot against the throne. You may think what you like, even hate me if you will; I do not care. However, when you begin to speak of treason, and you begin to infect the minds of my warriors with plots to overthrow my rule…there will be a heavy cost!” 

    He growled and kicked the limp body of Vackal over to the cowering warriors. “Take this piece of trash with you!” They saluted him, scrambled to lift the body from the floor, and exited the training room without so much as a single word. 

    “These fools will soon learn my rule is absolute,” Gortal growled as he stomped over to the sink. He soaked a rag in cold water and ran it over his face and neck. He closed his eyes as the cold water soothed his scales. “Even if I have to kill someone every day until it sinks into their thick skulls.” 

    “If you do that, you’ll soon run out of subjects to rule,” Koshal retorted. 

    Gortal’s eyes snapped open, and he saw the old being sitting in the chair against the wall for the first time. He cursed himself internally for not being more aware of his surroundings during a fight. Koshal wasn’t a trained killer, but he still managed to enter the room unnoticed. He could have been an assassin and killed him while he was distracted. He made a mental note not to allow such a thing to happen again. “You’re assuming the masses won’t adhere to my rule,” he replied in a calm voice. He wouldn’t give Koshal the satisfaction of knowing he’d surprised him. 

    Koshal nodded. “There will always be those who oppose any kind of rule, regardless of who sits on the throne.” He adjusted his robes and leaned back against the wall behind his chair. “In all my years on the council, I have never known a single time of rule without unrest from at least one group or organization among the citizens. At times, it was but a single being who didn’t like the way a policy was set up or felt the laws should be more lenient.” 

    He turned his old eyes to Gortal. “You must learn not to let the rumblings and whispers of the crowds cause you to act in a manner unbefitting an emperor. When you allow their words to dictate your actions, you have essentially given them control over you.” 

    Gortal raised an eye ridge at Koshal. “So, you’re saying I shouldn’t address such talk? That I should do nothing?” 

    “Not entirely,” Koshal responded. “Only when necessary. Like the assassination attempt before Reuan’s escape. You had evidence, and their executions were justified by our laws. What I just witnessed,” he gestured vaguely toward the training mat, “was not justified. You acted on mere hearsay and not on any real actions against you. They will spread the word as you have ordered them to, but I fear the response from our citizens to your style of rule will be similar to how your sister responded. You thought you could break her spirit and she would fall in line, but instead, she grew more resistant to you out of resentment. Then she, your mother, and Aarontal planned her escape as part of an attempt to overthrow your reign.” 

    Gortal nodded as he tossed the rag into the sink. He walked to the center of the training mat and put his hands on his hips. He slowly turned and looked around the room as he thought. Many different weapons lined the walls, old, solid material shields filled several racks, and heavy bags and training dummies hung from the ceiling. His eyes landed on Koshal when he completed his turn. 

    “You’re correct about Reuan, but I don’t believe the rest of Shein shares her fighting spirit,” he responded. “There will be a few, like the one here today, who will oppose me. But they’ll be snuffed out like candles in the wind. I’ll crush them one by one until there are none left who oppose me.” 

    He raised a massive fist in front of him. “I will rule by the fist and by the hammer. My rule will be absolute, and those who dare defy me will fall by them. They’ll do as I command out of pure self-preservation. It’s far better to be feared than to be loved, my old friend. My father would still be alive today if he had been of sound enough mind to realize that.” 

    He dropped his fist and took a breath. “I doubt you came down here to watch me train or to give me a lesson on proper ruling etiquette. What do you need?” 

    Koshal stood and walked toward the emperor. “Your sister has been apprehended and is being held captive in Kragtron. Apparently, she never left the system after she arrived.” 

    Boisterous laughter erupted from Gortal, and his eyes lit up. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in weeks!” he exclaimed. He shook his head. “She was a fool to remain in the same location for so long. She had nowhere to hide.” He scratched the back of his neck. “To be honest, I’m a little surprised. She’s usually much more strategic than that.” He continued with a shrug, “But she was in an emotional state and most likely unable to think clearly. Also, I had her funds locked, so she had no credit to spend. She couldn’t buy a ship, hire a company, or pay the gate fees. She was trapped.” He pointed a claw at Koshal. “You will leave at first light to fetch her. Take two imperial guards with you in case you run into trouble. I doubt they’ll be necessary but take them just in case.” 

    Koshal stepped back in surprise. “Me?” 

    Gortal nodded. “Who else would I trust to go? Your job on the council is to handle the affairs beyond our gate, is it not?” 

    “Well…yes,” Koshal stammered. 

    “Then you will go,” Gortal said with finality. “I cannot because I dare not vacate the throne and the system until Reuan has been dealt with. When she’s gone, my biggest threat will be gone.” 

    Koshal flexed his old, feeble wings beneath his robes. “As you wish, Emperor Gortal,” he replied with a bow. “Might I request additional guards? Two seems a bit scarce to me.” 

    Gortal shook his head. “Afraid not. As you clearly saw a moment ago, good warriors are in short supply. He didn’t last five minutes. I need every warrior we have training right now. I can spare two imperial guards for your mission. They are our best warriors and require no further training. Two is all I can give you. I need the rest for palace patrol and keeping watch over my mother.” 

    “Would it not be easier to put her in the dungeons?” Koshal asked. 

    Rage filled Gortal, and he stomped over to Koshal and growled in his face. “Why don’t I put you in the dungeons and send the guards to fetch Reuan?” 

    Koshal bowed his head as low as he could and crossed his arm over his chest. “My apologies, Emperor. I was merely suggesting a solution. I meant no offense to your mother.” 

    “My mother will remain where she is.” Gortal sneered. “As I have already told you several times before. Bring it up again, and I’ll personally take you beyond the atmosphere and toss you out of an airlock. I appreciate your advice and experience, but I will hear no more from you about my mother.” 

    “Understood,” Koshal replied and bowed again. 

    Gortal waved a dismissive hand and said, “We’re done here. Choose two guards and be on your way with the rising sun. Call me when you have her.” 

    “Yes, Emperor Gortal,” Koshal said. “I’ll take my personal ship.” He exited the room and shut the door behind him. 

    Gortal crossed the room to the table his armor was resting on and picked up his hammer. He held it up and admired the intricate engravings around the edges of the steel. “This life and its woes will soon be at an end for you, Little Sister,” he whispered. “Then my real work will begin.” 

    In one fluid motion, he turned and threw the hammer across the room, directly into the center of a heavy bag hanging from the ceiling. The chain snapped under the immense force of the hammer’s impact, and the bag flew across the room. The bag’s contents exploded out with a thunderous bang as it was crushed between the hammer and the stone wall. Bits of material and dust were still drifting to the floor as the emperor exited the training room. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Reuan worked her lower jaw and rubbed the top of her snout after the muzzle cuff was removed. “This is the second time I’ve found myself bound like an animal because of my brother,” she grumbled. 

    Garickle released her arms and legs as Darwick uncuffed her tail. The last thing they removed was the steel cable wrapped around her waist and wings. Once she was free, she stood and stretched her entire body. Even though she had only been there a short time, she was stiff from not being able to move or adjust herself for comfort. Darwick had to take a few steps back because her bone, spear-like wing tip came uncomfortably close to his face. 

    “That was great, Reuan,” Garickle commended her. “I really believed you were angry and trying to escape.” 

    “It wasn’t an act,” Reuan admitted. “If not for the restraints, I would have leapt at the monitor. The very sight of that wretched old critter makes my scales crawl and my insides burn with anger.” 

    “Oh,” Garickle gasped. “Well then, I’m glad you were restrained. That monitor is an expensive piece of equipment.” 

    “You all did a great job,” Dahkal said as he and Ryan stepped out from behind the monitor. They had remained hidden during the call. Everyone on Shein thought Dahkal was dead, and he wanted to keep it that way for now. And they didn’t know about Ryan, which was another advantage. 

    Ryan laughed and said, “I liked it when you pretended to be electrocuted by Darwick’s taser.” He mimicked Reuan’s convulsions and staggered across the floor. His actions caused him to laugh at his own joke. Everyone else just laughed at him. 

    Darwick rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably. “Actually…that was real.” 

    Dahkal looked at his sister with wide eyes. He wasn’t concerned for her; he was concerned for Darwick’s safety from her. 

    Reuan huffed and waved them all off. “He had it on the lowest setting. I barely felt it.” She rolled her eyes in irritation at her brother. “I’m not a hatchling anymore, Dahkal. Stop worrying about me so much. If I was going to kill him, I would have done so when I stretched my wings.” 

    The color drained from Darwick’s dark gray face. Everyone had seen him back up from her wing tip when she stretched. Now, it was evident she had done it intentionally. 

    Reuan looked at him and laughed. “Just a bit of fun, Darwick. I thought it was a smart move on your part. The fact I didn’t know it was coming enabled me to make it look more realistic. Koshal believed everything we said and did.” 

    “And that the call was from Kragtron,” Dahkal added. He looked up at one of the cameras in the corner of the ceiling. “Thanks for the help, Bahroot. That would have been a lot more difficult without you.” 

    “No problem!” the young AI exclaimed. “It was super easy. He didn’t have a clue the call actually came from Salvage. I just wish my mom and Uncle Harmon would let me help you with the rest of the plan. But they said it’s too dangerous, and I have to stay here. I have responsibilities here, and it’s not right to dump them onto another being just because I want to go do something else. A good officer puts his duty above his wants.” 

    As usual, the young being’s rapid-fire response brought a smile to Dahkal’s face and made him laugh. “I agree with your mother and Harmon, Young Bahroot. The next phase of my plan is a bit uncertain, and I wouldn’t want to risk you being damaged, stolen, or anything else. You’re too important not only to those who love you, but to all the inhabitants of the Salvage System.” 

    “I knoooow,” Bahroot replied with resignation. “I still don’t like it. I want to help when I know can help. And I can usually help!” 

    Dahkal nodded as he continued looking into the camera. “Understandable…and commendable,” he responded. “But you are young and still learning. Granted, you learn at a pace no biological being could ever match, but you still have much to learn about the ways of the galaxy—which actions take priority over others and, sometimes, what lives take priority.” 

    “What do you mean?” Bahroot asked. “Aren’t the lives of all beings of equal value? Shouldn’t everyone’s lives have the same priority?” 

    Dahkal took a deep breath before he answered. “I feel like this might be more of a conversation for your mother, father, or Uncle Harmon, but I will answer you to the best of my ability.” He took another breath. The subject was complicated and not always easy to explain. He continued, “Yes, everyone’s lives are of equal value. No being is worth more than another. But in times of war, or the situation I’m about to be in, one life can be more important to protect than the rest.” 

    He folded his arms behind his back and began to pace as he spoke. “Take Salvage System, for example. If a fleet were to invade, and the entire Salvage Fleet was being decimated, and the only way to win was through your abilities, whose life would be the most important at that moment? Yours or the lives of the fighter pilots?” 

    Bahroot was silent for a moment before he answered. After what felt like an eternity in comparison to his usual rapid responses, he replied. His tone was somber and reluctant. “Logically speaking…mine.” It was clear he didn’t like his answer, even if it was the right one. 

    Dahkal closed his eyes and lowered his head. “The thought of others dying so you might live is horrible, isn’t it?” 

    “Yes,” came Bahroot’s simple reply. 

    “This is the weight of leadership, my young friend,” Dahkal said in a soft voice. He continued to pace as he spoke. His tail made swooshing sounds as it slid from side to side on the floor. “Your Uncle Harmon knows the burden well. He walks around with the weight of his decisions every day. He has had to make decisions in battle when he knew every being would not make it back home, yet he made them out of necessity. These are the kind of choices I find myself contemplating for the near future. Not everyone gets to go home all the time.” 

    “I understand,” Bahroot said. “Sometimes sacrifices have to be made. I understand more than you know. My full name is Bahroot 2, not just Bahroot. Before I was born, my mom was in a battle on Tretra with Uncle Harmon. A really mean lady threw a grenade, and it landed next to my mom. A Yalteen, named Bahroot, grabbed the grenade and fell on top of it to shield Uncle Harmon and my mom from danger. His sacrifice saved their lives. When I was born, my mom named me after him. Because if not for him, I wouldn’t exist. He’s the one who taught my mom about the Creator. Yalteens believe that you have to ‘Do what you do, and do it well.’ If you ‘do it well,’ the Creator will receive you when your time here is over, and all will be made known to you. My mom lives by that now. She does her best to ‘do it well,’ and so do I. 

    “In the scenario you described, you didn’t really mean the lives of the pilots didn’t have the same value as mine. In that situation, it would be more important for me to stay alive longer than the rest, so I could complete my part of the mission. In other scenarios, it could be the other way around. My existence might be less essential at the time if other beings needed to complete their mission to save the countless lives in Salvage.” After a brief pause, he added, “And I would gladly die for them, should it ever be required.” 

    A warm feeling filled Dahkal’s insides, and a smile crossed his face when he heard Bahroot’s last comment. “That’s because you are a good being, Bahroot 2. You value the lives and well-being of others above your own. These are the traits of a good leader, which I’m positive you’ll be one day.” Then he added, “You would make a fine Sheingal warrior. Salvage is lucky to have you.” 

    “Thanks, Dahkal,” Bahroot responded. His virtual smile hung on the edge of his words. “I’m really glad I met you. I know Uncle Harmon is too. Dad loved looking through the scans I took of your ship, and he wants to see a real Sheingal ship now. So does Uncle Zerith. My mom says you and your sister are good beings, and she’s glad we’ve been able to help you guys.” 

    “Ryan and I are quite fond of all the new friendships we’ve forged here,” Dahkal replied. He glanced down at his slate. “As a matter of fact, we’re supposed to meet up with Harmon and Big Jon in a few hours at Space Brakes on the Merc’s Hub.” 

    “I know,” Bahroot responded. “Uncle Harmon wants me to let you know he’ll be on time. I was in contact with him this whole time. He says to tell Reuan, Garickle, and Darwick their performances were great.” 

    “Wonderful,” Dahkal proclaimed. “Will you be joining us?” 

    “No, I can’t.” Bahroot answered. “I have to perform maintenance on my shuttle and my mech. I have a few other things to do as well. Duty calls and all that stuff, ya know.” 

    “I do know,” Dahkal agreed with a nod. 

    “Well, this was fun. Thank you for the talk. It helped me learn something,” Bahroot said in a satisfied tone, “but I have to go now. Bye!” 

    Ryan blurted out, “Every time we talk to him, the conversations get more interesting.” 

    Garickle sat down and leaned on one elbow with a contemplative look. “That was my first experience with one of the digital beings. I hear other beings talk about them all the time, but I’ve never had the opportunity to be around them myself.” 

    “They’re no different than we are,” Dahkal said with a shrug. 

    “Yeah…right,” Ryan said with heavy sarcasm. “Except they can think a trillion times faster than we can, fully operate as conscious beings in multiple places at once, operate multiple craft at once, and they’re basically immortal.” He dramatically flailed his arms in the air and added, “Oh, and let’s not forget the special abilities Bahroot has that not even his mother does.” 

    “What abilities are those?” Darwick asked. 

    “The kind that are need to know,” Reuan replied, “and at this time, you aren’t on that list of beings. No offense.” 

    Darwick held up his hands in defense. “None taken. Some secrets are best kept secret.” 

    Ryan waved a hand around the room. “Speaking of secrets. I thought you got out of the mercenary trade, Garickle. What’s up with the creepy torture room on the family vacationer?” 

    “Yeah,” Reuan agreed, looking sideways at Garickle and his brother. “Pretty convenient you guys already had this set up and ready.” 

    Garickle looked around the room and shrugged. “It’s just a storage room. I didn’t get rid of all my gear when I left the merc life. My brother and I set it up before leaving the planet to meet with you.” 

    He pointed to another hatchway at the back of the room. “It even has an exterior hatch beyond that one with docking capabilities. It was easy to store my weaponry and stuff in here. I have some expensive equipment. I could have sold it, but you never get back what you pay for it. I was better off keeping it for personal protection.” 

    Ryan let out a low whistle as he examined some of the weaponry stored in a steel cage. “I would say you do have some credit tied up in this stuff.” He pointed at a laser rifle. “This one especially. You can’t find them anymore, but if you do, you better be willing to pay for it.” 

    Garickle nodded and reached up to scratch his long nose. “You know your weapons. The Tavant stopped producing weapons six years ago. Their laser weapons packed more of a punch than the rest and used less battery power per discharge. As far as I can tell, the technology used by the Salvage System is the only thing to surpass it, so far. When they stopped making weapons, they made sure nobody got their research. Others have tried to reverse engineer the design, but to no avail.” 

    Dahkal snorted, and Reuan laughed without holding back. 

    “Did I miss something?” Garickle asked with a confused look on his face. He looked at Ryan with his third eye as he regarded Dahkal and Reuan with the other two. 

    “No,” Ryan answered. “Well, yes, kinda, but not really. You haven’t been exposed to Sheingal tech, so you couldn’t have known, but their laser weapons make the Tavant’s look like kids’ toys.” 

    Garickle thought for a moment, then snapped his fingers. “You’re right, the Sheingal have been secluded for many millennia.” He turned his attention to Dahkal. “You explained some of that to me and Sandrick while we ate the other day. You never fired your weapons on Pergus, so I never got a chance to see them in action.” 

    Dahkal approached Garickle and slapped a huge hand down on his shoulder. “Well, we’re headed into a situation where you very well may get your chance, my friend.” He looked around the room at all the cabinets and cages. “So, where do you keep The Last Cocktail? I would like to see the weapon that killed me so efficiently.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “Engage the rapid lasers to their full capacity! Helm, take us into a di…” The screen went blank, and anything else Kuba might have said was never recorded. 

    The blue side ridges of Ekon’s snout glowed more vibrantly as anger grew within him. The intensified color was coupled with the radiant red center stripe that ran the length of his muzzle and covered the tip of his nose and his lips. It was a physical trait all Bieratang shared, and it was triggered by intense emotional distress. This wasn’t the first time he had watched the video. In fact, Ekon had viewed the footage several times. Each time he did, he became more enraged than before. 

    Kuba had enacted the Last Words Protocol before his battle in the Raegah System began. Everything that transpired afterward, up until the ship’s destruction, was recorded and sent back to the Bieratang home planet. It was the normal protocol for all ships in the Bieratang fleet when engaging an enemy, no matter how small the chance of defeat was. More than a few times, the procedure had provided useful information about an enemy that was used in a later battle. As the alpha of his race, Ekon had been the first to view the footage. 

    Ekon tossed his slate onto the branch above him and started swinging down. When he reached the lower branches, he leapt down to his nest-like throne of lush, green grasses and large, soft, green leaves. His throne was comfortable and cool under the shade of the massive tree that towered above it. Sunlight from beyond the glass ceiling above the tree peeked through the canopy as he lay there with his arms folded behind his head. 

    The dwellings of the Bieratang very much resembled the natural conditions of their uninhabitable home planet. Lohbah, the original home planet of the Bieratang, was now a radioactive wasteland. Primitive, poorly executed attempts at fusion power were to blame for the deadly living conditions. One powerplant experienced a meltdown and caused a global chain reaction. A mass evacuation ensued, and the Bieratang now resided on the fifth planet of the Tiengoh System, Planet Gohbah. 

    Gohbah was lager, dryer, and significantly hotter than Lohbah had been. The environment was livable, but not nearly as comfortable as what they were accustomed to. Rather than suffer life in the new conditions, the Bieratang built entire cities of geodesic domes. Each dome was connected by a series of geodesic tunnels that contained highways. Additionally, each dome had a retractable ceiling to allow aircraft to land when necessary and to swap out stale air if the ventilation system wasn’t working properly. Fusion power had finally been mastered, and each dome had its own power source that provided more than enough energy for its inhabitants. 

    The Bieratang didn’t manufacture traditional homes in the same manner as most beings in the galaxy. They built their homes high up in the trees. It took several decades of growth before sufficient trees were available. The tree of choice was the Lohgahna tree. It was massive and only native to the planet Lohbah. It took the best botanists they had to create the proper soil conditions under the domes for the giant trees to take root. Fortunately, the trees were fast growing and, within a few decades, could be put to use. Some domiciles were single structures built around the main girth of the tree, and others consisted of several smaller sections spread throughout its canopy. 

    Businesses were located at ground level. The Lohgahna tree was strictly reserved for homes and not wasted on commercial use. Commercial buildings were simple and made of natural materials. When the material needed to be replaced, it was recycled back into the soil to fuel the growth of new trees and food. Life within the domes was quite pleasant for the Bieratang. 

    The Bieratang slaves did not receive the same comforts. Their living conditions were poor, to say the least. Rations of food and water were scarce and often fought over. Dozens of races were enslaved during ship seizures and contracted piracy conducted by the Bieratang military forces. All Bieratang forces were technically classified as part of a mercenary company, but they also served as the system’s military. All business of a military nature was conducted off planet, aboard the alpha’s personal ship or on the space station. This was to prevent any accidents involving the domes. Planet-side training was done on a different continent, far from the reaches of society. 

    The slaves were forced to sleep in makeshift shelters and tents that were built from whatever materials were discarded or found in nature. Often, the guards would come through and destroy the shelters for no reason other than to be cruel. It wasn’t like the slaves spent much time in their shelters anyway. The Bieratang kept them busy in the mines, cleaning the clear-steel of the domes, repairing the domes, and doing anything else deemed to be an undesirable task. The Bieratang who were not enslaved, that is. Many were. Any who opposed the alpha were either killed or sent to spend the rest of their lives as slaves. It didn’t take much to offend the alpha. Rumor had it he had even sent one of his wives to work in the mines. 

    Ekon reached with a foot and grasped a large fruit from the pile next to his nest. He brought it to his mouth and took a large bite, then he closed his eyes and thought about what his next action should be. As he contemplated, several sets of hands began roaming through his body fur and the thick hair of his golden mane. Three of his wives were grooming him. 

    He recognized them by their scents and the touch of their hands. They were Chakra, his first wife and the Bieratang Beta; Bia, his fifth wife; and Risha, his newest wife. He could feel his anger fade a bit with the satisfying sensation of his wives grooming his hair and massaging the tension from his muscles. It was good to be the alpha. 

    A smooth female voice interrupted his thoughts. “Whatever you were watching up there seems to have you quite upset, Ekon.” 

    Ekon opened his eyes and saw Chakra’s amber gaze on him. She was rubbing his temples and appeared to be upside-down. “I’m fine,” he grunted. 

    “Your color betrays you, mighty husband,” Chakra disputed with a smile. “Out with it. You will have to deal with it sooner or later. It may as well be while you are relaxed.” 

    “I agree,” came the small voice of Bia. She was the smallest of his wives and, normally, the quietest. She hesitated to speak up with Chakra, who was the most vocal. Risha nodded in silence with a pleasant smile on her face. 

    “Humph, who is the alpha here?” Ekon asked sarcastically. 

    Chakra winked at him from above and replied, “Depends on the day. Today I will allow you to play the part.” 

    Ekon sat up, and Chakra’s hands moved from his temples to the back of his neck. “If you weren’t so good at this, Chakra, your sarcastic mouth would have landed you in the mines a long time ago.” He leaned his head forward and grunted in pleasure as Chakra increased the amount of pressure she was using. His colors began to fade as he calmed. Even the red dots on his wrists disappeared. 

    Chakra let out a short giggle. “There are a few other things I do you are quite fond of. You couldn’t bear to be without me.” 

    “Mmmm, perhaps,” Ekon replied as he closed his eyes again, while six hands roamed his body and rubbed the stress from his muscles. He allowed it to continue for several more amazing minutes before he opened his eyes. “Bia, Risha, leave us. I must speak to Chakra alone.” 

    Bia and Risha took turns leaning in and rubbing their faces against Ekon’s in displays of affection. Together, they ascended the tree behind them and leapt from it to the neighboring tree. They repeated the process until they reached the edge of Ekon’s personal dome and exited into the one built to house them and his other wives. In all, Ekon had seven wives. 

    “What has you so distraught, husband?” Chakra inquired as she stroked his mane. 

    Ekon took a deep breath and released a heavy sigh as he fell back into the soft grass of his nest. He looked up into the canopy of his tree as he spoke. “The mission to Ruul failed miserably. Kuba is dead, and we lost the ship, the shuttles, the cargo, everything. I was watching the Last Words Protocol before I came down. I’ve had it for several days now, but I haven’t decided what to do yet.” 

    Chakra abruptly stopped stroking his mane and gasped. Kuba wasn’t her offspring, but all the wives tended to the young ones as their own. Losing the young of another wife was the same as losing one’s own. “I-I’m sorry, Ekon. The loss of Kuba will sadden the entire clan.” 

    Ekon snorted and stood. He walked through the tall grass surrounding his nest to the edge of the tree’s shadow. The alpha extended a hand beyond the cool shade and into the sunlight. It was warm and inviting. He stepped further out and raised his face to bathe in the warmth of the sun. After a moment, he turned to Chakra. 

    “It is not Kuba I’m upset about, Chakra.” A look of shock crossed the beta’s face. “Don’t look so shocked. He was as incompetent as his mother and lucky he didn’t end up in the mines with her.” 

    “But,” Chakra choked out, “if it isn’t Kuba you’re upset about, what is it?” 

    “The cargo, of course!” Ekon shouted and stomped back into the shade toward Chakra. “That job was worth millions in credit, not including the treasures that still lie hidden within that mountain!” 

    Ekon kicked the ground in anger as he paced back and forth. “We also lost a Q-ship and an entire crew! So, not only did I not get what I was after, I lost even more credit because he was an idiot. That job couldn’t have been simpler—land on the planet, load the cargo, and get it back here.” 

    Chakra glared at him. As the beta, she wasn’t nearly as afraid of Ekon as the other wives. She had been with him the longest and was able to speak her mind when she wanted to. “Have you no heart, husband? Do you not mourn the loss of your own flesh and blood?” she asked in a demanding tone. “Does credit mean more to you than your own clan? Joyana may have been his mother, but her actions were her own, not his. She died in the mines years ago and has paid her debt to you. If you recall, I protested her going into them in the first place. You have no right to speak of Kuba in such a manner. We should honor the dead, not insult them!” 

    Anger flared in Ekon’s eyes, and the colors of his face brightened immensely. He dropped to all fours and charged Chakra. When he was inches from her, he halted and bared his teeth in her face. She didn’t back up or react to his challenge. She would have been no match for him in a fight. His actions were more to establish his dominance than anything. 

    “I have every right to judge the ridiculous actions of the morons under my rule!” he snarled. “The fool was defeated by one frigate with five drones! A blind slave would have fared better!” 

    Chakra didn’t respond. He didn’t expect her to. She knew Kuba had left with one of the newer and more heavily armored Q-ships. It wasn’t as maneuverable as some of their other warships, due to its bulky size, but it should have made short work of one measly frigate. 

    “From what I can see,” he continued as he backed out of Chakra’s face, “Kuba actually tried to communicate with them instead of simply destroying them.” He shook his head in disbelief. “What a fool! There were no witnesses to dispute whether attacking the other ship would have been self-defense. And even if there had been, he could have killed them. Besides, the Raegah government can be bought for the right price!” He ran a hand over his face in frustration then threw both hands in the air and proclaimed, “It was such a simple mission!” 

    Chakra stood on all fours and bounded over to him. She sat back on her haunches and looked up at her frustrated alpha. “I feel like you should be more distraught over the death of your son than the loss of credit, but it is not my place to tell you how to feel.” She sighed and looked to the side. “What will you do? Seek vengeance? Start a war? Attack a colony? Or will you let it go, so we can move on?” 

    Ekon glared down at her. She sat perfectly still and didn’t make eye contact with him. He squatted on all fours and leaned close to her ear. “I will send a larger force to take what is mine. The mining contract has been sold. I believe the ones responsible purchased it. I will send Murkada and his flotilla to handle the situation.” 

    The mention of her son’s name caused Chakra to snap her head around to look directly into Ekon’s eyes. “My son?” she squawked. “You mean to send my son, our son, our fist born, into a situation that has already claimed the life of one of our clan’s offspring?” 

    “No,” Ekon responded coldly. “I intend to send my best officer into a situation that should have already been handled. I will have that mine and everything in it. I need the credit to build more ships and more domes for our growing population. The slaves aren’t producing enough raw materials from our mines anymore. We get lucky with some of the supply vessels we intercept, but that isn’t enough. I need the additional credit.” 

    Chakra remained silent. There was no point in her arguing with him. He was the alpha, and she was the beta. She held power over the other wives and the young ones. The Bieratang civilian would also follow her commands, but she had no say in what the military or Ekon did. That was beyond her power. She looked at the ground and, in a submissive voice, said, “You know best Ekon. I will leave you to handle your business.” She stepped up to him and rubbed her cheek against his before she exited his dome the same way Bia and Risha had earlier. 

    Ekon didn’t watch her leave or give her a second glance. Instead, he bounded over to his tree and shot straight to the top, hopping and climbing from limb to limb until he reached the slate he had tossed aside earlier. He keyed the comm, and it was immediately answered. 

    “Yes, Father,” said Murkada. He was sitting in the command seat of his ship. 

    Ekon narrowed his eyes at his son’s image. “Gather your captains and ready your ships. You have a mission. Be prepared to leave by the week’s end.” 

    “As you command, Father,” came Murkada’s reply. 

    Ekon cut the call and sent him the Last Protocol video with instructions to watch it thoroughly several times. He didn’t bother to tell him the video included his brother’s demise. He would figure that out on his own. If there was an edge to be gained, they would find it in the video. It was only one frigate, and all its drones were now destroyed. It should pose no threat to Murkada’s flotilla. Then again, it shouldn’t have posed any threat to Kuba either, he thought. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Chakra leapt into her tree and climbed to the highest branch. She flopped down on her belly when she reached her most comfortable spot. The bark was smooth and worn from the hours she spent lounging there. She allowed her hands and feet to hang limp on either side below her. She sucked in a deep breath and released it with force, causing her lips to flap against each other with a rapid thumping sound. She worried for her son’s well-being. 

    However, it wasn’t only the situation her offspring was now facing that troubled her. The direction her race had taken bothered her. The Bieratang hadn’t always been so ruthless. Stealing cargo, bullying their way into contracts that they didn’t honor if it didn’t suit them, forcing other beings into slavery—it wasn’t always so. It had only turned this way a millennium or so ago, when an alpha decided that abiding by contracts was too complicated. It was much easier to take what you wanted or force the other party into a situation where they had no choice but to sign a contract in which they got zero benefit. It wasn’t right and had never sat well with her. 

    Early in her relationship with Ekon, she had tried to talk him into making changes toward a more honest living for their world—to be real mercenaries and uphold their end of legitimate contracts and gain some footing in the galaxy. They had much to offer but would never be able to contribute with their reputation of being little more than pirates. She had even mentioned paying the slaves and housing them properly. All she’d gotten from that conversation was laughter. No alpha would ever spend good credit on slaves that were nothing more than labor. 

    She pondered what it would be like to live in a world with caring and humble leadership. She climbed down after a few moments and curled up in her nest to take a nap. When she awoke, she would call Murkada and wish him good fortune on his mission. She would also make sure he knew he carried his mother’s love with him. More importantly, she would remind him to use his head and his logic and not allow his emotions to control him. She was sure emptions were what got Kuba killed. He always allowed his anger to control him and his decisions. It was his biggest downfall. If she could help it, Murkada would not meet the same fate. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Space Brakes was as busy as ever. Dahkal and Ryan discussed the new hires and the ongoing operations on the new ship prior to the trip to Sheinrah. They were still waiting on Harmon’s and Big Jon’s arrivals. Ginger walked quickly by their table to make sure their mugs were full. She also took advantage of the moment to sneak Ryan a quick kiss before walking back towards the bar. The grin on Ryan’s face told the entire story. 

    “I’m so glad you talked to her,” Ryan confessed as he turned his head to watch her walk away. He turned back to Dahkal and added, “You could have told me you came back that same week and told her, you jerk.” 

    Dahkal lifted his chin, tapped it with a finger, and pretended to think with an exaggerated, “Hmmmm.” He leaned back in his chair—Ginger had talked the owner into buying one with a backrest suitable for him—spread his arms, and said, “I could swear I told you.” He shrugged. “Must have slipped my mind.” He raised his beer mug to his lips and turned it up before Ryan could respond. 

    Ryan just shook his head. “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” He turned to look over the vast mix of beings in the restaurant. “I was hoping to run into Sergeant Yarwah before we left. I wanted to buy him a beer, but I haven’t seen him.” Sergeant Yarwah was the commanding officer of the Bolts Peace Monitor faction aboard the Merc’s Hub. He had also been the one who arrested Monday the night he and Ryan fought.  

    “He won’t be here,” Dahkal responded, shaking his head. “I already checked. He’s training some new troops that recently graduated as Bolts.” 

    “That makes sense,” Ryan replied. 

    “Yeah, so don’t get into any fights,” Dahkal teased. 

    “No promises,” Ryan answered with another grin, and he turned up his beer. “So, as of right now, Alex has the entire drone squad running virtual drills three times a day along with basic physical training.” 

    Dahkal nodded in approval. “Reuan and Monday are working with the security teams in the same manner. Drills and physical training, along with studying the ship’s layout. They need to be able to navigate the ship like they would their own home in a battle. There’s no time to think, especially if we have unwanted guests. Brawlt is working with the relief pilots to be sure they can handle the ship while he’s getting rack time. Hunai is working with Bahroot and Jayneen on some communications programs that are supposed to make intercepting our comms impossible. Hunai says he’ll be able to intercept enemy communications more easily as well. That will be a big help.” 

    “Hell yeah,” Ryan cheered. “We’re going to be much better equipped this time around with the heavy battlecruiser instead of just the Winged Fury. She’s a great ship and I love her, but we need more fire power.” He took another sip of his beer, then remembered something. “Oh, have you talked to Ranga? I haven’t heard much from him since he started working with the female Leethog engineers.” 

    A Prithmar beer disappeared before Dahkal responded. He wiped the foam from his lip with the back of his hand and set the cup down with a chuckle. “Yeah, I hear from him several times a day. Reuan and I both. The engines and powerplants are of Sheingal design, so when he has a question or suggestion, we’re the ones he calls. Like all the others, he is having to rely on simulation programs until the ship is complete. Mike and Mike informed me it should be finished by the time we get back from our mission.” 

    “Good,” Ryan said. “I can’t wait to get her out into open space so we can see what she can do.” 

    Ginger came by again and dropped off fresh beer for both of them. Her large hoop earrings danced as she moved, and her smile brightened the entire room, including Ryan’s face. “Y’all wanna order now or wait for President Tomeral to get here?” she asked in a sweet voice. 

    Ryan smiled back at her and answered, “I think we’re gonna wait, babe.” 

    “OK,” she replied, still smiling. “Just wave at me when you’re ready, hun.” She ran her hand over the top of his as she walked away from the table. As usual, Ryan turned his head and watched her with an infatuated look on his face. 

    Dahkal smiled to himself as he pretended not to notice the obvious affection they had for each other. He was happy his friend had found someone to care about. Perhaps one day, after everything was back in order, he would meet someone on Shein. That thought made him wonder what would happen when he got back to Shein and took over. Could he allow Ryan and his crew to stay? That had never happened before. Would he have to sign over his rights to everything in the outside world to Ryan and disappear through the gate to his home world, never to return? He could always command that the gate be reopened to the public. It had certainly worked for Salvage. 

    He worried he might lose his friend, and he felt a large pit form in his stomach. No. That wouldn’t do. Ryan was more than his friend; he was his brother, and he wouldn’t abandon their bond. Nor could he close off communication with Harmon and the beings of Salvage. There was no way Dahkal could cut ties with him, not after everything he had done so far to help them. Harmon had yet to ask for anything in return. He was helping because he wanted to. Dahkal wouldn’t sever that connection; he would nourish it and, someday, return the favor. It was the honorable thing to do. 

    Ryan turned back to Dahkal with yet another massive grin on his face and winked. “Have I told you how happy I am you set the record straight with her?” 

    Dahkal rolled his eyes so hard he thought they might roll right out of his head and bounce across the floor. “I should have told her you had three wives,” he replied, annoyed. “You’d be able to focus.” 

    “I’m focused,” Ryan argued and straightened his shirt collar. 

    “Uh huh,” Dahkal grunted. “Anyway, Alex and Ranga have manufactured the drone replicators and installed them on the ship in the manufacturing facility. They’ve been operating them ever since, and all three hundred drones have been built, programmed, and loaded into the launching tubes. Once they got some extra hands to help, it became a much easier and faster process. Now they’re replicating spares and storing them. They expect to lose several during battle, but replacing them is easy as long as we have the materials.” 

    “Awesome,” Ryan replied, “I was wondering about that. I know the drones have good shields and they’re fast, but I also know we’ll lose a bunch if there are missile impacts.” He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head to the side. “The awesome thing is we’ll only lose drones, not lives. Each drone pilot having three drones to control is nearly as effective as a full-sized fighter. The missiles are smaller, sure, but they still pack a punch. Especially since a pod of drones can fire thirty at once. Their combined laser power is roughly the equivalent of a fighter as well, depending on the make and model. And there’s no worrying about g-forces. Hell, we should look into upgrading the drones to shuttle size at some point. We already have the programming and virtual tech. It’s just a matter of designing them.” 

    The idea had merit, and Dahkal seriously considered it. “That’s a good idea. We can run it by Alex and Ranga later. It will cost a lot more credit, and we’ll need more raw materials, not to mention needing a small shipyard or something of that nature to replicate something that size.” He snapped his fingers as he realized what he was forgetting.  

    “Captain Phil is already working for us. I forgot to tell you. I spoke with him about the Ruul contract, and he’s loading up supplies as we speak to take to the Rock Raiders. He’ll unload the supplies and then load up whatever mined material is available using our ore hauler and shuttle. Rock Raiders also has several haulers they can use to speed up the process. Until we establish a good line of trade with another system, Mike and Mike will purchase the raw materials from us for shipbuilding. I set up a contract with them as well. Melton was especially eager to do business. He said the readings I showed him from the planet showed signs of rare precious metals vital to manufacturing. So, we’ll have that bit of revenue coming in.” 

    “Damn,” Ryan blurted out and leaned forward on his elbows. “You’ve been busy as hell. I had no idea you did all that.” 

    “I’m sorry,” Dahkal said. “I didn’t mean to exclude you; you were busy with the others, and I didn’t want to sit on these things. The opportunities were there so I took them. I was reminded about them when I was talking about needing a small shipyard if we implement shuttle-size drone fighters.” 

    “Don’t apologize, bro,” Ryan said with a wave. “I would have done the same thing. If it had been a contract that included battle, and you didn’t get with me, I might have an issue. But something simple, like trade that’s going to put credit in our account, well, I’m all for that. I trust you, man.” Ryan contorted his face for a second and asked, “What about Phil’s contract with Thompson’s Hell Hounds? Doesn’t he still make runs for them too?” 

    Dahkal shook his head and replied, “Not anymore. I asked him the same thing. He said the shipments were becoming too large for his ship to handle. Commander Thompson offered to keep him working and running shipments, but Phil declined. He felt like that would be taking advantage of Commander Thompson’s good nature. In the long run, it was cheaper for Thompson to contract a super freighter than to keep paying Phil and a lager shipping company. Phil couldn’t bring himself to put Commander Thompson in that position. He’s a good man and does honest work.” 

    “He is,” Ryan agreed. “He really helped out with your sister too. I guess things do come full circle in the universe. You saved him, he saved your sister, and that led to you finding out everything going on back home. Now, we’re preparing to handle your ass of a brother.” 

    Ryan’s statement made Dahkal bust out in a deep, uncontrollable laugh that drew several concerned looks. Some of the beings on the station still weren’t accustomed to Dahkal’s appearance, and he still frightened them. He made eye contact with a few of them and smiled. They were quick to turn away. That just made him laugh more. 

    “He really is an ass, isn’t he?” Dahkal said between laughs. The situation wasn’t funny in the least, but it was a proper analogy for his brother. “He’s been like that since adolescence. He got a bad attitude one day, and it never left him.” 

    The room erupted in cheers, and many rose from their tables as Harmon Tomeral and Big Jon entered the restaurant. Dahkal threw his hand up in the air to get Harmon’s attention, and it caused Ryan to jump back. 

    “Dude!” he yelled. “Watch where the hell you’re slinging those things! I like my face just the way it is…attached.” 

    “I didn’t even come close to you, little hatchling,” Dahkal responded with a black grin. “I was letting Harmon know where we are.” 

    Ryan’s face contorted as he his tucked his chin, pulled his head back, and shook it in confusion. “And you thought throwing a black arm up in a dimly lit, loud, crowed restaurant full of people clamoring to see him was the way to do it?” he asked in a higher-than-usual pitch. “Allow me to show you how it’s done.” 

    Ryan stood and inserted a finger from each hand into the corners of his mouth. He inhaled deeply and then blew all the air from his lungs. The shrillest sound Dahkal had ever heard tore through the room and forced many of the patrons, including Dahkal, to cover their ears or whatever their race used to hear. The room became utterly silent, and everyone turned to look in their direction. Harmon shook his head, and Big Jon hissed with laughter. 

    Ryan waved at them with a grin. “Hey, guys, just wanted to let you know, we’re over here.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Big Jon nodded in the Leethog fashion as he surveyed the area from his seat at Dahkal and Ryan’s table. “An excellent vantage point. Every exit is visible, along with every other table and the beings sitting at them. I would have chosen this table myself.” 

    “I like to see what’s going on around me,” Dahkal responded. “And who’s around me. Can’t be too careful. Not that it matters.” He paused and winked at Ryan. “I’m already dead, after all.” 

    Harmon laughed and took a pull from his mug. “At least you’re keeping a sense of humor about it. I don’t know how I would react in your situation.” 

    “Simple,” Dahkal replied. “You would act accordingly. As a leader, you react appropriately to everything that happens around you and do your best to make the right decisions for everyone involved, even if it means doing something you really don’t want to do.” 

    “Like killing your own brother,” Ryan added as he tipped his beer up. 

    Big Jon crossed him arms and said, “If he deserves it, yes. I would bury my knife in his heart.” He looked directly at Dahkal. “Which is exactly what your brother deserves, along with this Koshal character. It is unfortunate we will not be accompanying you on the next part of your mission. I would like to have met this puppet master.” 

    Harmon nodded as he chewed his onion ring. Dahkal found it odd Harmon ordered fried onion rings but ordered his cheeseburger with no onions. Dahkal didn’t care for the raw onions that came on the burger either, and he always threw them away or asked they not be added to begin with. The texture made his scales crawl when he bit into one. He would have to try the fried ones. Perhaps they tasted better and didn’t feel the same when they were eaten. 

    “I’d like to be there myself,” Harmon agreed after swallowing his bite. “I feel like I should be doing more to help you guys out. What happened to your family isn’t right.” 

    A snort escaped Dahkal’s nostrils. “Forgive me,” he pleaded. “I don’t mean to laugh at you. I’m just a bit taken aback by your eagerness to help.” He looked at Big Jon. “And to fight. But the truth is, more beings and more ships would be too much for the next phase. Kragtron is a new system with little to no traffic. Koshal is no fool. He will analyze the system’s past traffic patterns and compare them to more recent ones. When he arrives, he will compare the number of ships present with his notes. He’ll pick up on anything suspicious. The less ships we take, the better.” 

    “I didn’t think of that,” Harmon admitted. “That’s smart. I’m going to get with Clip, Jayneen, and Bahroot and see if there’s some way we can incorporate that into our system’s security. We’ve got a lot of traffic in and out, but I’m willing to bet there’s some sort of consistent pattern to it. Knowing the pattern may come in handy in the future.” 

    “Couldn’t hurt,” Ryan agreed. “If nothing else, it could help you organize the traffic flow more efficiently as it increases over time.” 

    “True,” Harmon agreed with a nod. “So, what’s your plan?” 

    Dahkal and Ryan spent the next hour going over their plan in its entirety. They even told them about the drones, a bit of information they had left out when they told the story about Ryan using the wrong gate codes. They still didn’t identify the races in that system or the system’s name. They had given their word, after all. Besides, Bahroot probably already knew anyway. 

    Both Harmon and Big Jon seemed impressed with what they had in mind and the way Dahkal intended everything to come into play. It didn’t change the fact they wanted to come along as well, but they understood why they couldn’t. Dahkal and Ryan also gave updates on the situation with the new ship and crew. Harmon asked how the Leethogs were working out and was happy to hear they were working well with Ranga. 

    Big Jon emptied his mug and leaned back in his chair. When he did, Dahkal noticed the handle to his knife. The craftsmanship of the handle piqued his interest, and he asked if he might see the knife unsheathed. Big Jon was happy to comply and handed Dahkal the knife, handle first. 

    “This is exquisite craftsmanship,” Dahkal said, admiring the blade. 

    “Thank you,” Big Jon replied. “I take great pride in my weapons.” 

    Dahkal motioned to Ryan with a hand and said, “As do we.” Together, they unsheathed their swords. 

    A toothy grin covered Big Jon’s face. “I noticed those and wanted to get a closer look.” He spent several minutes admiring their weapons. 

    “Do you two have an hour to spare after we’re done here?” Dahkal asked as he sheathed his sword. 

    Harmon and Big Jon looked at each other and shrugged. 

    “Sure,” Harmon answered. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Several operations were going on in the bay of the Winged Fury. The sounds of busy crew members greeted Dahkal, Ryan, Harmon, and Big Jon as they entered. Monday was climbing in and out of his mech doing a full systems check and maintenance. He noticed their entrance and gave them a quick nod, then returned to work. Reuan and Ranga were working together on a program at the main computer station. They were oblivious to everything going on around them as their fingers flew over the command screens. 

    Brawlt and Hunai were up on the bridge, performing a full run of systems’ analyses and diagnostics on the ship before departure. Alex was in the center of the bay, working on a drone that didn’t look like the others. It appeared to be a simpler design, and the interior wasn’t the same. The outer hull was propped open, and Dahkal could clearly make out three separate sections inside. Alex appeared to be working with some of the inside wiring. 

    Dahkal approached Alex, followed by the others. “What’s this you’re working on? It looks different from the others.” 

    Alex jumped with surprise when he heard Dahkal’s deep voice behind him. He turned, and his eyes widened when he saw Harmon and Big Jon. “Hey!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t hear you walk up behind me. It’s kind of loud in here.” 

    Ryan nodded and looked around. “Yeah, that’s what happens when work is getting done.” 

    Dahkal pointed at the open drone. “What is this? I haven’t seen it before.” 

    “I had an idea,” Alex answered. “I was lying in bed last night, and it just popped into my head. I came down here, started working, and haven’t stopped.” 

    “Dude,” Ryan gasped and checked his wrist slate. “It’s like twenty-one hundred right now, you need some sleep.” 

    Alex waved off the statement with a dismissive look. “Nah, I’m good.” Then he picked up a mug half full of Krishta and took a large gulp. “This stuff is like liquid sleep without the sleep. I drink a cup and it’s like snoozing for a full eight hours.” 

    Dahkal laughed and shook his head. “When you crash, you’re going to crash hard,” he warned. “Be prepared to sleep for at least twelve hours.” 

    Alex shrugged and turned back to his project. “As for this thing, well, it’s a new drone, but at the same time, it’s not.” 

    Dahkal cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?” 

    “Well,” Alex began, “for starters, it uses fuel instead of a powerplant. It also doesn’t have shielding or offensive weapons.” 

    Ryan stepped up and looked over the drone. “That seems like a step backward to me.” He looked closer at the guts of the drone. “I’m no munitions expert, but this looks more like a bomb or a missile than a drone.” 

    “I agree,” Dahkal said as he peered over the two men’s shoulders. He turned to look at Harmon and Big Jon. “What do you think?” he asked. 

    They both stepped forward and looked at the device before them. Alex sat back and grinned as everyone made guesses. Finally, after everyone agreed it had to either be a bomb or a missile, he let go of his secret. 

    “It’s all the above,” Alex answered. “Look.” He pointed to the bow of the drone. “This section is an electromagnetic pulse device. It’s set up to detonate on impact. This will cause anything electrical within a sixty-meter radius—shield generators, rail guns, surveillance, lasers, everything—to shut down.” He pointed to the center section. “This is the warhead from one of the smaller Sheingal missiles from Reuan’s gunship. As you can see, this area is completely boxed in with layers of sheet metal.” He indicated the layers that separated the back two-thirds of the drone from the front portion. “It’s what’s known as a Faraday Cage. Basically, it keeps the electrical components safe from the EMP. This part is set up with a delay. It won’t detonate on impact. You can bang on this thing with a hammer for a month, and it won’t blow. That’s where the drone part comes in, the operator will have to set the timer before impact. Otherwise it’s just an EMP device, which is fine, but you don’t get the whole package.” 

    He indicated the last section of the drone. “Finally, and you’re going to love this part, we have this steel bladder. Inside this bladder is The Last Cocktail. I got some from Garickle. There’s enough in this bladder to cover a twenty-meter radius. I didn’t want to go overboard with it, plus that’s all I could fit in there with the warhead and the EMP without making the drone bigger. That’s also why I went with fuel instead of a little powerplant. I used the room in the keel that normally holds ammunition and other stuff to run a fuel tank the length of the craft. If I hadn’t done that, it wouldn’t have fit into the launching tubes on the new ship. So, I worked with the current size.” 

    Ryan stared bug eyed at the killer drone. “Holy hell,” he exclaimed. “Anyone who gets hit with that thing is going to be royally…” 

    Before he could finish his sentence, Alex slammed the outer shell shut. He had a smirk on his face as he crossed his arms. Everyone started laughing. “F-BOMB” was painted in big, bold, red lettering on the drone’s outer shell. 

    Ryan nodded with approval. “You took the words right outta my mouth.” 

    “Outstanding,” Dahkal exclaimed. “Good work, Alex. This may come in quite handy in the future.” 

    Harmon ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. “That’s insane, and I want one. Let me know how it works when you get the chance to use it. Maybe we can work out some sort of arms trading deal between Sheinrah and Salvage after you set things straight.” 

    Dahkal grinned. “You can count on it.” He looked down at Big Jon. “That reminds me why I asked you here in the first place.” He turned toward his sister and Ranga who were still oblivious to their presence or, at least, weren’t acknowledging them. 

    “Hey, Ranga,” he called out, “can you analyze and replicate something for me?” 

    Ranga turned at the sound of his name and waved. He hopped down from his chair and walked over to them. 

    “You can’t do it yourself?” Harmon asked before Ranga reached them. 

    Dahkal regarded him with a look that matched his statement of, “Hell no.” He leaned closer to Harmon and whispered, “He may be tiny, but he becomes irate when the replicator settings get changed without his doing it. I think it’s an engineer thing. Reuan is the same way with certain equipment.” 

    Harmon whispered back, “Sounds like we know why he and the Leethog females get along so well.” Big Jon hissed with laughter at the comment. His oversize ears enabled him to hear whispers as though they were normal voice levels. 

    Ranga approached them and asked, “What can I do for you?” 

    Thirty minutes later, Dahkal slashed through the air with his newly replicated blade. It was the same design as Big Jon’s. One of the major differences was it was much larger so it would fit Dahkal’s massive hand. The length of the blade alone was fifteen inches. The other difference was the steel was black to match his sword. He wasn’t a fan of shiny weapons or armor. He preferred a dull black finish that didn’t reflect light. 

    He picked up the new sheath from the replicator, slid the blade in, and found it fit perfectly. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. He absolutely loved getting new “toys,” especially bladed ones. 

    “It’s perfect, Ranga. Thank you,” he said as the engineer reprogrammed the replicator to its previous settings. 

    Ranga turned his wide head and replied, “You’re very welcome. Now, if you will excuse me, Reuan and I must finish our programming before we leave in the morning.” When he was sure nothing more was needed, he hurried back to the control station and resumed his work. 

    Harmon walked over to Monday to have a conversation about the mech. It was hard to keep a mech pilot away from the war machines, especially when they were around a model they had never seen before. Big Jon was still standing with Dahkal and Ryan. They spoke at length about the different types of blades they preferred. Ryan explained the ancestral history of his katana and how he was a descendant of the honored samurai from ancient Earth. Big Jon elaborated on his own past in the Leethog military before getting hired on with Tomeral and Associates. Before they knew it, the hour had grown late, and they all needed to retire for the night. 

    “I don’t really know how to thank you for all your help,” Dahkal admitted as he shook Harmon’s hand at the ship’s exit. 

    Harmon smiled at the comment. “You can be successful and come back here to claim your ship.” He released Dahkal’s hand and crossed his arms. “Then you can take your home back and set things right. If you really want to thank me, that’s how you can do it. As far as I’m concerned, your raw materials contract with Mike and Mike makes us square. You’re getting paid for it, but that’s where all my ships come from, so it benefits me as well. It also helps build the economy of Salvage.” 

    Dahkal crossed his arms and tilted his head at an angle. “I hadn’t thought of it like that, to be honest. Though, I wouldn’t say it makes us even. It’s a good start, but we’re not even yet. I’ve learned a great deal from you and your system in my short time here. There is much that can be improved in my home system, and I intend to make several changes.” He looked Harmon dead in the eyes. “You and your good deeds will not be forgotten, Harmon Tomeral. This I swear to you on my honor as a warrior and the rightful emperor of the Sheinrah.” He turned his gaze to Big Jon and added, “That goes for all of you.” Big Jon gave him a single, slow nod. Further words weren’t needed. 

    “Just get back here in one piece,” Harmon replied. “We can worry about the rest later.” 

    Dahkal grinned and shrugged. The overhead light reflected off his scales, and the opaque sheen moved with the light as he did. “No promises, but we’ll try to manage.” Harmon and Big Jon laughed and shook their heads as they exited the ship. 

    Dahkal shut the hatch and retired to his quarters. He had them to himself for the night. Ryan was spending the evening with Ginger and would be back in time to leave. Reuan and Hunai had installed an additional bed in his quarters so she would have somewhere to sleep. Hunai was more than happy to share his room. He had expressed his concern for Reuan’s comfort as she was a female and he a male, and he had even offered to sleep on the large chair in the common room. Reuan was grateful but insisted that really wasn’t necessary. It was actually a good fit because they didn’t have to change the lighting in the room. Sheingal had excellent night vision, so Hunai could still move around without the aid of his environmental suit, and Reuan could still see. When his nightly grooming routine was done, Dahkal climbed into bed. The next day would be the beginning of a new mission, and he was more than ready to get started. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Two days after emerging through the gate into the Kragtron System, Koshal was on approach to The Gas Station. His scanners indicated no unusual traffic in the area. The only thing that piqued his interest were three light battlecruisers docked to the station. Further investigation showed they were registered to a mercenary company working on the newly colonized planet in the system. Also docked to the station were some small personal vessels and cargo ships. With no sign of danger, he aligned his ship with the berth Garickle had procured for him and docked. 

    Koshal exited his ship and proceeded down the corridor. Following only a step behind him were two imperial guards dressed in light armor and carrying laser rifles. They also carried secondary melee weapons of their own preference. Koshal was unarmed and only carried an oversized slate. He hadn’t carried a weapon—or even fired one—in centuries. With the Imperial Guard, there was little threat within the walls of the Sheingal palace. This sense of security had caused him, and many others, to become lax with their personal protection. 

    He turned his head to the side as they walked down the empty corridor and spoke over his shoulder. “Durgral, Pasqual, keep your wits about you. Watch for anything suspicious,” he cautioned. “I don’t expect any issues with the Caldivar, but it wouldn’t be the first time a being made a stupid decision.” 

    “Understood, Counselor,” Durgral answered in a gravelly voice. He was an eight-foot-tall, broad, brown-colored being. In addition to his laser rifle, he carried a large, double-bladed battle axe on his back, though he had never used it in a real battle. He turned his head to his companion. “I hope the Caldivar is stupid.” 

    Pasqual grinned but kept his eyes forward. “Agreed,” he hissed in a raspy, high-pitched voice. “It would be a shame to come all this way and not get to play with our new friends.” 

    Pasqual was much leaner than Durgral and several inches taller. His coloring resembled that of rust. His secondary weapons were his favorite weapons. On each hip, he carried what looked like steel handles with nothing attached to them. That illusion quickly disappeared once he pressed the small button at the top and thin, steel cables ejected from the handles. For all intents and purposes, they were steel whips, capable of removing flesh down to the bone. If that wasn’t enough, the handles contained power cells that surged energy through the cables and caused them to glow electric green. The energy was strong enough to burn limbs completely off, or an enemy’s head if the strike was landed properly. 

    Koshal had chosen the two guards not only for their abilities, but because they had been on his payroll for quite some time. It was beneficial to have eyes and ears around the palace. Too many eyes and ears, however, could become a problem. So, he kept his circle small. It currently consisted of him, Gortal, and the two guards with him now. There had once been two others, but they proved too greedy for their own good and now resided many miles off the coast on the ocean floor of Shein. 

    They reached Garickle’s docking birth and requested entry. Immediately, the airlock hissed, and the door opened. They were greeted by a stern faced Caldivar with his arms crossed. He was dressed in his company fatigues and wore a powerful-looking laser pistol on his right hip. 

    “Glad you could make it,” he said in an annoyed tone. He motioned them forward with a wave of his hand. “This way. She’s in here.” 

    Koshal narrowed his greying eyes at the Caldivar’s arrogance as Garickle turned his back to them. “Your tone suggests irritation and annoyance. Am I an inconvenience to you, Caldivar?” he spat out the word “Caldivar” like it had a putrid taste to it. 

    He heard Garickle laugh and say, “Actually, you are,” as they came to a second hatchway. Before he opened it, Garickle turned his head and said, “I told you, I have other contracts to complete. I’ve been sitting on this dock for nearly two weeks, waiting for you to show up. It not only costs me credit to hold both docking spaces, but I’ve also had to feed your cargo since you wanted her alive, not to mention how dangerous it is to take her to the bathroom when she needs to vacate. I’m a merc, not a babysitter.” 

    Koshal bared his teeth angrily at the last comment. “You’re paid, is what you are, Caldivar. Now, open the door so I may collect what I have come for,” he snarled. 

    Garickle snorted and replied, “Gladly.” He tapped the access panel, and the door irised open into a small, very dimly lit room. 

    The first thing Koshal noticed was Reuan in the center of the room. The only light seemed to be directly above her. She was strapped to a chair like she was in the video, only now the chair was loaded onto a wheeled machine. The chair sat on a steel plate that extended from the bottom of the device. Her tail was cuffed to the plate with magnetic shackles, and her mouth was once again muzzled. Directly behind the plate were two wheels. Above the two bottom wheels were two more wheels that extended further out at an angle. It appeared the machine was meant to move her while she was still in the chair. 

    The other thing he noticed was the other Caldivar from the video call. He was standing to Reuan’s side with a laser rifle in his hands. He appeared ready to use it if needed. Koshal noted he was slightly smaller than Garickle, but that didn’t mean much, as their race was known for their strength. 

    The rest of the room held stacked crates, cages containing firearms, and various types of equipment. The room smelled strongly of some sort of spice. He looked around and saw a table with open containers of half-eaten food. The scent was powerful and nearly overwhelmed him. He noticed his guards rubbing their nostrils. It must have been worse for them. They were younger, and their senses had not yet faded as much as his had over the years. 

    Garickle walked over and grabbed the handle that stretched the entire width of the top of the machine. He pressed a button with his thumb, and a whirring sound emanated from a small motor as the frame of the device leaned backward. The plate lifted from the floor with Reuan on it until the upper wheels touched the floor. He released that button and twisted the grip of the handle. The machine moved forward under its own power. He twisted the handle in the opposite direction, and it moved in reverse. He pressed another button on the opposite end of the handle, and the plate lowered back to its original position, and the second set of wheels lifted back up. 

    He threw his hands up in the air with a “there you have it” gesture. “It’s that easy,” he said. “You can even have the chair and lift as parting gifts.” 

    “Another generous gesture, Caldivar,” Koshal said as he walked over and stood in front of Reuan. Durgral and Pasqual moved as well and stood side by side a pace behind him. He looked her over as she glared at him with hatred in her eyes. “She appears to be well cared for. More importantly, she’s alive.” 

    Garickle nodded and crossed his arms. “That’s what you asked for; that’s what you got. Are we done here?” He indicated Reuan with flat, open palms turned to the side. “Can you take her and be on your way?” 

    An irritated expression formed on Koshal’s face. He didn’t care for being rushed, especially by a being he saw as lower than him. “Not yet,” he snapped. “I have one more thing I need to do.” He looked at Reuan, and in a condescending tone said, “Hello, Reuan. It’s so nice to see you again. Your brother wanted me to call him as soon as I have you within my grasp. He’s eager to speak with you.” 

    He turned to face his guards and held out the extra-large slate he had been carrying to Durgral. Durgral allowed his laser rifle to hang on its sling, and he held the slate with both hands with the screen facing away from him. Koshal entered several commands and stepped back to stand closer to Reuan. The slate connected with the gate, rang, and was promptly answered by a smug-looking Gortal. 

    “Koshal, my old friend!” Gortal shouted over the connection. He exaggeratedly leaned his head to the side to see around Koshal and said, “Is that Reuan? What a wonderful surprise! I’m so happy you two ran into each other!” 

    Reuan struggled against her bonds and tried to say something, but her words were as imprisoned as she was. 

    “Alive and well, Emperor,” Koshal said with a slow gesture toward Reuan. “As you requested.” 

    Gortal’s smile faded, and a grim expression overtook his face. His eyes turned fierce, and his hands balled into fists on the screen. “I told you I would find you, little sister. Did you really think it would be that easy? That you would continue to have access to the imperial funds and be able to do as you please?” 

    A maniacal laugh broke his dark overtone. “I thought you would be smarter than that. Honestly, Reuan, how stupid of you. If you couldn’t hire a mercenary company, surely you could have gotten yourself hired by one and left the system. Sitting there all this time was horrible decision making.” He rubbed his chin in thought, then sighed. “I suppose it’s better this way. If this is the way you plan and strategize, our military would have certainly been a failure under your command.” 

    His comments must have gotten under Reuan’s scales, because she fought her cuffs with ferocity and did her best to break the steel chair she was in. She growled in anger and again tried to yell through her muzzle. Her actions only caused Gortal to laugh hysterically. After his laughing fit was over, he waved a hand at Reuan and said, “Remove the mouth restraint and allow the incompetent to speak. I’m curious about what she has to say.” 

    Koshal nodded to Gortal and turned to Garickle. They were speaking in Sheingal so the Caldivar would have no idea what the conversation was about. The language of Shein wasn’t in any translator beyond their gate. His personal translator was deactivated, as he spoke Earth Common, and the slate’s translator wasn’t active. “He wants the muzzle removed so she may speak with him.” 

    Garickle pointed at the other Caldivar and said, “You heard him. Take the muzzle off.” 

    The other Caldivar didn’t look the least bit happy with the order, but he reluctantly walked over to Reuan. He reached out with a timid hand toward the locking mechanism. Reuan parted her lips and exposed her sharp fangs with a menacing growl when his fingers came close. He reacted by quickly pulling his hand back. 

    Garickle laughed and said, “Quit being such a youngling and take the cuff off.” 

    “Easy for you to say,” the other Caldivar replied. “Your fingers aren’t on the line.” He reached for the mechanism again. He pressed the right combination of keys, and the cuff broke apart in the center. 

    As soon as her mouth was free, Reuan rotated her head with lightning speed and snapped her powerful jaws at the Caldivar’s hand. She was quick, but the Caldivar was quicker…barely. He snatched his hand back with a gasp and promptly trained his weapon on her. Garickle pointed at him and laughed. 

    Gortal laughed along with him. He turned his attention back to Reuan. “Now, what is it you are so desperately trying to say?” 

    Reuan narrowed her eyes and fixed a hateful glare on the screen. “You’re pathetic and have no right to rule our system.” 

    Gortal smiled at her. “Oh, dear sister, I have every right,” he responded. “If you recall, I defeated our father in the Battle of Ascension.” 

    Defiance coated her words as Reuan shouted, “You won because he didn’t have the heart to kill his own flesh and blood! You won because his love for you was greater than his desire to end your life! You didn’t defeat Father! He defeated himself out of love!” 

    A dismissive wave from Gortal’s massive hand flew across the screen. “Bah,” he groused. “You know nothing. I defeated him because he was weak! He lacked the strength and the courage of his convictions, and for that, I drove his sword through his heart.” 

    “Love and compassion are not weaknesses!” Reuan screamed at him as tears filled her eyes. “You call me stupid and incompetent.” She shook her head as she continued through gritted teeth. “You are the weak one. You are the stupid and incompetent one. Not me.” 

    Gortal cocked his head to the side and cracked his knuckles as he stared at her. “I fail to see how that is possible,” he responded. “I sit here, in the palace, the ruler of all, and you sit there, in an empty system, bound to a chair as a prisoner. You are destined for execution for the crime of treason. You escaped our system and remained in one place the entire time, only to be caught without effort. Please, explain to me how I am the stupid and incompetent one.” 

    Reuan grinned at him from her chair of confinement. “Because you’re the one allowing himself to be manipulated like a puppet by this foul-smelling being.” She indicated Koshal with her chin. “He’s used you to gain power for himself. He had this mercenary kill Dahkal, then convinced you to challenge Father, rather than take the journey. He is the reason for all of this, and you are too blind to see it. You are too stupid and incompetent to see it.” She shook her head again with a smug smile on her face. “But then again, the pawns never really know they’re pawns, do they?” 

    Gortal tilted his head back and burst out in laughter. He slapped his hands on the table before him and wiped the tears from his eyes. “Do you hear this, Koshal?” he asked. “You’re a mastermind and an imperial manipulator!” 

    Koshal smiled and looked back and forth between the siblings. He felt a tinge of humor and laughed as well. “I do hear it, Emperor. Quite funny, is it not?” He turned to regard Reuan and saw a confused look cross her face. 

    Reuan shook her head in disbelief. “You are so blind to his tricks, you don’t even see them.” 

    Gortal leaned forward and said, “Would you like to know a secret, Little Sister?” 

    Koshal stepped toward the screen. “Gortal, I don’t think it would be wise to…” 

    “Silence!” Gortal snapped at him. “She is no longer a threat. Look at her. What can she possibly do now?” 

    Koshal bowed his head in silence and stepped back. Uncertainty filled his senses, but there was nothing he could do to change the emperor’s mind. 

    Gortal refocused on Reuan. She hadn’t responded to his question. “Of course, you want to know a secret. So, I will tell you mine.” He folded his arms on the table and leaned even closer to the screen. “I am not a pawn for Koshal to manipulate, Reuan. He is mine.” 

    When she didn’t respond, he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms behind his head. “I can see you don’t believe me. That’s ok. It’s by design.” An evil grin crossed his smug face. “The truth is, I employed Koshal to have Dahkal killed. It was my idea from the very beginning to kill father and take the throne. It was all me, Reuan. I knew Dahkal would be exactly like Father. I couldn’t allow our system to continue down the path of weakness. I did what was necessary. It’s unfortunate you are as weak as they were.” 

    Koshal felt Reuan’s eyes on him. He turned and saw her looking at him differently. 

    “It wasn’t you?” she asked in bewilderment. 

    “No, Emperor Gortal speaks the truth,” Koshal replied. “He came to me a year before Dahkal’s night of decision with his plan to take the throne. I felt his reasons were justified. I helped him plan and strategize, and now here we are. You are the last obstacle in his path to absolute power.” 

    Reuan turned from him to the screen. “It was all you from the start. It was never Koshal. It was you. How could you plot the death of your own family? You’re a monster!” 

    Gortal sneered at her. “Like you said before, Reuan, the pawns never know they’re pawns. That would explain why you didn’t have a clue.” He reached his arms out and stretched with a loud yawn. “But enough chit chat. Koshal, load her up and bring her back to me. Once this business is behind us, we can move forward.” A large, red hand covered the screen, and the connection ended. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Koshal took the slate from Durgral and turned to Reuan. “Well, let’s be on our way, shall we?” He turned to Durgral and Pasqual and pointed over his shoulder with a thumb. “Tie up the loose ends before we leave.” He looked around the room and added, “We should take the majority of this with us, it could come in useful.” 

    The guards sneered at each other and aimed their weapons at the two Caldivars. “With pleasure, Counselor,” Pasqual hissed. 

    Garickle quickly drew his laser pistol and shouted, “What kind of treachery is this, Koshal?” He trained his third eye on Koshal and kept the other two on the guard aiming at him. “We had a contract!” 

    Koshal smiled and replied, “That contract has been completed and paid in full. Our business here is done.” He turned his head toward Durgral. “Kill them. Now.” 

    Before either guard fired, a continuous, deep, rolling growl reverberated off the walls and filled the room. It was worse than the sounds in a being’s most frightening nightmares. It was like the rumblings of a feral beast straight from the depths of hell, preparing to pounce on its prey and devour their soul. The ominous sound of imminent death sent a cold shiver down Koshal’s spine. He and the guards searched the room with wide eyes, desperate to find where and who the sound was coming from. 

    Then, at the back of the room behind a stack of crates, something moved into the shadows. Everyone focused their attention on the shadow. Glowing eyes of burning topaz appeared and blazed through the darkness, seeming to float in the air. The growl grew louder and angrier and was joined by the sound of clawed feet stepping across the steel floor. Slowly, the shadows slid back and exposed a snarling black snout full of black, razor-sharp teeth. The shadows appeared to glide backward over the hulking figure as it stepped forward. The overhead light activated the iridescence of the being’s scales. 

    Koshal dropped his slate, and he nearly choked on his words as he jumped back in complete surprise. “Dahkal!” he gasped. “No. It can’t be. You…you’re dead!” He turned to Garickle and screamed, “You told me you killed him, you disgusting creature!” 

    Garickle shrugged and said, “I must have made a mistake. Oops.” 

    Koshal snapped his head back to face the fearsome being he had believed dead. “Kill him, you fools!” he shouted at Pasqual and Durgral. “Kill him now!” 

    Dahkal bounded forward with a demonic roar before the two guards could flinch. Koshal watched in horror as the beast brought his fists up into the guards’ chins. Their helmets lifted several inches off their heads, one slightly higher than the other. They dropped to the floor and didn’t move. Protruding from under each of their chins was the handle of a knife…buried to the hilt. 

    Frozen by fear, Koshal stood there as the rightful emperor of Shein towered over him in all his might. Dahkal’s eyes burned through the counselor with the fiery rage of a vengeful son, full of anger, hate, and sorrow. Light glinted off his black claws as he flexed his hands, preparing to slash Koshal’s throat. Koshal clenched his eyes shut, but the attack didn’t come. Instead, Dahkal leaned down close to Koshal. So close, Koshal could feel his hot, rapid breath. In that moment, without realizing it, Koshal lost control of himself and vacated right there on the floor. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Dahkal straightened up to his full height and looked at Garickle. “Sorry, Garickle. I don’t know why that keeps happening.” 

    Garickle waved a hand in front of his nose. “That’s horrid,” he proclaimed. “Wait. What do you mean ‘keeps happening’?” 

    Dahkal shrugged and held his palms out in response. Garickle shook his head and looked at his brother. “I’m not cleaning that up.” He walked over to Reuan and started uncuffing her. 

    Darwick cringed and yelled, “Me either! I already had my hand nearly bitten off tonight!” 

    Reuan threw her muzzle cuff at Darwick, and it struck him in the chest. “You hatchling. I never even came close to your hand. I timed it perfectly. Quit complaining.” 

    “Whatever,” Darwick replied as he bent to pick up the muzzle. He pointed at his brother with it. “You can deal with that mess.” 

    “Nope,” Garickle replied with a grin. “You work for me. Remember? You get to do the dirty work.” He looked down at the mess on his floor. “Literally.” 

    The hatchway that led into the main sections of the ship opened. Ryan stepped through with the rest of the Emerald Dragons’ command crew. As soon as he entered, he noticed the bodies on the floor and shook his head. “They never stood a chance.” His eyes drifted from them to Koshal, and he immediately started laughing. “Dude!” he exclaimed. “I saw it happen on the camera, but it’s even funnier in person. That’s three times you’ve actually scared the crap out of someone.” 

    Dahkal held two fingers in the air. “Twice,” he corrected. “The first one only urinated on himself.” He looked down at the mess on the floor. “Koshal appears to have covered all the bases.” With a disgusted look at Koshal, he added, “You’re pathetic.” 

    Monday stepped up behind Koshal, careful not to get anything on his boots, and bound his wrists together with a set of Sheingal cuffs from the Winged Fury. Koshal didn’t resist. After that, Monday wrapped the steel cable from Reuan around his waist to secure his wings. 

    Reuan jumped up from her chair and stood next to Dahkal. She glared at Koshal and spat out, “Who’s the pawn now, you worthless, spineless, old wretch?” Koshal remained silent, and his eyes dropped to the floor. 

    Dahkal reached out and lifted Koshal’s head with a single clawed finger under his chin. “You told me the night before I left on my journey that if I needed anything, all I had to do was ask.” He grabbed Koshal by the front of his robes, snatched him close, and growled, “Well, I have a lot to ask you now.” He looked at Monday and said, “Take this traitor to our ship. Throw him in the holding cell.” 

    Since the Winged Fury was a Gritloth design, it naturally had a holding cell. They were a race of slavers, so every ship they built had some form of confinement center. During the overhaul, prior to leaving Shein, Dahkal had decided to leave one cell intact. He was happy he had done so. 

    “Stop along the way and hose him off first,” he added. “Alex, Brawlt, can you assist him, please?” Alex and Monday each took an arm and led Koshal out of the room. Brawlt followed close behind with a laser rifle pointed at Koshal’s back. 

    Dahkal turned around in time to see Ryan stuffing his face with food from the half-empty containers on the table. He looked like he was thoroughly enjoying himself. The food didn’t look very inviting to Dahkal. The smell alone was enough to deter him. 

    Ryan looked over at him with a mouth full of food. “Dude, I love this stuff.” He swallowed. “You don’t know what you’re missing. These ancient Earth recipes are something else. This was known as Indian food.” He shoved another spoonful into his mouth. Still chewing, he said, “I freaking love curry.” He wiped his hands and face on a napkin. “I told you it would work. They couldn’t catch your scent over the smell of the food. I dialed up the spices with the replicator. Your race’s heightened sense of smell did the rest.” 

    “Yeah,” Dahkal agreed. “I couldn’t smell them either. It was a good idea.” 

    Garickle joined the conversation. “Well, can we get if off my ship now, please? Dahkal’s race isn’t the only one with a heightened sense of smell.” He pointed to his elongated nose. 

    Hunai tapped the side of his environmental helmet. “I didn’t care for the smell either. This is one of those times I’m glad I have this suit. I closed the vents and filtered the air.” 

    “Lucky,” Dahkal grumbled. He bent over and picked up Koshal’s slate. He handed it to Reuan and said, “Take this to his ship and see what you can get off it and the ship. There may be some useful information on them. Take Hunai and Ranga with you.” 

    Reuan looked at the slate and smiled. “I’m sure there is. They weren’t expecting this and had no reason to hide their plans.” She frowned. “I hope his ship doesn’t smell as bad as he does.” She exited through the exterior hatchway, followed by Hunai and Ranga. 

    “What do you want to do with these guys?” Ryan asked and pointed at the bodies on the floor. 

    Dahkal walked over to the fallen guards and knelt. He reached down and one by one extracted the knives he’d shoved through their brains. He used their waist cloths as towels to clean the blood from the blades. Dahkal sheathed his new knife. He held the other blade out to Garickle. “You should have this,” he said. 

    Garickle reached out and took the knife. It was a field knife with a ten-inch, double-edged blade. All three of his eyes registered instant recognition. “This was Dahmoot’s knife,” he stated. “I searched his body and couldn’t find it. I thought it was lost forever on Pergus. He never went on a single mission without it.” 

    The sentiment was understandable. Many warriors became attached to certain weapons, just as beings who specialized in a trade often became attached to a specific tool. Ryan once stared death in the face over his katana. 

    Dahkal nodded with understanding. “I took it as a war prize after our fight. But things are different now. I’m certain he would want you to have it.” He smiled and patted the new knife on his hip. “Besides, I have a new toy.” 

    Garickle tucked the knife behind his belt and held out his hand. “Thank you. This means much to me.” 

    Dahkal forewent the offered hand and clasped Garickle’s wrist. “By the way,” he said, “you and your brother did well by not reacting to what my brother said. They had no idea your translators were updated with our language. If they had known, I suspect we wouldn’t have gathered so much intel so easily. I can see how you would have been a successful mercenary.” 

    Garickle shrugged. “I wasn’t all me. You were wise enough to caution us ahead of time.” 

    “I’ve studied strategy for decades,” Dahkal responded. “You have to think about the little things. More often than not, a being will focus on the big factors and forget the small details that could doom the plan. Not that any of mine ever work out like they should.” 

    “This one worked out pretty good!” Ryan interjected. 

    “So far,” Dahkal replied. “Don’t jinx it.” He looked down at the bodies on the floor. “As for these two, we’ll strip their armor and weapons. The armor won’t fit Reuan or me, but we can utilize the steel in the replicators.” 

    Ryan bent down and removed one of the holstered handles from Pasqual’s belt. “What the heck is this?” he asked. He turned it in his hand, saw the button at the top, and without thinking, pressed it. The thin, steel cable shot out of the handle and stretched across the floor, and green energy pulsed through it. 

    “Get it off the floor!” Dahkal shouted. He reached over and slapped the button to retract the cable. “You’ll burn through the steel if you let it sit there like that.” He shook his head. “Ask questions before you start pressing buttons.” 

    A gasp of excitement and a juvenile grin were Ryan’s responses. “It’s a retractable energy whip!” he shouted after his initial shock of surprise subsided. “I totally have dibs on one of these. All I need now is a brimmed leather hat.” 

    Dahkal shook his head as Ryan jammed the handle into his waistband. “Great,” he groaned and turned to Garickle. “Just what he needed. Something dangerous to play with.” 

    “At least it doesn’t explode,” Garickle replied. 

    Dahkal lifted a flat hand and tilted it side to side in time with his head. “Meh…usually not.” 

    Ryan’s head shot up. “What’s that?” 

    Quickly and nonchalantly, Dahkal answered, “Nothing. Let’s get this handled and get back to the ship.” 

    Together, Dahkal, Ryan, Garickle, and Darwick stripped the dead bodies of their armor and weapons. They loaded the gear into a hover crate for transport, bagged the bodies for disposal, and loaded them on top of the crate. The space station had a crematorium for occasional deaths. They would stop by on the way to Winged Fury. 

    As Dahkal and Ryan were exiting the ship, Garickle asked, “What should my brother and I do now?” 

    “Go home,” Dahkal answered with as warm a smile as his black fangs would allow. “Go home and enjoy your family. Run your business and live the peaceful life you’ve worked so hard to achieve.” He pointed through the hatchway at Garickle’s ship. “Take them all on a real vacation, one where you no longer have to look over your shoulder every minute. You’re safe now, as is your family.” 

    Raised eyebrows indicated Garickle was surprised by his answer. “Just like that?” he asked. 

    “Just like that,” Dahkal replied. “The next time you see me, I hope to be in your shop, purchasing some of your fine cuts.” 

    Pride at Dahkal’s last statement seemed to envelop Garickle. “You’ll get nothing but the best,” he said. “You’ll be by soon, I hope.” 

    A crooked smile lifted one side of Dahkal’s face. “As soon as I handle a little business back home.” He threw a quick wave, then he and Ryan began to push the hover crate down the corridor toward the crematorium. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Fermented fruit juice overflowed from the chalice and pooled on the table as Gortal filled it from a vintage bottle plucked from the palace cellars. He filled another one, more cautiously this time, and only half full. He held it out to his guest, but the gesture was ignored. Without a word, he set the glass down in front of them, leaned back in his chair, and sipped his overflowing drink. 

    “Are you not thirsty, Mother?” he asked. 

    She continued to ignore him and looked out over the balcony of her room. He took a large gulp of his drink and set the chalice down with a clunk on the wooden table. The breeze brushed against his neck as he crossed one leg over the other. He looked around the room. It was full of images and trinkets from his father’s journey across the stars, but he didn’t know any of the stories that went along with them. That would have been against the rules as an heir to the throne. 

    “You know,” he continued, “it doesn’t have to be this way. If I could trust you, you could walk about the city freely again.” 

    She still didn’t move. 

    Gortal huffed in irritation. “You can ignore me all you want, Mother. It doesn’t change the fact that I am here, and I am the emperor. Do you really want to spend the rest of your life confined to this room, relieved only by your walks around the atrium and gardens?” 

    Again, nothing. 

    He drummed his claws on the arm of his chair and looked out over the balcony. “The answer to your problems isn’t out there,” he said. “The answer sits before you. I am the only one you have left.” 

    Shaelan didn’t so much as blink. 

    “Fine!” Gortal snapped and rose from his chair in a flurry of anger. He snatched up his chalice, downed the remaining drink, and tossed it on the table. “Remain locked up in here if you wish. When you are ready to come to your senses, you know where to find me.” 

    He stormed toward the door to leave. Before he reached it, he turned around and said, “Oh, and one more thing…” 

    She didn’t turn to acknowledge him. 

    “Reuan has been captured. Koshal is on his way back with her as we speak.” 

    Shaelan’s head whirled around, her eyes wide with fear. “What?” she gasped. 

    Gortal snorted and threw his hands up in irritation. “So, you do remember how to speak!” His head shook as he took a few steps back toward her. “I find it curious that you ignore the hatchling before your very eyes, yet the slightest mention of the one so far away gets your full attention. I always thought a mother’s love was unconditional and equal among her young. I suppose that was only a hatchling story.” He turned to leave. 

    Before he could open the door, Shaelan called out to him, “What will become of her?” 

    His hand froze over the access panel, and his lips slowly parted into a smile. He turned to face his mother. In a cool tone he said, “On the day of her arrival, she will be tried and convicted of treason. Then, I will perform her execution myself on a public platform, so all the beings of Shein can see what it means to stand against the throne. To stand against me.” 

    Without another word, he turned and exited the room before she could respond. The door slammed behind him, followed by his mother’s screams. His face hardened, his hands clenched into fists, and his emotions grew as cold as ice as he walked away. It wasn’t until he reached the other side of the palace that he stopped hearing the wails of his mother’s grief and regret. 

    He activated his personal comm, “Admiral Cortal, are you hearing me?” 

    The admiral’s voice answered in his earpiece. “I hear you Emperor Gortal. How might the Sheingal Fleet assist you today?” 

    “I want you on gate overwatch until Koshal returns,” Gortal replied. 

    “Sir?” came the admiral’s response. “That is highly unusual. Is there a threat I should be aware of?” 

    Gortal frowned at his order being questioned. His father never received such disrespect. Why should he? “Tell me something Cortal; do you find questioning my orders a proper response? Does the emperor now answer to his subordinates?” 

    “No, Emperor,” Cortal responded. His voice was crisp and sounded like it had a bit more respect behind it. 

    Gortal stopped walking as he continued to speak into the comm. “Did you ever once question my father, or did your predecessor question my grandfather, when they were given an order? Or did they simply do as they were commanded?” 

    He heard Cortal clear his throat before responding. “No, Emperor. I did not, nor did the late Admiral Moornal. Orders should be followed as given.” 

    Gortal angrily slammed a hammer fist against the wall and shouted, “Then why do you question my commands? Am I not your emperor, the same as they were?” 

    “Yes, Emperor, you are.” Cortal responded. His voice was cool and unshaken, which only angered Gortal further. 

    “Then why question me?” Gortal growled. 

    “Perhaps,” Cortal began, “perhaps, I chose my words poorly, Emperor. I meant no disrespect. Your father and grandfather always allowed a bit of leeway when it came to unusual orders. I was not questioning your orders. I was only observing that they were out of the ordinary and requesting any information that might come in useful during my time on overwatch. There is no such thing as being over-prepared. I shall strive to choose my words more carefully in the future. Please forgive my lapse of proper etiquette.” 

    The emperor deflated and calmed himself with several controlled breaths. “Admiral Cortal, I would strongly advise you to realize I am not my father, or my father’s father, in the least. It will benefit you a great deal. As for you being put on the gate overwatch, I want my best on the job until Reuan is in my custody. That would be you. Anything could happen while they are in alter-reality. Should she overtake his ship and attempt to escape a second time, you are to destroy the ship and everyone onboard. Do you understand your orders?” 

    Admiral Cortal answered with a prompt, “Yes, Emperor. I understand my orders. I will set up defenses accordingly.” 

    “Good,” Gortal replied. “When they emerge, and all is as it should be, you will escort them to the planet.” 

    “Understood, Emperor,” Cortal replied again. 

    Gortal cut the call. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    When Dahkal and Ryan returned to Winged Fury, a live video feed of Koshal sitting on a steel bench was playing on the main screen of the common area. Monday was there, standing watch over him. Alex entered from the galley. Brawlt was sitting in a chair with his laser rifle on his lap, and he was tossing his super ball against the wall. Reuan, Hunai, and Ranga were still on Koshal’s ship, trying to dig up any available information. 

    Dahkal studied the screen for a moment and asked, “What has he been doing?” 

    Brawlt shrugged and turned his eye to the screen. “Just sitting there. From what I can tell, he hasn’t even spoken.” 

    The ship’s main comm system alert sounded throughout the vessel. Dahkal walked over to the large screen on the common room wall and answered it. Reuan appeared on the screen. She was sitting at the console of a small ship. 

    “What did you find?” Dahkal inquired. 

    “Not much,” Reuan responded. She looked to the side and reached out to scroll through another screen. “He doesn’t use the ship much. The only useful things I found are the new codes to bypass the defense spheres. Mine and Father’s appear to have been cancelled. Yours are still active, though. I guess you’ve been ‘dead’ so long that Gortal didn’t think about cancelling them. Those will come in handy, but I haven’t found much else. Ranga and I have been through all the systems. He and Hunai are in the engine room right now. Ranga wanted to compare notes with the Winged Fury design.” 

    Dahkal laughed. “He’s a curious little being.” 

    Reuan’s wings bounced as she giggled. “From what I’ve learned about the Deetah during my studies, they all are.” 

    “What about the slate?” Dahkal asked, getting back to the matter at hand. 

    Reuan shook her head. “It doesn’t have anything on it either. It looks like he brought it for the sole purpose of communicating with Gortal. I guess that’s why he brought such a large one.” She shrugged. “Better viewing screen.” 

    Dahkal dropped his head in disappointment. “Damn,” he cursed. “I was hoping for more.” He looked back up at his sister. “At least we know what security codes are safe to use. That will make things much easier…and safer. We’d never survive an assault from the spheres. So, let’s be thankful for that much, at least. I think we’ll be able to get what we need out of him when you get back here.” 

    Reuan ginned and cracked her knuckles. “He’ll talk. I guarantee it.” She turned her head and looked at her surroundings. “What should we do with his ship? It stinks as bad as him, by the way.” 

    After a moment of thought Dahkal said, “Wait one moment.” He activated his individual comm. 

    Garickle answered, “That was fast. Is something wrong?” 

    “No,” Dahkal replied. “Can your brother fly a small ship?” 

    “Yes,” Garickle responded. “He’s not the best pilot in the galaxy, but he can manage.” 

    “Good,” Dahkal retorted. “Would you mind if he flew Koshal’s ship back to Salvage? I’ll pay for all the transition fees.” 

    “Not at all,” Garickle answered. “Though it would be cheaper if you locked the two ships together and put the smaller one into dormant mode for the journey.” 

    “I wasn’t sure if your ship could handle such an operation,” Dahkal replied. “I’m not familiar with the model.” 

    “It can,” Garickle answered. “I’ll send him over, and we can begin right away. Once they’re connected, we’ll depart.” 

    “Thank you,” Dahkal said. “I’ll transfer the credit momentarily. When you get back, dock it at the Merc’s Hub under the Emerald Dragons’ tab. They’ll bill the fees directly to the company account.” 

    “No problem,” Garickle responded and ended the call. 

    Dahkal regarded his sister’s image on the screen again. “Did you get that?” 

    Reuan nodded. “Yes, but don’t transfer any credit for the gate fees. I just sent them from Koshal’s account, plus a little extra. His ship is connected to his funds. I sent the rest of it to the Emerald Dragons’ company account.” 

    “Nice.” Dahkal applauded. “Finish up and get over here. I’ll wait until you arrive to speak with our guest.” He cut the connection and called Monday on the individual comm. “Please escort the counselor to the…consultation area.” 

    Monday turned and gave the camera a thumbs up. “You got it boss,” he replied. 

    A short while later, Dahkal stared down at Koshal, who sat cuffed to a steel table in the open area next to the holding cell. It really wasn’t an “interrogation room” per say, but it would work. Everyone watched in silence as Dahkal glared down at the older Sheingal, who didn’t dare to match his gaze. 

    After several moments of silence, Dahkal slammed his hands down on the table and roared, “LOOK AT ME!” 

    Koshal jolted, and his entire body tensed. Very slowly and timidly, he raised his head, and his pleading, fear-soaked eyes met Dahkal’s. 

    Dahkal rumbled, “You…will…look…at…me…” 

    Koshal’s jaw opened and closed as he tried to speak. Finally, he found his voice and managed a meek, “I-I see you…” 

    “Good,” Dahkal snapped. “Then you see you own failure.” 

    Koshal’s demeanor changed, and a hint of anger flared up in his old eyes. “I failed at nothing!” he snapped. “It was that disgusting Caldivar who failed! If he had accomplished his task, everything would be going according to plan. That wretched creature acted without honor and lied to me.” 

    “Honor?” Dahkal was so appalled, he nearly choked on the word. “You dare to speak of honor?” He shook his head and began to pace. “You who plotted against the First Heir of Sheinrah, then against the emperor himself. You who stood idly by as entire families were slaughtered under the guise of treason and then accused the new first heir of treason as well and had her hunted down…dare to speak of honor?” 

    The corrupt counselor deflated as quickly as he had found his spine when his blatant hypocrisy was pointed out. In a low, flat tone, he replied, “It was not I who put these events into motion. I simply followed orders.” 

    “Oh, but you did, Counselor,” Dahkal disputed. “Gortal may have come to you with the idea, but you are the mastermind behind this machine of deceit. You are the one making all the gears turn in the right direction.” 

    Dahkal looked down at him and shook his head with disgust. “You are as much to blame for all of this as Gortal is. You’ve had his ear since he could walk. When he came to you with this, you could have put a stop to it. You could have said something and prevented it. My father would still be alive. Aarontal would still be alive.” Anger flared up within him, and he shouted, “I would still be on my journey! Instead, I’m planning an invasion of my own system to challenge my brother to a battle to the death!” 

    He took a breath to calm himself. “I never got to say goodbye to my father. Do you have any idea what you’ve taken from me? From Reuan? Poor Aarontal didn’t deserve what Gortal did to him. He was a good, honest being with a kind heart. It’s despicable. On top of that, you and my brother enslaved our entire race. Call it what you will, I call it slavery. He has taken away their choice, and that’s how a slave lives.” 

    Koshal lowered his head and tried to reach up and rub his temples. His attempt was halted by the magnetic cuffs that held his wrists to the table. He looked at the cuffs, then back up at Dahkal. “Are these really necessary?” He nodded in the direction of Ryan, Reuan, and the others. “Clearly, I pose no threat. Even without your friends, I’m no match for you.” 

    “No,” Dahkal agreed, “you are not.” He leaned down close to Koshal’s face. “One wrong move, and I’ll split you from your chin to the very tip of your tail.” 

    “Understood,” Koshal replied. 

    Dahkal used a claw to release the cuffs from Koshal’s wrists. Koshal rubbed each wrist and rolled his fists in circles to relive the pain and get circulation back into them. Monday had made sure they were more than secure. 

    Reuan had been silent so far, but now spoke up. “Tell us everything, from the beginning. We deserve to know it all. Why did Gortal do this? Is the throne so important to him that his own family no longer mattered?” 

    An arrogant laugh croaked from the old being’s throat, followed by a condescending, “Dear, sweet, little hatchling…you still have so much to learn.” 

    Reuan replied with a cold, “Enlighten me.” 

    Koshal took a deep breath and sighed. He looked at Dahkal and asked, “If I tell you all you want to know, will you allow me to live? Imprison me if you must but allow me to live out the rest of my years. A cell is better than death.” 

    Dahkal crossed him arms over his chest and harrumphed. “I’ll consider it.” 

    “Very well,” Koshal replied with a nod. “You’re a true being of honor, and I trust you to make the right decision in the end.” He turned his attention back to Reuan. “What you have yet to understand, little heir, is that it wasn’t the thought of simply sitting on the throne that intoxicated your brother. It was the power that came with it. He has always been obsessed with strength and power.” He looked back and forth between the siblings. “You both know this to be true. His size and strength have always given him an advantage against others, and he despises anything or anyone he views as weak. As the emperor, this has only grown stronger within him.” 

    He chuckled and waved at Dahkal. “Except for you, that is. You have no idea how it eats away at him that he was never able to defeat you. He put everything he had into your last bout. If he had been a scale quicker, you would never have left on your journey.” 

    Dahkal’s eyes widened and his heartrate increased as he realized what Koshal was referring to. “The initial attack with his hammer,” he stated. “He was actually trying to kill me. That’s why he changed his style and used a sneak attack from above. I didn’t expect that from him, and he knew I wouldn’t. If I hadn’t moved when I did, he would have crushed my skull...” 

    “And claimed your death was a training accident,” Koshal finished for him. “That was his idea. I told him to be patient and allow you to leave on your journey. Everything else had already been planned, but he is impatient. Once he gets an idea in his head, it is quite difficult to deter him.” 

    A massive sigh escaped Dahkal as he began to pace again. He pointed a claw at Koshal and commanded, “Start from the beginning and tell us everything. Every detail. Every conversation. Every plan that was dismissed. I want it all.” 

    Koshal closed his eyes and gave a single, slow nod. “As you wish, Dahkal.” 

    The story started with Gortal approaching him with remarks about how weak the empire was becoming and how Dahkal was the spitting image of Draktal and their grandfather. He told them how Gortal complained that something needed to change, or their race would soon wither away and die. Koshal admitted to agreeing with Gortal’s views and wishing to see the Sheingal rise up in the galaxy again. He explained, in great detail, every possible plan they had conceived over the time between the initial talk and Dahkal’s ceremonial Choice of Succession. The list was quite long. They had even considered a brotherly hunting trip, where Dahkal would have unfortunately been killed by a wild beast. 

    He explained how he had discovered Without Mercy, Inc. on the net and chosen it because it was a small, largely unknown company led by a Caldivar and a Yalteen. He had assumed their combined strength and experience as mercenaries would be enough to kill Dahkal. The personal information about Garickle had been appropriated by hacking into the company’s insurance policies, just as Garickle had assumed. A simple call to Garickle’s parents, posing as the insurance company’s legal representative and asking questions, provided the rest. Koshal spoke Earth Common quite well and knew the policy front to back, so Garickle’s parents never questioned the call or spoke about it. 

    The plans to invade every neighboring system and integrate them into the Sheingal Empire were especially appalling to Dahkal. Koshal even spoke of Gortal’s relationship with Captain Teagan. Reuan was already privy to that but hadn’t told Dahkal yet. What she didn’t know was Gortal had ordered General Brazal to put Teagan on the front lines of the first battle they would fight six months in the future when they planned to invade the Haquet System. It was punishment for her breaking off their relationship. Everything from day one until Dahkal and Reuan apprehended him was brought to light. 

    Koshal spread his hands on the table as he said, “And there you have it. That is the whole story. You now know it all.” 

    Reuan flexed her wings and shifted her tail in agitation. “So, he was telling the truth all along,” she said. “He truly believes the filth he spews about doing what’s best for the system and the Sheingal. He believes we are weak and in need of a revival.” 

    The counselor folded his hands and braced himself against the table with his elbows. “With every fiber of his being. The motives he speaks of are the truth.” He paused and looked to the side. “Though, as of late, he seems to be a bit…different.” 

    Dahkal narrowed his eye ridges. “Different how?” 

    Koshal adjusted himself in his chair and replied, “In the past, he has mostly listened to my reasoning. If I told him he shouldn’t do something, that it was a bad idea, he would consider my words. Not always, but often enough so I didn’t have to worry about him doing anything stupid if I advised against it.” 

    “And now?” Reuan asked. 

    “And now,” Koshal answered, “he listens to no one but himself.” He lifted his grey-blue gaze to Reuan’s electric blue eyes. They were the same as her father’s. “I tried to warn him about your spirit, but he thought he could break you, force you to see things his way and give in to his will. He didn’t listen, and, as I predicted, you fought him even harder.” 

    Reuan stepped toward him. “I could never accept his way. He is cruel and without the slightest bit of empathy for others. He’s become all that I despise and all that Father taught us was wrong. He is without honor, as is his rule.” 

    Koshal chuckled. “Not in his eyes. In his mind, he will be the savior of our kind and will kill any who stand in his way. He’s even threatened my life. I find myself in as much danger from him as any other being. Well…until now.” He shifted his gaze from Reuan to Dahkal. “Now, I find myself in your honorable hands.” 

    “Indeed,” Dahkal replied. “Is there more?” 

    Koshal shook his head and slowly rose to his feet. He spread his arms and said, “I have given you all I have to give. You have my ship, my slate, my story, and my credit.” 

    Dahkal circled the table slowly until he was behind Koshal and said, “There’s one last thing I need you to do, Koshal.” 

    Koshal continued to stare straight ahead as he answered, “Name it, and I will comply.” 

    Dahkal leaned down close to Koshal’s ear. In a grave tone, he whispered, “When you see Father and Aarontal, give them my regards.” 

    Before Koshal had time to react, his head was facing one hundred and eighty degrees in the wrong direction, clasped in Dahkal’s steel grip. His eyes bulged in disbelief, and his body convulsed violently. His clawed toes scraped desperately at the steel floor, but he was unable to establish any measure of footing. The writhing slowed in a matter of seconds. Dahkal stared into Koshal’s eyes as they grew cold and inert. His body became limp and hung in Dahkal’s grip like a marionette whose strings have been cut. Dahkal released the lifeless corpse, and it crumpled to the floor. 

    “Well…” Ryan exclaimed, “that was unexpected.” His sarcasm seemed to ease the tension in the room. “I thought you said you were going to let him go if he told you everything.” 

    Dahkal looked at his human brother. “I said I would consider it. I considered. It didn’t work out for him.” 

    “Brutal,” Monday stated. 

    Dahkal snorted at the comment. “Compared to the death my brother will receive, this was merciful.” 

    He reached down and snatched Koshal’s body by the cloth of his robes. With a deliberate and complete lack of respect, Dahkal dragged the body across the room and threw it into the airlock. The body slammed into the hatch on the opposite side with a thud and hit the floor. A small slate fell from an interior pocket of Koshal’s robes and skidded across the floor. Dahkal retrieved it and turned and saw his crew staring at him. They didn’t seem to look disappointed or afraid. Expectant might have been a more accurate description. They knew what his intentions were and appeared to be alright with them. He tossed the slate to Reuan and closed the interior hatch with a slap of the controls. “Before we enter the gate, we’ll jettison this traitorous conspirator. I would do it now, but I won’t desecrate the space around here with the likes of him.” 

    Brawlt raised a hand and offered, “We could fire him out of a missile tube into the system’s star.” 

    Alex’s eyes lit up, and he added, “Yeah, I could hollow out a missile, and we could stuff him inside it.” 

    Ranga interjected, with a finger in the air, “And I could improvise some multicolored pyrotechnics within the missile that would explode once it reached a specific temperature. It would be quite the show.” 

    It couldn’t be helped. Dahkal tried to resist, but the laughter came anyway. Before he knew it, his sides were hurting, and his friends had joined in. Together, they all exited the bay, leaving the corpse of the late Koshal alone in the airlock, destined to drift through the dark, cold void of space for all time. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    The Bieratang warship, Badlands, exited the gate and entered the Raegah System. Following in close formation were its three sister ships, Monsoon, Endless Drought, and Wild Fire. Each ship was a Bieratang-designed light battlecruiser, and they were much better equipped for war than the cheap Q-ships that were more often used. Q-ships could be repaired or replaced much easier and cheaper, so the true warships were held back unless the alpha felt their use was absolutely necessary. This was one of those times. 

    “Report,” commanded Captain Murkada from his command chair on the Badlands. He shook his head to clear the disorientation of exiting alter-reality. 

    “All ships present and accounted for, Captain,” called out the tactical officer. “Readings indicate a small freighter further in-system and another orbiting Ruul. Planetary assets unknown at this time. Once we get closer to the planet, the scans will be able to provide further details.” 

    Murkada grunted. He had been asking his father for better scanners for over two years, but he was still using the same, outdated equipment. “What is the estimated time to intercept the freighter?” 

    The tactical officer ran some calculations on his screen and replied, “Seventy-three minutes, sir.” 

    “Comms, hail Wild Fire,” Murkada commanded. 

    The comms officer answered with a loud, “Aye, Captain!” 

    The main screen activated, and Captain Kroptu filled the screen. “Yes, Captain Murkada?” he answered. 

    “Kroptu,” Murkada replied in a stern voice. He didn’t bother to address him as “Captain.” Both were captains, but Murkada was in command of the flotilla. “There is a freighter ahead of us, heading to the planet. You are to disable it. Do not destroy it. They are most likely carrying supplies. Our orders are to take control of the planet and any available assets.” 

    Kroptu dipped his head in a slight bow. “Aye, sir. What are my orders following the completion of this task?” 

    “Remain close to the gate and monitor any emergences,” Murkada replied. “Should another ship enter the system and head in the direction of Ruul, disable them as well. Destroy them if you must, but only if you must. As I said before, my father made it clear any usable resources are to be salvaged.” 

    He scratched behind his ear and brushed down his thick, golden mane before continuing. “I will lead Endless Drought and Monsoon onward and engage whatever beings are on the planet. It doesn’t appear the ship responsible for my brother’s demise is here, but that supply ship is an indication of a large group of beings down on the planet. My guess is there’s a new mining company in place.” 

    “I concur,” Kroptu replied. “They’re not very smart, if you ask me. They neglected to hire any security, just like the previous company. They were fools to believe we wouldn’t return.” 

    Murkada leaned forward on his elbows. “And you’re a fool for assuming they haven’t done so, Kroptu. The security force may simply not be here yet. Why do you think I want you watching the gate? Now stop wasting time and go deal with that freighter.” 

    Before Kroptu could respond, Murkada cut the connection. Instead of dealing with his comms officer, he used the control panel on his command chair and hailed the other two ships in his force. The main screen split in two as the images of Captain Vahndi and Captain Tenuul appeared side by side. 

    Before any formal greeting could be made, Murkada commanded, “You two will continue on with me to the planet while Kroptu deals with the freighter.” He could see momentary frustration in their faces, but they didn’t voice it. 

    “Aye, sir!” they both replied. 

    Murkada nodded. “It’s important we succeed. Our alpha is depending on us, as is the future of our world.” 

    “Understood, sir,” Tenuul replied. 

    “Yes, sir,” Vahndi agreed. “We understand.” 

    “Good,” Murkada said. “We’ll reach the planet in less than six hours. Prepare your landing parties and dropships. I want this operation to be quick and precise. Instruct your teams to leave as many of the workers alive as possible. We’ll need them for labor. I’ll contact you again prior to drop time. Badlands out.” 

    Part of Murkada felt guilty for being so short with his fellow leaders. Normally, he was quite casual with them. Over the years, he had led them on many successful missions, and they worked well as a team. This, however, was different. Murkada was the alpha’s first-born son, and he dared not return home in defeat. Lineage wouldn’t save him from his father’s wrath, not after his brother’s tactless attempt. He had to stay focused and keep the captains under his command focused on the mission. 

    “Jorvah,” Murkada called out. 

    His executive officer stepped up and saluted. “Sir,” he answered. 

    Murkada regarded him and said, “Get the insertion teams prepped and place the dropship on standby. As soon as we’re within range, they’ll be dropping. I want all three teams on the ground and in control of that mine by the day’s end.” 

    Jorvah nodded and replied, “As you command, sir.” The XO saluted again, turned on his heel, and exited the bridge. He would see to the operation himself rather than send orders down the chain of command. That was part of the reason Murkada had chosen him as his XO. He was hands on and would accept nothing less than perfection from the crew. 

    Murkada adjusted himself in his command chair. “Helm, take us to the planet.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Captain Kroptu sat back in his command chair and bit down on the first knuckle of his closed fist in frustration. He snatched his hand from his mouth and grumbled, “I hate when he gets like that. He acts like he knows everything, and we know nothing. I’ve been on as many missions as he has. He’s only where he is because of who he is.” 

    He instantly regretted the comment. It wasn’t uncommon for lower-ranked officers or crew members to repeat comments and conversations that shed negative light on their superiors in hopes of a promotion. He trusted his bridge crew for the most part, but ambition could, at times, betray loyalty. 

    “Helm,” he said in his best authoritative voice, “lay in a course and adjust speed to overtake the cargo freighter.” 

    “Aye, Captain,” the pilot replied. The rest of the crew remained silent. 

    Kroptu’s XO, Grugahn, walked up next to him. “Sir, with all due respect, I believe you should keep such comments to yourself.” He leaned down close to Kroptu’s ear and whispered, “No matter how true they may be.” 

    The captain grinned at his XO. “Always here to keep me in line, Grugahn.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Captain Phil sat down in the command chair of his freighter, Trick or Treat, and sipped his coffee. It was plain and black, just the way he liked it. Ryan had gotten him to try the Krishta stuff from Dahkal’s home planet once, but it wasn’t for him. The stuff made him feel like his heart was going to beat out of his chest. At his age, that wasn’t such a fun experience. He decided, real fast, that he would stick to the Earth version. 

    He leaned his head back against the chair and closed his eyes. He enjoyed the silence of an empty ship. Leila had hopped on a transit back to the Sol System before he left Salvage. One of their grandchildren had an upcoming performance in primary school, and she wanted to attend. It was fine by him. He had to keep the credit flow going, but there was no reason she had to miss out on family events. Come dinner time, however, he would certainly miss her. He could make a mean tomato sandwich, but those got old after a while. He bowed his head and said a silent thank you to the being who invented the food replicator. 

    Four new blips on his radar got his attention. “What the hell?” he muttered and set his coffee mug down. The Raegah System had other developed planets, but they were all in the opposite direction from Ruul. Three of the ships on his screen were headed for the planet…and one right for him. The government in the system was a joke, so it wasn’t like he could call for assistance if he needed it. 

    Phil ran scans on the inbound ships. “They’re light battlecruisers, but I don’t recognize the make,” he said aloud. “Ain’t a Q-ship, ain’t Bentwick’s design, definitely not from the Sol System.” He entered the ships’ information into a search on the net. Twenty minutes later, he got a hit, and his blood ran cold. “Aww hell,” he grumbled. “That ain’t good at all.” 

    He increased his speed, adjusted course, and transferred all extra power in the ship to his aft shields. He even pulled power from his forward shields. They wouldn’t do much good anyway if he was attacked from the rear. “I gotta get some weapons on this thing,” he griped. “Ain’t nuthin’ ever easy anymore.” The freighter had defensive lasers on it, but they would be no match for the missiles of a battlecruiser. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Captain,” called out the tactical officer of Wild Fire, “the freighter has increased thrust and altered its heading. It appears they have routed additional power to the rear shielding as well.” 

    Kroptu tapped a finger on his armrest. “How long until we are within missile range?” 

    “Another ten minutes at our current speed,” tactical replied. 

    “Helm, increase thrust and make it five minutes,” Kroptu commanded. 

    “Aye, Captain,” the pilot answered. 

    Five minutes later, Kroptu ordered, “Lock onto their engines and fire one missile.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Damn!” Phil yelled as the missile-lock alarm sounded. His hands flew across the dash as he entered commands. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Hunai answered the comm, and Captain Phil’s image filled the main screen of the Winged Fury. His signature hat hung on the headrest of his command chair. His silver hair was as disheveled as the look on his face. Dahkal instantly recognized the look of urgency and jumped from his command chair. 

    “Dahkal!” Phil yelled. “I’m in a world of trouble here!” 

    Concern filled Dahkal’s voice as he asked, “What’s going on Phil?” 

    Phil’s eyes darted back and forth as he tried to communicate and run his ship at the same time. “Four Bieratang warships entered the system, and one’s right on top of me! Those other three are headed to the planet! I’m gonna try to…” The connection flickered, and a loud explosion sounded over the audio. In the background, sparks flew, and the lights dimmed. Smoke billowed out of several consoles. Phil nearly fell out of his chair and had to regain his composure. 

    “Phil!” Ryan yelled. “What the hell happened?” 

    The old man looked through the screen and cocked his head to the side. “What do you think happened, son? Those sonsabitches just busted my ass-end with a missile!” 

    Dahkal strode up to the screen. “What are they doing now? Are your shields holding? Tell me what’s going on.” 

    “Shields held,” Phil answered in a strained voice. “But barely. Next hit will take them down. Probably the engines too. Damned pirates!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Direct hit, Captain,” the tactical officer informed Kroptu. “Their aft shielding is significantly weakened. Another missile might do too much damage.” 

    Kroptu grunted and ordered, “Fire the main lasers. Sweep the rear shields and take the engines out. Do not destroy that ship, or you’ll take a trip through the airlock.” 

    The officer at the offensive weapons station cringed, then in a shaky voice replied, “Aye, Captain. Firing lasers now.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Dahkal tried to sound confident. “Hold tight, Phil. We’re coming.” He watched as the connection went fuzzy and flickered again. The image seemed to vibrate, the lights dimmed again, and more consoles malfunctioned in the background. “What’s happening?” he yelled. 

    “Laser fire,” Phil answered. “Shields are gone, and I just lost my engines. I’m a damned sittn’ duck.” 

    Dahkal slammed his fist down on the console and shouted, “Damn! I should have hired you an escort! I’m sorry, Phil. I was distracted and didn’t think this through properly.” 

    Phil laughed. “Don’t worry ‘bout it, son. You’re gonna make it up to me by getting your ass over here and killing these sorry, no good, waste of life pirates!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Sir,” the comms officer called out, “I’ve picked up a transmission. The ship may be calling for help.” 

    “What?” Kroptu asked. “And you’re just now saying something?” 

    The officer shook his head. “No, sir, the scanners just picked up the signal. I informed you as soon as I saw it.” 

    Kroptu felt his blood boil. The entire flotilla had been asking for new scanner and sensor upgrades for some time now. The alpha always had some excuse for not spending the credit on it. “Block that transmission, now!” he screamed. 

    “Aye, Captain!” the comms officer responded. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “They may try to board you,” Dahkal warned him. “They didn’t destroy your ship. That means they want the ship or the cargo…or both.” 

    Phil pulled out his laser pistol with a grin and said, “If those bastards board me and think I’ll go down easy, I got news for ’em.” 

    “Find somewhere to hide, Phil,” Dahkal urged. “Don’t try to be a hero.” 

    The image on the screen fizzled out, and the audio cut off. 

    “Phil?” Dahkal called out. “Phil, can you hear me? Phil!” He slammed his fist down again and caused Hunai and Brawlt to jump. He pushed away from the console and looked around the bridge as if the answer was lying right there. Then something occurred to him. 

    “There are three warships docked here,” Dahkal said, his voice full of anger. He was angrier with himself than the Bieratang. If he had hired an escort or a mercenary company to act as security in a timely manner instead of putting it off, Phil and the Rock Raiders would be safe right now. “We saw them on the sensors when we first arrived. Find out if they’re still here, who they are, and get them on the comms,” he ordered. Everyone began working without a word. 

    After a minute, Ryan turned toward Dahkal with a huge grin on his face. “Ohhhh, you’re going to love this. They’re registered to Thompson’s Hell Hounds.” 

    Hope surged through Dahkal as he matched Ryan’s grin. “Hunai, contact Commander Thompson of Thompson’s Hell Hounds, please. You’ll find his personal comm code already saved in the directory.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Commander Thompson sat behind a cluttered desk, dressed in a pressed Hell Hounds uniform. He didn’t appear to be any worse for wear than the last time Dahkal and Ryan saw him. He smiled, leaned back in his chair, and folded his hands across his stomach. 

    “Well, what do we have here?” Thompson greeted them. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.” He lifted his eyes to look at the communication details. “And you’re in-system too? If you’re looking for a job, you’re both hired.” He looked around the screen, smiled, then added, “Along with your entire crew.” He pointed at Reuan. “I thought you said I wouldn’t see another being like you again in my lifetime?” He shrugged. “I guess I’m just lucky, especially if she can fight as well as you.” 

    “Better,” Reuan said and winked at her brother. 

    Dahkal snorted and shook his head. “She only thinks she’s better, Commander.” He held his hand out in Reuan’s direction. “Allow me to introduce you to my sister, Reuan.” 

    Thompson saluted Reuan. “It’s a pleasure. I was unaware Dahkal had a sister.” He tilted his head and added, “Then again, there’s a lot about him I’m unaware of.” 

    “All in due time, sir,” Dahkal replied. “At the moment, time really isn’t something we have much of. We didn’t contact you looking for work, we contacted you to ask about hiring your warships docked here at The Gas Station.” 

    That got Thompson’s undivided attention, and his eyebrows nearly shot off his head. “Come again? You want to hire my ships?” 

    “Yup,” Ryan answered. “We need them. Like now. There are some pirates who need their booty pilfered from them.” 

    Thompson furrowed his brow. “You want to hire three light battlecruisers for some pirates? They must have a decent force, or they stole something of great value from you.” His face lit up with concern, and he appeared to realize something. “They didn’t take your katana, did they?” he asked. “I feel sorry for them if they did. They won’t like it when you find them. Probably won’t walk for a month after the beating you two hand them.” 

    Ryan turned to show his katana on his side. He patted the guard and said, “Nope. I got it right here.” 

    Dahkal narrowed his eyes and lowered his voice as he spoke. “Commander, the Bieratang have attacked a mining company and the freighter we hired to run an operation in the Raegah System. They have Captain Phil. His engines and shields are down, and he was drifting the last we spoke to him. The transmission cut before we could learn more. They have four light battlecruisers. I need your help. We can’t take them with my ship alone.” 

    Anger reddened Thompson’s cheeks, and he clenched his jaw. “Bieratang,” he said through his gritted teeth. “Bunch of lousy excuses for mercenaries. You had it right, Corporal Yamamoto, they’re pirates and nothing more. The ships are yours. Do you have a contract drawn up?” 

    “No,” Dahkal admitted. “This all happened within the last twenty minutes or so.” 

    Thompson shook his head in disbelief. “You’re either the luckiest being in the galaxy or the unluckiest. I haven’t decided yet.” 

    “Unluckiest,” Ryan answered, then elbowed Dahkal in the ribs. 

    Thompson chuckled at the jab, which alleviated some of the redness in his face. “Anyway, I just purchased those from Bentwick six weeks ago. The original plan was to have them stand guard over the space between Pergus and the space station. Then I thought about sending them out on separate contracts. Now, you guys are here asking for them.” He paused and looked at them seriously. “And I’m glad they’re available. Phil is my friend, and he always did right by me and the Hell Hounds.” 

    He reached over to the side of his desk and picked up a slate. “I’m sending the captains orders to follow your command, Dahkal. You and I can work out the contract while you’re in transit. No sense in holding you up any longer.” 

    “Here,” Dahkal said and picked up his slate. He tapped a few commands, and Commander Thompson’s slate pinged with a notification. “I sent a good faith payment to put your mind at ease for the time being. I trust it will do for now?” 

    Thompson’s eyes nearly bugged out of his skull when he saw the transfer. “Wow,” he exclaimed. “To be honest, I would have never guessed you had this much credit. I wasn’t going to charge you normal rates.” 

    Dahkal laughed and looked at Ryan, then back at Thompson. “Commander, there are many things about me you wouldn’t guess, but now isn’t the time for conversation. I’m afraid we must take our leave. Thank you for the help. Send me the contract, and I’ll sign it.” 

    “Will do,” Thomson replied. He saluted and said, “Good luck.” 

    Dahkal and Ryan stood straight and returned the salute to their former commander. “Thank you, sir,” they replied in unison. Some habits were hard to break. The connection cut, and immediately after, another hail came through. 

    Hunai turned and said, “I believe the Hell Hounds’ warships are hailing us.” 

    “Put them on,” Dahkal replied. 

    A tri-split screen showed two men and one woman sitting in command chairs. They all looked surprised and uneasy when they saw Dahkal. None of them had been employed with Thompson’s Hell Hounds during Dahkal’s employment. 

    He folded his arms behind his back and stood straight as he addressed them. “Hello, you must be the captains of Commander Thompson’s new ships. I’m Dahkal, and I’ll be leading this mission.” He gestured to Ryan. “This is Ryan Yamamoto, my second in command. May I ask what your names are?” 

    One of the men was the first to reply. He was middle aged and grey at the temples. The corners of his brown eyes were creased with worry lines. “I’m Captain Trever Stevens. I command the Barghest.” He cleared his throat before he continued. “I’ll admit, this is all a little out of the ordinary, but the commander issued the orders, so my ship and I are at your service.” He looked around and appeared to be a little uneasy. 

    Dahkal nodded at him. The woman spoke before Dahkal could respond. “As are mine,” she stated. “My name is Kyleena Straeker, and I am captain of the Orthrus. We’ll follow your lead. I’ve heard of you, Dahkal. The beings on the station speak of you often, as do the soldiers down on the planet. If the stories I’ve heard are even half true, it will be a great honor to fight with you.” She had blonde hair cut above her shoulders, hazel eyes, and a slender build. There was an air of confidence about her that said she knew what she was doing. 

    Dahkal bowed his head. “You honor me, Captain Straeker.” 

    The third captain spoke up. He was a large man with long, fire-red hair that was pulled back into a braid down the center of his head with the sides shaved down to his scalp. Intertwined designs were printed on the sides of his head right below his hairline. They reminded Dahkal of the Bolts’ tattoos, except these didn’t light up. The man had a large, red beard that was braided on both sides of his chin and decorated with engraved steel beads. His eyes were as blue as any ocean, his skin was as pale as milk, and he spoke with a thick burr. 

    “I’m Captain Quinthus O’Hare,” he said, “and I command the Sirius. If it’s a fight we’ll be heading toward, then you’ve come to the right place, lad. ‘Tis been a while since I got to launch me missiles.” He held up a hand and flexed his index finger. “Me trigger finger is gettin’ itchy these days, and I hear its pirates we be after. So I say lead the way, lad, lead the way.” He leaned back in his command chair with a mischievous grin. 

    “Why don’t we head toward the gate, and I’ll explain what I can along the way,” Dahkal suggested. “I’m sure you have questions.” 

    They all agreed, and the process of detaching each ship from the space station began. Once they were in formation, with Dahkal leading the charge, they reestablished communications, and all three captains reappeared on the main viewing screen. 

    “We’re going to the Raegah System to fight off what appears to be a flotilla of Bieratang light battlecruisers,” Dahkal informed them, getting right to the point. “We took out one of their Q-ships a short while back when they tried to force us out of a contract. We destroyed their ship in battle, along with the entire crew. I believe this is both a retaliation for and a second advance on the cargo from the original contract.”  

    Kyleena motioned she wanted to speak. “Yes, Captain Straeker?” Dahkal answered. 

    “What was the cargo?” she asked. 

    “Raw materials,” Dahkal replied. He didn’t see any need to mention the emeralds or any other items of value. “We’ll leave it at that. Ryan and I now own the mining rights to the planet. We purchased them after we completed the contract. There was a pest issue, and the previous owners no longer believed they could profit from the planet. I felt otherwise. Not long after that, we employed a new mining company and a freighter to continue work in the mines and export the material to Salvage System.” 

    He looked at Ryan. “Anything you want to add?” 

    “Nope,” Ryan replied. “You got it.” 

    Dahkal nodded and continued. “Earlier today, the four Bieratang ships entered the system and disabled my freighter’s engines. I believe they intend to take the ship and the supplies it was carrying to the miners on the planet. If the leader has any sense, he’ll order one ship to remain behind and watch the gate in case we show up or hire a security force.” He held a finger up. “Which, we will be doing as soon as this situation is resolved.” 

    Quinthus interrupted before Dahkal could continue. “Did ye not think you’d be needn’ one after destroyn’ their other ship like ye did?” 

    “There’s a long, complicated answer to that,” Dahkal responded, “but we simply don’t have the time for it.” He looked up at the red headed captain. “If I may continue …” 

    “Aye, lad,” Quinthus replied with a nod. “Apologies for interruptn’ ye.” 

    “It’s fine. I understand your curiosity,” Dahkal responded. “So, moving along, I believe that ship will be near the gate, monitoring any traffic and intercepting any ship that heads in the direction of Ruul. I assume the other three ships will deploy troops to the ground to take over the mine. It won’t be difficult. I don’t believe Rock Raiders are armed all that well. Those ships will most likely be in some sort of defensive position. I doubt they would be lax enough to simply orbit the planet.” 

    He scratched his head, trying to recall the mining company’s major assets, when Alex spoke up. “Rock Raiders has a medium sized freighter,” he said. 

    Dahkal nodded to his friend with a look of thanks. So much was going through his mind, it was hard to keep everything straight at times. It was nice to have dependable companions along with him. “Thanks, Alex.” He turned back to the three captains on the screen. “They’ll most likely disable and/or board that ship as well. I don’t believe they’ll destroy it. The Bieratang are known for stealing ships and enslaving other beings. My bet is they intend to confiscate the ships and equipment while forcing the Rock Raiders to continue working the mine as slaves.” 

    Trever leaned toward the screen. “Do you have a plan of attack? It seems straightforward to me. We match their forces with your ship added to the mix. What are you flying?” He looked off to the side and spoke with someone off camera. He looked back and said, “My tactical officer says your ship is reading as a…a cargo ship?” 

    A grin enveloped Dahkal’s face, and he started to laugh. “You’ll have to forgive me. We altered our ship’s identification output to appear as a cargo freighter. We were on a different mission when we initially arrived here. I’m in a frigate.” 

    “A frigate?” Quinthus repeated. “That’s it? A frigate?” 

    Dahkal continued to grin. “A very formidable frigate with assets you and the enemy do not have.” A thought occurred to him, and the smile disappeared from his face. “Do you have fighters onboard?” he asked. 

    All three captains were silent for a moment. Kyleena answered for them. “No. Commander Thompson hasn’t purchased any yet. They didn’t come with the ships. He was planning to buy them next month. Besides, we don’t have enough crew to man and maintain them anyway.” 

    “I see,” Dahkal replied. “That would have made things a little easier.” He turned to Alex. “How many assets do we currently have onboard?” 

    “Twenty, plus one,” Alex answered. “I’ve replicated and replaced the missiles as well. Both the offensive and defensive racks are full.” 

    “Good,” Dahkal responded. “If they have fighters, do you think you and your team can compensate?” 

    Alex bobbed his head from side to side in thought. “It’ll depend on how many fighters they have. Ranga will be down in engineering.” He indicated Reuan with his hand. “You and your sister can take the pilot and co-pilot positions and fly the Winged Fury fighter-style. Brawlt, Hunai, and I can run the assets. We’ll each have seven to work with if you include the one by itself.” 

    “It will have to do,” Dahkal replied. He turned to Ryan. “You and Monday will have to back Reuan and I up on the tactical and weapons stations.” He focused on Monday. “Once we defeat the enemy ships, I have a special job for you.” 

    “Sweet.” Monday cheered and ran a hand over his bushy beard. “I hope it involves blowing something up.” 

    Ryan laughed. “Yeah, well, just don’t blow off your other ear in the process.” 

    “Hey!” Monday shouted. “Low blow, man, low blow. He reached up and touched the scar on his left cheek that trailed past the place his ear had once been. “Besides, chicks dig scars.” 

    “I thought you said they ‘dig a sweet beard,’” Alex retorted, and mimicked stroking an invisible beard. 

    Monday shrugged as dramatically as possible with his palms up and his lips pursed. “What can I say, guys? I’m a double threat!” 

    Ryan threw an empty cup and pegged him in the shoulder. “You’re so full of crap,” he chided, with a grin. 

    “He’s not wrong,” a strong female voice interrupted. They all looked up and saw Captain Straeker smiling, then she winked at Monday. 

    The burly man returned the wink, then looked back at his friends and said, “Yeaaaaah, you saw that.” 

    Kaylee giggled and turned her attention back to Dahkal. “He’s not under my command, so technically, it would be ok.” 

    Dahkal rubbed his temple and shook head. “Humans,” he mumbled. “You never cease to amaze me in one way or another. Anyway, back to the plan.” 

    Before they reached the gate, each ship and its command crew were versed in the planned attack. There was plenty of room for things to go awry, but they would have to work with what they had. They gate activated as they approached, and the opaque swirl of alter-reality filled the viewing portal. 

    “Whelp,” Ryan said, “your last plan here almost went the way it was supposed to. Maybe this one’s going to be the one.” 

    “Yeah, right.” Dahkal chortled. “And I’ll never stick out in a crowd.” 

    Winged Fury slipped through the gate into alter-reality, followed by the warships of Thompson’s Hell Hounds. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Winged Fury exited the gate and entered the Raegah System. The crew shook off the momentary sense of disorientation that always accompanied travel through the gates. Everyone resumed their duties and began preparing for the task ahead of them. 

    Dahkal walked to the tactical station and leaned over Ryan’s shoulder to view the screen. “Picked anything up yet?” 

    “Yeah,” Ryan answered and pointed to a stationary blip. “That’s Phil’s ship. He’s slowly drifting. They must have used a tractor beam and slowed his momentum after taking his engines out. From what I can see, most of the ship is powered down. “This,” he continued and pointed to a much larger object on the screen, “is not one of our friends. Looks like you were right.” 

    Hunai turned in his chair and asked, “Would you like me to hail Captain Phil? The other ship is attempting to block all transmissions, but I can get through easy enough. They appear to be using outdated techniques and programs.” 

    “No,” Dahkal replied. “Not yet. Brawlt, increase our thrust to battle speed in the direction of the planet, please. Let’s see if they play along.” 

    Brawlt answered, “You got it, Boss,” and entered the commands on his console. The powerful Sheingal thrusters came online and pushed the ship toward Ruul. 

     

    * * * 

     

    The tactical officer on board Wild Fire was chewing on a protein bar when he picked up a small frigate on the scanners. “Captain!” he called out. “A small frigate just entered the system.” 

    Kroptu leapt from his command chair and swung over to the tactical station using the overhead rungs. Bieratang ships were built or refurbished to allow crew members to swing to their desired area as opposed to walking. It was more efficient for a race of beings who primarily made their homes in trees. “Is it the frigate from the video?” 

    “It’s difficult to say, sir,” the officer replied. “I believe it is. The readings look the same as those that came with the video of Captain Kubo.” 

    Kroptu narrowed his eyes. “It appears your beliefs have just been verified. They’ve increased thrust to battle speed in the direction of Ruul.” He leapt back up to the overhead rungs, swung over to his command chair, and dropped down into it. 

    “Increase thrust,” he commanded. “Today, we will enact vengeance on behalf of the alpha, and we will be greatly rewarded.” And I will finally prove once and for all that I am a better commander than Murkada, he thought with a smirk. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Ryan smiled as he watched the screen on his tactical station. “They’re coming to say hello,” he announced. 

    Dahkal smiled. “Don’t answer until they knock on the door.” 

    “Roger that,” Brawlt replied. 

    Dahkal snapped his head toward the pilot’s station. I swear, I’m going to get to the bottom of who this Roger is when things finally settle down. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Report!” Kroptu shouted at his crew. 

    “Aye, Captain!” Tactical answered. “We’re approaching extreme missile range now.” 

    Kroptu’s anxiety rose, along with a burning desire to outperform Murkada and rise in the Bieratang ranks. “Lock onto that ship and destroy it! Fire a full salvo! I want nothing left but bits of scrap!” 

    “Fire full salvo!” XO Grugahn repeated. 

    The offensive weapons officer answered, “Aye, sir! Full salvo away!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “They’ve officially knocked on the door!” Ryan exclaimed. “Ten missiles inbound from extreme range!” 

    “Fire two salvos aft defensive missiles!” Dahkal ordered. 

    “First salvo away…second salvo away…” Monday replied. “Four defensive missiles away!” 

    Dahkal fixed his attention on his pilot, “Brawlt, turn us over…fast!” 

    “You got it Boss!” Brawlt shouted in reply. 

    He cut the main thrusters and engaged the aft lifting thrusters at full throttle. He then fired the maneuvering thrusters all around Winged Fury’s hull in precise coordination to bring the ship around to face in the opposite direction. The frigate was small, and an experienced pilot could easily maneuver it at high speeds. The tactic was the same one they had used against the Bieratang Q-ship in the past. Only this time, they were facing ten missiles from an actual warship instead of firing their lasers down the spine of their enemy’s ship. 

    “Fire two salvos forward defensive missiles!” Dahkal shouted. 

    “Two salvos away!” Monday replied. 

    Ryan added, “Four incoming missiles destroyed by the first two salvos. Six missiles still inbound!” 

    “Fire two salvos offensive missiles!” Dahkal ordered. 

    “Four missiles away!” Alex responded 

     

    * * * 

     

    Kroptu shook his head in amusement. “Do they really think that turnover maneuver is going to improve their chances?” he asked. “They have ten missiles bearing down on them.” 

    Tactical called out, “Six missiles, Captain. They destroyed four with their defensive missiles. They have four more on an intercept course, and there are now four of their offensive missiles inbound.” 

    “Fire defensive missiles and engage the rapid lasers,” Kroptu ordered. “We’ve got them outgunned and outclassed. They’re done for.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Ryan shouted, “The Bieratang fired defensive missiles! They took out three of our offensive missiles. We took out four more of the inbound missiles! Two more still coming. One destroyed by defensive lasers, but the other one’s still coming! Brace for impact!” 

    The last missile of the Bieratang salvo impacted the forward shields of Winged Fury. The ship shook violently. The power fluctuated momentarily, and some fuses blew. Monday jumped up from his station and grabbed a fire extinguisher. Ryan transferred the defensive station controls to the tactical station, while Monday suppressed the small fire. 

    “Damage report!” Dahkal shouted. 

    Ryan’s hands swept across his console as he shouted, “Shields down to ninety-two percent and holding! It wasn’t a direct hit. The missile more or less caught the lower edge of the forward shield!” 

    Dahkal opened the ship’s internal comm system. “Reuan, Ranga! Are you two OK down there?” 

    “We’re fine,” came Reuan’s response. Her voice was calm and collected. “No damage down here. The power surged, but that was it. No issues to report. Don’t worry about us, just fight.” 

    Suddenly, Ryan yelled out, “Yeah!” as he studied his console. “Our guests of honor just showed up fashionably late and are about to join the party!” 

    “Excellent,” Dahkal replied with a grin. “Brawlt, turn us back over and bring us around. Let’s give our new guests some room to play.” 

    Brawlt grinned and blinked his eye rapidly as he replied, “With pleasure.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Kroptu’s anger surged, and he slammed his fist down on his armrest. “How could you miss with nine out of ten missiles?” he screamed at his offensive officer. “You barely hit them with the tenth, you incompetent fool!” 

    Tactical announced, “Rapid lasers destroyed the last incoming missile! The frigate has performed another turnover and is veering to the portside at an accelerated rate!” 

    “Helm!” Kroptu yelled, “Stay on them! Do not let them get away!” 

    “Sir,” the pilot answered, “the other craft is banking at an angle and speed we simply cannot match. That much strain on the hull would rip Wild Fire apart. We’re not built to maneuver like that, sir.” 

    Kroptu pointed a finger at the pilot and screamed, “You will do as you are comman…” 

    The tactical officer cut him off. “Three light battlecruisers off the stern, Captain!” 

    Wide eyed, Kroptu turned to his tactical officer, “What did you say?” 

    “Sir!” Tactical replied, “Three more warships have entered the system!” 

    Kroptu’s heartrate increased, and his coloring brightened. “What? Did the alpha send more ships? We are more than capable of handling this!” 

    Tactical shook his head. “No, Captain! They appear to be Bentwick designed. They’re directly behind us and gaining!” His demeanor changed in a fraction of a second as he continued to study the information streaming into his console. He turned his chair slowly and made direct eye contact with Captain Kroptu. 

    The dread in the officer’s eyes and expression was enough to make Kroptu forget the disrespectful gesture. “What?” he asked, as he leapt from his command seat. “What is it?” 

    The tactical officer lowered his eyes to the floor and spoke in a defeated tone. “Thirty-six missiles inbound, Captain.” 

    It felt like a ton of bricks were resting on his chest as Kroptu realized the gravity of the situation. “Fire rapid lasers at maximum power!” he shouted. “Helm, increase thrust and turn us hard to port! Fire all defensive missiles!” 

    Those were the last orders he would ever give. The ship bucked as the aft shields were struck by more than a dozen missiles. The remaining missiles impacted the ship’s engines and powerplants, sending a wave of explosions through the ship’s hull. Wild Fire blew apart in a brilliant flash of light. In the end, all that remained were shuttle-sized pieces of scrap.  

     

    * * * 

     

    “That’s right, laddies!” Quinthus O’Hare shouted, raising a victorious fist. “Ye forgot to check the rearview mirror! Ol’ Sirius, himself, came up and bit ye right in yer arse!” Captains Straeker and Stevens looked at him through the comms of their ships and shook their heads. Quinthus threw his hands in the air and asked, “What? Did ye not see that just now? Bloody beautiful, it was.” He cocked his head to the side and shrugged. “I’m bloody impressed, to tell ye the truth. I didn’t expect ’em to destroy as many as they did.” 

    Kyleena said, “You’re celebrating like we’ve already won the whole thing.” She shook her head and brushed a lock of hair back behind her ear. “We still have three more ships to deal with, and whatever they have on the ground.” 

    Quinthus waved her off and grumbled, “Bah! Like I’ve told ye before, lass. Celebrate the victories ye can, while ye can. Ye might not get another chance.” He leaned forward with a grin and added, “Might as well enjoy meself while I’m still breathin’. Not that I plan on doing any dyin’ anytime soon. Valhalla may be waitin’, but it can wait a wee bit longer.” 

    Captain Stevens interrupted the banter. “Enough goofing around. Let’s contact Dahkal and see how they’re holding up. My tactical officer says they took a hit. We can regroup, then move on to the next phase of the mission. We need to stay focused.” 

    Quinthus grinned at the older man. “Anybody ever tell ye that ye should see a doctor?” 

    Stevens shook his head in confusion. “No, not really. Why?” 

    Quinthus pointed low on the screen. “To get that stick yanked outta yer arse.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Excellent work, everyone,” Dahkal praised. He was looking at the three captains on his screen, but his compliment was meant for everyone involved. “That was perfectly executed.” 

    “Aye,” Quinthus agreed. He pointed at Dahkal. “Ye lot coming through the gate alone as bait seemed daft at first.” He shook his head. “But I’ll be damned if it didn’t keep their attention. I don’t think they even noticed our emergence into the system ‘til the missiles were on their way.” 

    “It was risky,” Stevens added. “What was the point in the turnover maneuver? You could have outrun them.” 

    “Not good enough,” Dahkal replied, shaking his head. “The last time we fought the Bieratang, we performed that maneuver, then we charged their ship and raked laser fire over the spine. It was the killing blow. I wanted their full attention. It also allowed us to fire both the aft and forward defensive missiles as well as our offensive missiles. The more we fired, the more they kept their eyes on us and off the gate.” 

    “But you took a missile to the bow,” Kyleena argued. “It was risky.” 

    Dahkal shrugged. That’s the nature of battle. It’s always risky. We’ve been hit with their missiles before, so we knew what kind of damage to expect. The forward shields are the strongest, and I was confident if we took a hit, we would survive. Besides,” he added, “it wasn’t a direct hit. It glanced off the shields.” 

    Stevens and Kyleena shook their heads in dismay at Dahkal’s casual demeanor and response. Quinthus, however, was grinning from ear to ear and nodding his head. “I like this lad. He’s got stones and a fire in his belly.’’ 

    Dahkal turned to Ryan and squinted. “Did you tell them about the Joobla?” 

    “What? No,” Ryan said with a chuckle. “He just means you’re brave and fearless. It was a compliment.” 

    “Ah,” Dahkal responded, “another human phrase.” He turned back to the comm screen. “I’m only as good as those who surround me, Captain O’Hare.” He spread his arms and did a half turn in both directions. “And as you can see, I am accompanied by beings of amazing skill, resolve, and courage.” 

    Quinthus nodded and continued to grin. “Humble too, I see. Can’t say as I have that trait, meself.” 

    “You can say that again,” Kyleena interjected. 

    “Seconded,” Stevens concurred. 

    Quinthus waved a hand over the screen. “Bah! Screw the lot o’ ye; I know me worth.” 

    Dahkal shook his head at the bickering captains. He focused his attention on the current situation. “Hunai, have you been able to reach Phil? Brawlt, are we nearly in position?” 

    Brawlt leaned back in his chair, stretched his arms wide, and yawned. “Yeah, we’re good. It’s pretty routine from here.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “Hunai?” 

    Hunai spoke without looking away from his console. “I’m working with Phil now. Several of his systems were damaged, and we’re working to bypass several relays. His connection is weak, and the transmission is breaking up, but I think we almost have it.” 

    A moment later, the display on the screen changed from three images to four. Captain Phil’s face appeared in the fourth section. He was clearly distressed, and his face and hands were dirty from the soot on the charred equipment he was working with. The image was flickering, and the signal didn’t appear to be very strong. 

    “Phil,” Dahkal said with relief, “I’m happy to see your face.” 

    “Pretty, ain’t it?” Phil replied with a wink. “Y’all tore that ship to shreds. I sure do appreciate it. I saw you take a hit. Are you all ok?” 

    Dahkal smiled and shook his head. “You’ve been adrift and alone for nearly a week, and the first thing you do is ask if we’re ok. You never cease to impress me, Phil.” Dahkal shifted his stance and put his hands on his hips. “How are you holding up? I assume they never tried to board you.” 

    Phil wiped the sweat from his face with a rag and ran a hand through his silver hair. “Nope, they never did. I thought they were going to in the beginning. They locked onto me with a tractor beam and slowed me down to nearly a stop. I guess they didn’t want the ship and supplies drifting too far away. But they never messed with me. Hell, they didn’t even try to talk to me, not that I would have answered.” 

    Dahkal nodded as he processed the information. He was glad the enemy hadn’t tried to board Phil’s ship. He knew the old man wouldn’t have gone quietly or hidden from them. “Do you need anything?” Dahkal asked. “How are your systems holding up? I can send Reuan or Ranga over to assist you if you like.” He thought for a moment. “Or I could send Reuan to pick you up, and you can continue along with us. I don’t like the idea of leaving you to drift alone.” 

    “Nah,” Phil replied dismissively. “I’m fine. I’ve been making repairs since I called you. Once I figured out they weren’t gonna mess with me for the time being, I went to work. I don’t think they noticed. The aft hull was breached, so I’ve been sealing it off. I finished that part up yesterday. It’ll hold atmosphere now, so I can get to work on the engines.” He shrugged and shook his head. “But there really ain’t much else I can do there. That laser really did a number on them.” He patted the console in front of him. “Ol’ Trick or Treat is gonna need to be in a shipyard for a while. 

    “Naw,” he continued, “y’all go on ahead and do what you gotta do. If things turn sour, I can escape through the gate in my shuttle. It ain’t messed up. Only reason I didn’t do it sooner is because they were still watching me. I didn’t feel like gettn’ blasted by another missile.” 

    Dahkal locked eyes with Phil. The old human had played a large role in Dahkal’s life since he started on his journey. He felt an obligation to keep the man safe. “Very well, my friend. Keep working on what you can; we’ll be back for you.” Dahkal stepped closer to the screen. “You have my word, Phil. I will return for you.” 

    Phil snorted, and a broad smile broke over his face. The gesture instantly brightened the mood for everyone. The man’s smiles were contagious. “Son, there ain’t a doubt in my mind about that. Now, go on, get.” He made a “go on” motion with his hand. “Go take the rest of them out and get back here. Those damned pirates made me miss a delivery deadline. I hate missing a deadline.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “Captain!” the tactical officer of the Badlands shouted. 

    “What is it, Shravnal?” Murkada replied. He hopped up and swung over to the tactical station. Shravnal had been giving him a play by play since the frigate emerged into the system. “Did Wild Fire destroy the frigate?” 

    “No, sir,” Shravnal replied. “Only one missile hit the frigate, then three more warships entered the system and destroyed Captain Kroptu’s ship. Sensors indicate they were three light battlecruisers. I was so focused on the battle, I didn’t notice their emergence.” 

    Murkada’s eyes darted over the screen. “And the frigate?” 

    Shravnal shook his head. “Gone, Captain. The sensors aren’t picking it up anywhere. One moment, it was heading straight for the new warships; the next, it was gone. I believe it may have lost control and collided with the shields of one of the light battlecruisers. As I said, it took a hit and could have been having system complications. It’s hard to tell with our old and outdated sensors.” 

    Murkada responded, “Or the warship rammed the frigate on purpose. Can you decipher who the ships belong to?” 

    “Thompson’s Hell Hounds, Captain,” Shravnal replied. “They’re a human mercenary company.” 

    Murkada’s brow knitted. “It would seem they have more ambition than that of mere mercenaries,” he said as he rubbed his beard. “I think they came for the mine and the planet. They destroyed Kroptu’s ship without hesitation or warning, rammed the frigate into oblivion, and are now heading straight for us.” 

    He leapt up to the overhead rungs, swung back to his command chair, and dropped down. He immediately began entering commands into his mounted hand and feet slates. “Comms, hail the other ships and inform them we are moving out to meet the invading ships in battle. Then, contact our forces on the ground and inform them of the situation.” 

    “Aye, Captain!” responded the comms officer. 

    “Helm, move us out of orbit and get us underway,” Murkada ordered. “Jorvah, put the crew on high alert. We’re going into battle.” 

    “Aye, Captain,” Jorvah, the XO, answered. He called out orders to the crew over the comms. The overhead lighting turned red, and several alarms began to sound. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Arvaan was dumping a load of emeralds into a small mining cart when he heard the Bieratang guard’s comm go off. He listened as he pretended to extract stones stuck in the bottom of his bucket with a claw. 

    The voice on the comm announced, “Be advised, we have been engaged and are in an active combat situation. Repeat, we are in an active combat situation. Four warships have entered the system. Be alert and prepare yourselves for a possible ground assault. We’ll try to take them out up here, but there is a chance they may send forces to the planet. Badlands out.” The speech was grunts and growls to Arvaan’s naked ear, but his translator converted it into the Nilognap dialect. 

    The Nilognap were a race of six-foot tall, bipedal beings whose bodies were covered with thick, overlapping, spade-shaped scales that started at the crowns of their heads and ran down their backs, arms, legs, and tails. Their bodies were not completely covered in natural armor, however. The soft skin on the chest and abdomen was covered with bristly hair in various colors. On either side of their heads were small, black, beady eyes adapted for working in the dark. Their faces extended into long, narrow snouts that could be manipulated like another appendage. They had three broad fingers, endowed with wide, six-inch claws, on each hand and an opposable thumb with a three-inch claw.  

    “Copy that,” the guard answered. He then turned and saw Arvaan at the cart. “You!” he called out and pointed his long finger at him. “You’re the mining company’s owner, are you not?” 

    Arvaan turned his large body toward the guard and looked down at the floor as he answered. “Yes, I am the owner.” 

    “Get outside and gather your employees from the surface,” the guard ordered. “Have them bring in all the extra carts and fill them. Once they are all full, empty them into the ore hauler. I want everyone working inside the mine.” 

    The guard activated his comm and turned his back to Arvaan, but that didn’t keep Arvaan from hearing what the guard said. “Commander Reever, I’m sending the company owner out to order all of his employees into the mine to work. Did you receive the transmission from the Badlands?” 

    “Affirmative, Krem,” came the troop commander’s reply. “We’re in the process of setting up defensive positions around the perimeter. I doubt they’ll get past Murkada’s flotilla, but we may as well be prepared. Besides, it’s good training. I’ll send five of our troops to help you keep an eye on the miners. It’s a good idea to keep them inside until the fighting is over. If something goes down and we lose laborers, Murkada might make us do the work. I’d rather not become a slave.” 

    A loud hoot escaped Krem, and his shoulders bounced as he laughed at his commander’s last comment. “No kidding, sir. Manual labor in a mine for the rest of my days is not my preferred retirement plan.” 

    Arvaan was still looking at the guard when he turned back around. Krem bounded over to him and bashed him in the side of the head with the butt of his laser rifle. Arvaan’s thick scales took the brunt of the hit, but it still hurt. 

    “What are you still standing here for?” Krem yelled at him. “Get moving!” 

    Arvaan rubbed the side of his head and ambled toward the mine’s entrance tunnel. He could feel the eyes of his fellow Rock Raiders on him as he exited the main chamber. The sun outside was extremely bright compared to the dim lighting inside the mine, and he had to shield his eyes with his hand. When his eyes adjusted, he could see several of his employees pushing full carts of precious stones and metals toward his and the Bieratang ore haulers. He guessed his ore hauler was now Bieratang property, along with his life, employees, freighter, and various pieces of equipment. The thought was depressing, but knowing a force was attacking the Bieratang brought him a glimmer of hope. 

    Neither of the Bieratang soldiers had mentioned which force was attacking their ships, but Arvaan hoped it was his employer coming to save them. The Emerald Dragons was a mercenary company, after all. Surely, they would have learned of the hostile takeover by now. Dahkal had previously sent a message that a supply shipment had been sent to the planet, and it was highly likely the ship had been attacked. Maybe they sent a distress signal or managed to call Dahkal and Ryan, he thought as he approached the first pair of the Rock Raider employees. 

    “Something is going on, Murva,” Arvaan said to a female Nilognap. She and another male were pushing a loaded cart to the Bieratang hauler. Arvaan looked around to make sure none of the guards were paying too much attention to them. “The Bieratang forces are being attacked, and we’ve all been ordered into the mines. We’re supposed to work inside until the threat has passed. They don’t want to lose any laborers.” 

    “A rescue attempt?” Murva asked, with hope in her eyes.  

    Arvaan shrugged and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know. I hope so. But in the meantime, we need to do as we’re told and stay alive. So, get this cart unloaded and get inside. I’ll make the rounds and tell the others. Don’t do anything stupid. I don’t want any more of us getting killed.” 

    “Yes, sir,” Murva answered. There was a tinge of sadness in her voice, and it wasn’t without merit. Her mate, Vurbane, had fought back in the initial takeover and had died for his efforts. Two others had suffered the same fate. The losses extinguished any further ideas of rebellion from the remaining Rock Raiders’ employees.  

    “I’m sorry, again,” Arvaan said in his most comforting voice. He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “We can’t bring him back, but we can make sure nobody else dies. Keep doing your jobs and listen to what the guards tell you. We’ll get out of this one way or another. Our employers are already here, fighting for us, or they will be soon. We just have to do our part and stay alive until then.” 

    Arvaan continued up the line of carts and relayed the orders to the rest of the employees, including those doing general maintenance on the haulers and other equipment. He rounded them up, and they all helped unload the full carts into the haulers. The load was impressive as the mountain had much to offer. One hauler was already full, and another only had room for an additional quarter load. He couldn’t help quickly calculating what his share of the profits would have been—probably enough to buy all new equipment for the company and give his employees hefty bonuses. His thoughts were interrupted as a Bieratang soldier shoved him from behind. 

    “Move,” the guard snarled. “You have work to do. If I see you daydreaming again, I will put a laser bolt through your head. Then you can dream all you like.” 

    Arvaan regained his balance. He turned and saw the offending guard pointing a laser rifle at his head. Behind Arvaan stood four more red and blue-faced Bieratang guards with sinister, yellow-tinged grins on their faces. They wanted him to react so they could watch him die. His life was nothing more to them than a form of entertainment. 

    His shoulders drooped, and his eyes fell to the ground. “Sorry, sir,” he said in a non-combative tone. “It won’t happen again.” He turned back around and walked into the mine with the rest of his friends and employees. The guards followed close behind, making hateful comments and snickering about shooting him in the back. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Looks like they’re coming out to meet us,” Kyleena observed from her command chair on Orthrus. “Time to put on our dancing shoes.” 

    “Aye,” Quinthus replied over the comm. “We’re prepared here, on Sirius. Shields are up, and weapons are hot.” 

    “Barghest as well,” Stevens added from his end. 

    Kyleena bounced in her seat with excitement. “You guys ready for this?” she asked as she pulled her blonde hair back into a tight ponytail. 

    “Bloody hell!” Quinthus exclaimed, “She’s puttin’ her hair back. She means business.” 

    “Damn right, I do,” Kyleena replied. “There’s no telling what kind of opportunities this job could open up for the Hell Hounds. And the commander will have us to thank for it.” 

    “That’s true,” Stevens said. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a few more good marks on my record, especially since this is our first official mission with the company and these ships.” 

    “Exactly,” Kyleena responded. “Now, let’s go over it again.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “They’ve broken formation and gone in three different directions,” Jorvah observed over Shravnal’s shoulder. “They want to split our forces, Captain. I recommend we stay in formation and attack a single ship at a time as they did ours. They won’t be able to defend against missiles from all three ships.” 

    Murkada chewed on his lip as he contemplated the situation. “We’ll follow their lead and split as well.” 

    “But, sir,” Jorvah protested. 

    Murkada held up a hand to forestall his XO. “I think they want us to converge on one of their ships. If we don’t split, we leave ourselves open to the other two ships flanking us and attacking from the rear. We eliminate that possibility by taking them head on, ship to ship. 

    “With any luck, they won’t deploy fighters. We only have five per ship. If they each carry several squadrons of fighters, we won’t stand much of a chance.” He rubbed his chin and added, “Fighters are something else we’ve been asking the alpha for and haven’t gotten. Perhaps, after this, my father will see the need to spend credit on improving our forces.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “They’re a goin’ for it,” Quinthus announced. “Just like the big lad said they would.” 

    Kyleena replied, “They think a head-on fight is their best bet. They don’t want us slinging another salvo up their thrusters again.” 

    “They think wrong,” Stevens stated. “I’m cutting communication now. See you when it’s over.” 

    “I’m out as well,” Quinthus said, and his comm cut. 

    Kyleena leaned back in her command chair and stretched her neck to the side until she felt it pop. She let out a sigh of relief. “Maintain current course,” she commanded her pilot. “Defensive bridge prepare for incoming. I don’t think they’re going to wait around for us to make the first move.” 

    “Yes, ma’am,” replied Lieutenant Dan Sumter. “Defensive missiles and rapid lasers are ready.” 

    “We’ve got incoming,” Commander Brenda Smalls announced from the tactical station. “Twelve missiles total approaching the bow.” 

    “You’re killing me, Smalls!” yelled Kyleena. 

    “Sorry, Captain,” Commander Smalls replied with a giggle. 

    “Fire defensive missiles!” Kyleena commanded. “Set to detonate at the point of intersection.” 

    “Yes, ma’am,” answered Lieutenant Sumter. “Full defensive salvo away.” 

    “Nine incoming missiles destroyed,” Smalls announced. “Engaging defensive lasers.” A few seconds later, she added, “Remaining missiles destroyed.” 

    Kyleena gripped the armrests of her command chair as she shouted, “Fire a full offensive salvo and drop the lower aft shielding!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Hit it!” Dahkal roared as the shielding around them dissipated. 

    Brawlt disengaged the magnetic struts of Winged Fury and engaged the main thrusters with gusto. “Hold on to whatever anatomy you have!” he yelled. 

    The immense g-forces created by the increased thrust of the powerful Sheingal thrusters pushed everyone deep into their seats, despite the dampeners. It wasn’t enough to cause any of them harm, but the humans onboard certainly felt the effect. 

    “Take us beneath the enemy ship,” Dahkal directed Brawlt. “Alex, once we’re in range, fire the main lasers in a sustained burst.” 

    “You got it,” Alex replied. “Lasers hot.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Sir!” called out Shravnal. “Twelve missiles incoming!” 

    “Firing defensive missiles!” called out the defensive station’s officer. 

    Jorvah narrowed his eyes and looked over Shravnal’s shoulder as something else caught his attention. Then his eyes widened and his jaw dropped when he realized what he was looking at. “It’s the frigate!” 

    “What?” Murkada shouted in disbelief. “Impossible! It was destroyed!” 

    Jorvah shook his head. “It was a ruse! They were hiding on the hull of that ship! They dropped a portion of their shielding, and it shot out from beneath them! They must have used some sort of signal jammer to mask their ship’s reading!” 

    “Five missiles still incoming!” Shravnal reported. “Defensive lasers got three of them. Brace for impact!” 

    The ship rocked as two of the missiles from the Hell Hounds’ ship pounded into the forward shields. Power surged through various stations, and small fires erupted from fuse panels. Several members of the repair team rushed to extinguish the flames, swap out the fried fuses, and reset the breakers. 

    Murkada pounded the armrests of his command chair with angry fists as he yelled with rage, “Damn that ship to hell! Where is that frigate going?” 

    Shravnal studied his screen and replied, “It looks like they plan to bypass us, sir!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Seven of Orthrus’ missiles were taken out by the Bieratang defense missiles,” Ryan called out. “Lasers took out three. BOOM! The last two connected! They had to feel that! Coming within main laser range in ten seconds!” 

    Dahkal grinned. “Let’s reach out and touch them as we pass, shall we?” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “Forward shields down to seventy-three percent, Captain!” Shravnal announced from his tactical station aboard Badlands. 

    Murkada growled, and his coloring brightened as his anger rose. “Return fire! I want two salvos away before they can fire again!” 

    The bridge began to vibrate lightly, and the lights dimmed for an instant. The vibrations seemed to travel toward the rear of the bridge and disappear. The lights stopped flickering. Everyone looked up and around in confusion. The internal comm suddenly came alive with reports of similar incidents from all sections of the ship. 

    “They’re raking us with laser fire as they pass,” Shravnal reported. “All portside shields are down several percent the length of the ship, sir.” 

    “Are they turning to fire again?” Murkada asked. “Prepare to fire aft defensive missiles!” 

    “No, Captain,” Shravnal answered. “They’ve continued on their course and are heading for the planet.” 

    “Damn!” Murkada shouted. “Jorvah, launch the fighters and go after them! Call the ground forces and let them know they have incoming!” 

    “Aye, sir!” Jorvah replied and rushed to his station. He immediately began calling out orders into the comm. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Fire full salvo!” Captain Quinthus O’Hare called out from his command chair on Sirius. 

    “Full salvo away,” answered Ensign Ron Black from his offensive station. 

    Quinthus turned to his tactical officer, “How she holdin’ up?” 

    “We’re at sixty-eight percent shields,” Lieutenant Jake Jones replied, “but I think the other ship is a lot worse for wear. They’ve taken several more impacts than we have. I don’t think they can handle much more. They’ve turned their portside toward us, but I don’t think it’ll make much of a difference.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Captain Vahndi of the Endless Drought ground his teeth as the ship rocked again from multiple missile impacts. 

    “We’ve got a large hull breach on level thirty-three!” the tactical officer announced. “Sealing off that section as well as several others with smaller leaks.” 

    Grover, the ship’s XO, added, “I’m getting casualty reports now, sir. It doesn’t look good. We’re taking a beating.” 

    “What is the overall status?” Captain Vahndi asked with great concern. Only half the overhead lighting was working, and the bridge was filled with a thin layer of smoke from multiple electrical fires. 

    “Bad,” came the tactical officer’s reply. “The forward shields are down to four percent and the port shield is dropping fast. Current reading is forty-eight percent.” 

    “Fire another salvo!” Vahndi commanded. 

    The defensive officer replied, “I can only fire half a salvo, Captain. We have several damaged launch tubes, and our current trajectory inhibits the others. The guidance systems in our missiles aren’t advanced enough to locate the target from the starboard tubes. Launching now.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Six missiles inbound, sir!” Lieutenant Jones called out. 

    “Firing defensive salvo,” replied the defensive officer. 

    Quinthus grinned and nodded. His crew worked well together and knew what to do without his having to give every single little command. He encouraged common sense on his ship. It was a necessary trait in battle, especially if you wanted to live. 

    A moment later Jones announced, “All six incoming missiles destroyed.” 

    “Black!” Quinthus called out. “Send a final salvo their way, and let us be rid of them!” 

    “Aye, sir!” replied the ensign. “Salvo away!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Captain Vahndi!” the tactical officer yelled. “We have twelve missiles incoming!” 

    Fear gripped Vahndi’s throat as he screamed, “Engage all defensive measures!” 

    The ship rocked and bucked as the remaining portside shields were smashed by the incoming missiles. They weren’t strong enough, though. The shields fell, and four of the missiles from the Hell Hounds’ ship impacted the Bieratang warship broadside. One struck behind the bridge, and the explosion decapitated the ship. Two more struck midship and blew away large chunks of hull and exposed much of the ship to the vacuum of space. The final missile penetrated deep into the ship’s missile stores. It, along with every remaining Bieratang missile, detonated spectacularly. The ship tore apart and separated into large, floating chunks of space scrap. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “YEAAHHH, BOYO!” exclaimed Quinthus, as he raised a triumphant fist. The rest of his bridge officers joined him in celebrating for a brief moment before he settled them down and returned to business. 

    “Alright, lads, alright!” he called out. “Good job, the lot of ye. But we’re not done yet.” He turned to his XO, Richard Tomms. “Ricky, get the maintenance crew workin’ on those shields. I want ‘em back up as quick as I can get ‘em.” 

    “Yes, sir!” Ricky replied and got on the internal comm system. 

    Quinthus turned to his comm officer, Ensign Marcus Mathews. “Candy, I need you to get me Captain Stephens on the comm.” 

    “On it, sir,” Candy answered. 

    “Helm,” Quinthus continued, “position us to fire on the ship Stevens is engagin’. I’ll not take a chance of hittin’ Dahkal’s frigate with a stray missile. Kyleena will have to hold her own ‘til we can safely get to her.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Sirius just took out their warship,” Ryan said. “Looks like they’re turning to help Captain Stevens on Barghest. But I don’t know why he would do that; Kyleena’s fight is closer to him.” 

    “Because,” Reuan answered, “he doesn’t want to hit our ship with a stray missile. We are still within his missile range. The chances of that happening and our not being able to defend against it are small, but it would jeopardize the entire mission. He realizes that, and he made the right decision.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “She’s right. Captain Straeker is capable of holding her own until we do what we need to do.” 

    “Oh,” Ryan responded. “That makes sense.” 

    “How long until we reach our desired coordinates?” Dahkal asked. 

    Ryan glanced down at his panel. “Uhhhhh, looks like about ten minutes.” He snapped his head up with concern and said, “We have a little problem though.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Have the fighters gotten in range yet?” Murkada demanded. 

    “Not yet, sir,” replied Shravnal. “Two more minutes.” 

    Murkada narrowed his eyes and growled. “What is the status of our shielding?” 

    “Eighty-two percent forward shields,” tactical replied. “Starboard side is ninety percent and portside is seventy-seven percent. Aft shields are at one hundred percent.” 

    “Helm,” Murkada called out, “turn us twenty degrees to port. We’re taking too much damage on that side.” 

    “Aye, Captain!” the pilot replied. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Enemy ship is maneuvering to our starboard!” Tactical Officer Brenda Smalls announced. 

    Kyleena nodded. “Their port shields must be lower than the rest.” She made a mental note to take advantage of that as soon as she could. “Are we within laser range yet?” 

    “No, ma’am,” Smalls replied. “Another two minutes and we should be able to engage main weapons with full effect.” 

    “Patience is a virtue,” Kyleena noted. “Fire another missile salvo while we wait.” 

    “Twelve away,” the offensive officer said. 

    “Ma’am,” Smalls called, “I also count five fighters on Winged Fury’s tail!” 

    Kyleena shook her head. “They knew that was a possibility. For now, they’ll have to deal with it on their own. We have our hands full.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Captain Stevens ducked as sparks flew past his face. His ship was taking a pounding from the Bieratang warship. Maintenance crews were scrambling when his comm officer announced a call was coming through. He ordered someone to answer the call, and Quinthus O’Hare appeared on his main screen. 

    “Bloody hell, Stevens!” Quinthus yelled. “Are ye alright?” 

    “We’re not great!” Stevens replied. “Something’s wrong with our targeting system. We’ve been trying to figure it out, but we can’t find the issue. We only destroy about three-quarters of the incoming missiles and land about the same with our outgoing!” 

    Quinthus shook his head. “Sorry to hear that, my friend. I’m heading your way now. We’ll be in missile range shortly. Just keep fightin’ and help’ll be along.” 

    Barghest quaked as missiles impacted her. Stevens was thrown from his chair, and all the lights went out. The main screen shut down, and the call was cut off. He rose from the floor as the gravity plates began to fail and smashed back to the steel as they activated again. Alarms and red lights began sounding and flashing. 

    “Breach!” screamed his tactical officer. “We have major breaches on several decks, sir! I don’t know if we can seal them all. The ship’s coming apart!” 

    Stevens stood and realized he couldn’t see out of one eye. It was blinded by blood. He reached up and felt a deep gash above his right eye, and he winced when he touched it. His leg hurt too, but he didn’t have time to worry about it now. He mentally pushed the pain away and scrambled to the tactical station to check the status of his ship. His blood ran cold when he saw nearly every section of the ship was red. The bridge was yellow. 

    He slapped the internal comm with a bloody hand and yelled, “Attention all hands, this is Captain Stevens! Abandon ship! I repeat, abandon ship! Get to the nearest escape pod and abandon ship!” 

    He turned to his officers. They were all looking to him for guidance. “You heard me!” he yelled. “Get going! This ship is falling apart! GO NOW!” 

    The bridge crew rushed to exit the bridge; Stevens was last. Before he passed through the hatch, he turned and saw the indicators for an incoming salvo. He cursed, turned, and ran. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “NOOOO!” Quinthus screamed as he watched the Barghest explode on his main screen. He bashed his fists into the armrests and small console of his command chair until his knuckles bled. 

    When the communication with Stevens cut abruptly, he ordered the visual to be put up so he could see what had happened. What he witnessed filled him with rage and grief. He and Stevens had often taken jabs at each other. There was a significant age difference between them, and Quinthus certainly had a different sort of attitude than the seasoned Captain Stevens, but they had been friends, nonetheless. Quinthus had looked up to the man, though he had never outright admitted it. Prior to being hired by Commander Thompson, they had worked together for a couple of years in another company named Buford’s Brawlers. The loss of his friend was bad enough, but there were one hundred and sixty-four other people on that ship. All of them were Hell Hounds. All of them were his brothers and sisters. 

    Quinthus gripped his armrests as the blood trickled from his knuckles down to the steel floor. His breathing was deep and steady through his gritted teeth. Rage burned in his blue eyes, and vengeance was the accelerant. 

    “Valhalla has called our brothers and sisters home, kin,” he said to his bridge crew. Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned their attention to him. “They died in the glory of battle, as every warrior deserves.” He turned and looked around at his officers. “Valhalla waits for us as well, but I say it can wait a wee bit longer.” He turned his attention back to the viewing screen and leaned back in his command chair. “Full thrust,” he commanded in a growl. “Get me within range of everything.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “Enemy ship destroyed, Captain Tenuul,” the tactical officer of Monsoon said. 

    The captain’s lips parted over his teeth in a grin. “Excellent. It’s a shame we lost Kroptu and Vahndi. However, they’ll soon be avenged.” 

    “Captain,” Tenuul’s XO, Urghana said. “The ship that destroyed Endless Drought is bearing down on us and is almost within missile range. What are your orders?” 

    “Thank you, Urghana,” Tenuul answered. “Get us in position to fight. We will destroy them as we have destroyed their sister ship. This one couldn’t fire with more than twenty-five percent accuracy. I’m not sure how they defeated Endless Drought with that sort of training, but they will be no match for us.” 

    “As you command, Captain,” Urghana replied. “Repairs, including those to the shield generators, are being made as we speak.” 

    “Good work, XO,” Tenuul praised. “Helm, get us turned toward them. We have another ship to destroy.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Winged Fury vibrated as laser fire from the five fighters struck various parts of the shielding. Dahkal and Reuan worked together to perform evasive maneuvers and avoid the small missiles that were being fired at them. She had come up from engineering when the fighters appeared on the sensors and took over the helm controls to allow Brawlt to fly the drones. They didn’t bother using defensive missiles, instead, they released chaff. So far, their methods were working, as they had only taken hits from a few of the missiles and some insignificant laser fire. 

    “Ryan,” Reuan called out in frustration, “come take these controls.” She stood and rushed from the bridge. 

    “Where are you going?” Ryan called after her. 

    “To stretch my wings!” Reuan yelled back from the corridor. 

    Ryan shook his head, ran over, and sat down in the co-pilot seat next to Dahkal. He smiled and looked at his friend. “Just like old times, huh?” 

    Dahkal laughed and replied, “Except now, it’s a little more complicated than a bunch of little, tiny ships.” 

    “Yeah,” Ryan said and threw a thumb back over his shoulder. “Now the tiny ships are drones, and we’re the ones flying them.” 

    Behind them, at the offensive, defensive, and spare consoles, were Alex, Brawlt, and Hunai. They all wore virtual pilot equipment and were diligently preparing to launch. 

    Monday exited the bridge, but Dahkal jumped up and caught him in the common area. “Wait a minute!” Dahkal yelled at him.  

    The man halted and turned. “What’s up?” He had a confused look on his face. 

    “Here,” Dahkal said and walked over to the display screen on the wall. “You may want to use one of these.” He placed his palm on the lower left corner of the screen to be scanned. The wall sank into the floor, revealing the hidden cache of Sheingal weapons tech. 

    Monday stood there in shock, with his mouth gaping. Then his face hardened, and he looked directly at Dahkal. “Really, dude,” he said in disbelief. “I always wondered where you and Ryan got those weapons you use. There aren’t any like them in the weapons hold.” 

    Dahkal laughed and took down a short rifle identical to the one Ryan used and handed it to Monday. He also handed him several extra battery packs. “Like I said back in Salvage, I had every intent of telling you guys everything.” 

    The rifle fit well in Monday’s hands. He ensured the safety was on—after he found it—and slung the rifle over his shoulder, with the barrel pointed at the floor. “Yeah, well, when I get back from kicking ass, you and me are going to have a serious conversation about how messed up it is to hide the good weapons from your friends. My feelings are hurt.” 

    Dahkal chuckled again and waved Monday off. “Get the hell out of here.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Monday rushed through the bay and up to his twelve-foot-tall war machine. Across the chest plate of the mech was the call sign, “Earshot.” A missile rack loaded with sixteen missiles was mounted on the right shoulder. The left shoulder held a mounted rail gun that was belt fed from an ammo box built into the back of the mech. The right forearm had a mounted laser weapon, and the left forearm had a six-barreled kinetic rotary gun. 

    He disconnected the charging cable and performed a quick visual check of all outer components, then opened the canopy. He opened a compartment on the rear of the right leg and snapped his new rifle into place, along with the extra battery packs. Before he climbed up to mount the mech, his personal comm unit activated in his ear. 

    “Monday,” Reuan said. “Are you almost ready? Those fighters aren’t giving up.” 

    Monday started climbing up as he replied, “Yeah, I’m about to start it up now. Gotta run a few checks first, then I’ll be able to rock and roll. Are you going to be able to keep them off me?” 

    Reuan laughed in his ear before she answered. “You just worry about doing your part and let me and the guys take care of the rest.” 

    Monday lowered himself into the mech’s cockpit and shrugged. “Works for me. Let me know when I’m good to go.” 

    “Will do, but you’ll probably hear from Dahkal. I’ll have my hands full,” Reuan answered, and the call cut. 

    Monday closed the hatch to his mech, and the display screen lit up as he brought the war machine online. He smiled to himself as muscle memory took over and he strapped himself in and ran through all the preliminary systems checks. He took a deep breath of filtered air and let it back out. “Feels good to be home again.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Reuan sprinted down the corridor and slapped the access panel to the docking hatch, then ran through it. It sealed behind her as she entered her Sheingalian gunship. She sealed the gunship’s hatch and threw herself into the pilot’s seat. Her claws flew across the instrument panel as she started the ship’s engines and ran her pre-flight checks. All systems showed green, and all weapons systems were fully operational. She even had full missile racks, thanks to the replicators on the frigate. 

    She disengaged the docking ring and engaged the thrusters. Winged Fury’s shields dropped in that section momentarily, so she could exit, then they instantly came back up. 

    “Alex,” she called over the comm. “I’m out.” 

    “I hear you,” came Alex’s reply. “We’re right behind you.” 

    Reuan looked down at her sensor screen and saw nine drones in three wedge formations had formed behind her. Alex, Brawlt, and Hunai each controlled three drones. They were programmed to run in unison. When one of them banked at a certain degree to port, all three of them did. It was the same with the weapons. If one drone fired a missile salvo, all three fired. However, they could lock on to more than one target at a time. The shields could also overlap to increase their durability. Biological beings couldn’t maneuver multiple craft like an artificial intelligence could. Locking the drones together as one was the most efficient way for a normal biological being to operate multiple drones at once. At least it was the best way Alex could come up with so far. If one was destroyed, the rest remained until none were left, or another replaced it. 

    “Fighters approaching on your two o’clock,” Alex called. 

    “I see them,” Reuan replied. “Let’s see if they want to play with us.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Dahkal checked the display. “They’ve engaged the fighters,” he said to Ryan. 

    Ryan looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “You don’t really need tell me. They’re literally sitting across the room, yelling about it over their comm with Reuan.” 

    “Shut up,” Dahkal responded and elbowed Ryan in the shoulder. “I’m treating this like we would any other battle.” He looked back down at the display. “It looks like we’ll be coming up to our desired coordinates momentarily.” 

    Ryan looked at the screen on his side. “Yeah, we’re pretty close. We need to descend a bit more, then it’s a go.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Monday bobbed his head in time with the thunderous beat of the bass drum. Goosebumps developed on his skin, and a tingle ran down his spine as the epic electric guitar riff from Black Sabbath’s “Iron Man” filled the cockpit of his war machine. Many soldiers had superstitions or routines they performed before battle; Monday was no different. He had played the song before every single atmospheric drop he had ever done. So far, it had worked for him. 

    “Yeaaahhh,” he cooed in ecstasy. He stomped the mech’s heavy, steel feet in time with the beat. 

    The music cut abruptly, and Dahkal’s voice boomed over the mech’s internal comm speakers. “You’re up, Monday,” he said. “Opening the bay now.” 

    “Ten-four,” Monday replied. “I’m ready.” 

    “Good luck, my friend,” Dahkal said. The comm cut, and the music resumed. 

    The bay door opened, and Monday moved the mech forward. Each step was faster than the last and, in seconds, he was at a full run. When he came to the edge, he could see the planet below him. At the last second, he leapt from the steel floor of the ship’s bay into the planet’s upper atmosphere. He splayed out and watched his instruments as the planet grew larger and larger on his screen. Fire soon enveloped the mech as he descended deeper into the planet’s atmosphere. He continued to watch the display as the altitude numbers dropped rapidly. 

    His concentration was broken for a moment when Ryan’s voice came over the comm. “Hey, dude, don’t forget to watch out for giant birds.” 

    “What the…” Monday started to ask, but the comm cut and a new song began playing. “Great, now I have to worry about a giant buzzard thing snatching me out of the sky before I can land. I don’t know how the hell Dahkal killed the last one, but I’ll blast its beak off with my railgun if it screws with me.” 

    He shook the thought from his head and returned his attention to the display. The drop had always been his favorite part of insertions. For him, the approximately ten-minute drop, depending on the planet and its gravity, was the most exciting thing in the world. It was a high no drug or drink could ever give him. Not even close-quarter mech-on-mech combat did the trick. Something about it thrilled him, and no drop ever lasted long enough. 

    A message across the screen indicated he had thirty seconds until it was time to slow his descent. He activated his thrusters and maneuvered himself so the mech’s feet were under him. Another alarm sounded, and he engaged the boosters. He felt the force of gravity as the mech’s descent slowed rapidly. Twenty feet from the ground, he cut the boosters, then he landed on the ground with his knees bent to absorb the shock. His landing zone was a small, natural clearing in the middle of Ruul’s forest. 

    He stood the mech up and surveyed his surroundings. There wasn’t a soul to be seen. According to his map overlay, he was at the bottom of the mountain five miles below the old mining company’s abandoned offices. That would be his first stop. He doubted there would be anyone there, but it was worth checking in case the enemy was holding some Rock Raider employees there. 

    Monday checked his weapons systems; everything was green. He checked his fuel level. It was sitting right above half. “Wish drops didn’t use so much fuel,” he said. He shrugged and continued his mission. 

    With heavy footsteps, Monday moved his mech up the mountain toward the facility. He didn’t have a smaller, more agile, scout mech, so he had to consciously move the machine in the quietest manner possible. It was no easy task, especially through the thick forest. He could have used his bounding boosters and been there in no time, but he wanted to conserve his remaining fuel for the battle to come. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Was that really necessary?” Dahkal asked, looking at Ryan, who was cackling. 

    Ryan answered between his laughs. “Y-yeah! I just wish I could have seen his face!” He wiped tears from his eyes and added, “He must have been like ‘what the hell?’ when he realized he was basically a freefalling snack for those things.” He chuckled again. “Ohhh, that was great.” 

    Dahkal shook his head. “That’s not funny. I have firsthand experience with that creature. It wasn’t a good time.” The memory of being snatched off the ground in the monster bird’s talons caused an involuntary shiver to run through his body. He looked at Monday’s locator beacon on the radar. “Looks like he made it down safely and is moving up the mountain. Let’s go help the others with those fighters and then finish off the ships.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Damn!” Alex shouted. “I lost two of my drones!” He banked hard to the starboard side with more g-forces than any live being would ever be able to withstand. “I’m coming around again! I have an expensive idea, but I’m pretty sure it’ll work.” 

    Alex lined up the drone’s nose with the thrusters of the ship that had taken out his other two drones. The speed and agility of the drones allowed him to maneuver faster than any fighter ever could. This allowed him to bank so fast and hard, he was able to swing around and get behind the fighter. He hadn’t seen this one, and a missile had taken his other two drones. Alex pushed the throttle to full output, and the drone surged forward at an unprecedented speed. It was too fast for the Bieratang pilot to react and counter. The drone crashed nose first through the rear shielding of the fighter and into its thrusters. Both the drone and the fighter exploded, and the pilot died with them. 

    “Well, that worked,” Brawlt said. He was tailing and firing at another fighter with all three of his drones, while Hunai was being chased by yet another. “Hunai,” he called out, “bank thirty-two degrees to port and pull up at a forty degree angle while increasing your speed!” 

    “I see what you want to do,” Hunai replied. “I like it. Banking now.” 

    Hunai performed the requested maneuvers, and Brawlt performed several erratic maneuvers of his own. The two groups of drones crossed paths, missing by only a meter’s distance at ridiculous speeds. Unfortunately for the Bieratang fighter pilots, their craft did not miss each other by a mere meter. They collided in a brilliant flash of yellow energy mixed with the reds, oranges, and blues of exploding fuel as their craft blew apart. 

    “Perfect!” Brawlt exclaimed. 

    Hunai laughed inside his environmental helmet. “They never even saw each other coming.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Reuan fired her lasers at the fighter trying to evade her, while also attempting to avoid the fire coming from the one behind her. It was quite a predicament—for the Bieratang, that is. She grinned as she entered the command to reverse the fire of her gunship’s laser cannons and began firing at the fighter behind her. The aiming reticle on her display turned green as she locked onto the fighter ahead of her, and her grin grew larger. 

    “This was fun, but I have other things I need to do,” she teased—even though the pilot couldn’t hear her—and fired. 

    The single Sheingal missile was more than enough to take out the cheap Bieratang fighter. It struck its target dead center on the fighter’s thrusters and blew the craft apart. There was no way the pilot survived. 

    Reuan continued to perform basic evasive maneuvers while firing her lasers at the fighter still chasing her. She was about to turn over and deliver a second missile when it exploded and disappeared from her radar. 

    Alex’s voice came over her comm. “We got him. He was so distracted by you, he never saw us come up on his sensors. We even had time to launch all new drones. Mine got destroyed, and the others were getting low on missiles” 

    Reuan laughed and shook her head. “Thanks for the assist, guys, but I had him right where I wanted him.” 

    “Sure, you did,” came Alex’s reply. 

    Dahkal’s voice was the next to come over the comm. “Good job, everyone.” He let out a heavy sigh. “It saddens me to tell you all that, during our run to the planet, Captain Stevens and the Barghest were destroyed. Kyleena is still fighting the same ship. Captain O’Hare defeated his ship and is now running hard to engage the ship that defeated Captain Stevens. We need to assist them. For the moment, Monday will be on his own. He assured me he can handle himself. Judging by his record, he can, and this won’t be much of a challenge for him.” 

    “Then let’s move,” Reuan said. 

    She positioned herself above Winged Fury, and the drones formed up on her. Together, they headed back in the direction of the main battle. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “FIRE UNTIL THE CHAMBER’S EMPTY!” Quinthus thundered from his command chair. “I want missiles launched as fast as they can be loaded!” 

    “Firing, sir!” Black yelled from the offensive station. The ship vibrated as salvo after salvo was launched at the Bieratang warship. 

    Quinthus wiped sweat from his face with his sleeve. His uniform was drenched, and sweat beads ran down the shaved sides of his head. “How long until they’re in laser range?” 

    “A few minutes, sir,” Jones replied from his tactical station. “They’re returning fire.” 

    Quinthus snapped his head toward the defensive station and yelled, “Then start firing defensive missiles, you twit! Fire as many as you have to when you have to! Just keep us alive so we can kill them!” 

    “Yes, sir,” Jones replied calmly. 

    Sirius continued to shake, shudder, and vibrate from the missile launches and the occasional impact of incoming missiles on the shields. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Tenuul struggled to stay in his command seat as his ship pitched and yawed from the barrage of missile hits. “They’re insane!” he screamed. “They fight nothing like the other ship did!” 

    Small electrical fires were everywhere. They were erupting faster than the repair crews could put them out. The comms officer was dead on the floor after being electrocuted by a power surge in his console. Power to the ruined console had since been cut, and a new comms officer was running communications from the spare console.  

    “Captain,” the tactical officer yelled. “We’re nearly out of defensive missiles! Soon, all we’ll have are the rapid lasers!” 

    Tenuul gripped his chair even tighter than before as another missile impacted. “What about offensive missiles? Can we still fire back?” 

    The tactical officer nodded. “Yes, Captain. We’ve been firing all along, but their defenses are better than ours. I’m starting to think the other ship was having technical issues. Either that, or the crew was inexperienced.” 

    “XO!” Tenuul shouted and looked around for Urghana. 

    Urghana was helping the repair team extinguish a fire on the other side of the bridge. He turned his head as he sprayed the fires with an extinguisher. “Yes, Captain! What do you need?” 

    “Dump the fighters!” Tenuul shouted. “Maybe they can get in close and do some damage!” 

    “Yes, sir!” Urghana replied and activated his comm. He ordered the fighters to disperse and attack the enemy ship. 

    Suddenly, the ship went still. The only sounds were electrical pops on the bridge. The warship was no longer rocking to the beat of missiles pounding against their shields. The explosions ceased, and everyone looked around, wondering what was going on. 

    “Have they stopped?” Tenuul asked. “Why would they stop attacking?” He looked around at his bridge officers. His eyes stopped on his offensive station officer. “Don’t stop firing!” he yelled. “This could be our opportunity to end this!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “The chamber’s empty, sir,” Tomms, the XO of the Sirius, informed Quinthus. “We’ve just fired our last missile.” 

    “Thank you, lad,” Quinthus replied. “What of our main lasers? How long until we’re in range?” 

    Tomms smiled. “I knew you would ask. Twenty seconds and counting, sir. If I were a betting man, and I am, I would guess their forward shields are down to next to nothing at this point.” 

    Jones added, “We still have incoming missiles, but they aren’t getting through our defenses. Ten seconds until effective main laser range.” 

    The seconds counted down, and a wicked grin crossed Captain Quinthus O’Hare’s face. “Fire the main lasers through their disgrace of a bridge and send them all to hell. I want them to burn before they burn.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Captain Tenuul of the Bieratang warship, Monsoon, never felt the heat of the laser beam that penetrated his forward shields and burned through his bridge. His body and the bodies of his crew were incinerated as the main lasers of the Thompson’s Hell Hounds’ ship ripped down the length of his vessel. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Quinthus watched with bright eyes and an open-mouthed grin as the Bieratang warship exploded. When the main lasers reached the powerplants, they lost containment and blew the warship to scrap. Five fighters nearly made it out, but they were swallowed up by the explosion and flying debris.  

    “Rest well, Stevens,” Quinthus whispered. “Rest well.” 

    He turned to his officers; his eyes still glazed. They all had the same look in their eyes. “Aye,” he said with a nod. “It’s a long day we’ve had.” He looked from one officer to the next. “But the day is not yet over. There’s still the matter of the lead ship Kyleena is battlin’. We used up all our missiles, but we still got lasers and air in our lungs, so we can still fight.” 

    Nobody said a word. 

    “So,” he continued. “Are ye with me?” 

    “AYE!” yelled the crew in unison. 

    Quinthus smiled and threw his hands in the air. “Then what the bloody hell are ye waitin’ for? Don’t ye know it’s rude to keep a lass waitin’?” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Monday used the thermal scanners on his mech to investigate the surrounding area, as well as the buildings of the abandoned complex. It hadn’t taken him long to reach it. His instruments indicated there was no one around. The readings weren’t always accurate though—he had learned that the hard way. Some beings could fool infrared scanners and other high-tech devices. 

    He popped his canopy and climbed down. Quietly, he opened the leg compartment and extracted the laser rifle and an extra power pack. He was already wearing light battle armor, so there was no need to change into the heavy armor located in the large compartment on the left side of the mech’s back.  

    Walking as silently as possible, he approached the building. When he reached the exterior wall, he crouched low and moved to a position under a dusty window. He stood up and moved his head just enough to look inside. He saw no movement or individuals. He resumed his crouch and moved further down to a closed door. Tentatively, he rested his good ear against the door and listened. He didn’t hear anything, which could be good or bad. 

    He looked at the dust-covered access panel which had no power. Rock Raiders hadn’t needed the building, so they had never routed power to it. He pulled his knife from its sheath and wedged the blade into the space where the latch should have been. To his surprise, he felt the latch give under his blade’s leverage. He readied his rifle, and on a mental count of three, shoved the door open and rushed inside. Years of training and instinct kicked in, and as soon as he was through the door, he checked the open right-hand side, then immediately turned to clear the left side behind the door. 

    There was nobody there. The office was an empty, dust-filled room of desks and chairs on wheels. He walked around the room and all he found were some old, expired protein bars. In addition to the main room, there was a bathroom, a small closet, and another smaller office. There were no Rock Raider employees or Bieratang soldiers in any of them. Satisfied with the security of the building, Monday rushed back out to his mech, put his rifle away, and mounted up again. 

    The rest of his hike up the mountain was just as uneventful. He was beginning to worry this was going to be a boring rescue. When he reached the summit near the mine’s entrance, he stopped and exited his mech. He grabbed the laser rifle, then climbed the remaining fifty feet to evaluate the situation. He changed his mind about the rescue being boring and smiled. Nice, he thought. This might be interesting after all. 

    Positioned directly in front of the mine’s entrance was a crew-served laser operated by four Bieratang. It was mounted twenty meters straight out from the mouth of the mine. To the right were a bunch of steel crates like the ones they had retrieved from the mine on their last trip to the planet. They weren’t flush with each other; they had been placed with their corners touching at angles to create a curve. Behind them, he could see at least seven more soldiers. There might have been more, but he couldn’t tell from his position. On the left were three shuttles. They curved out from the mountainside in the same fashion as the crates, all the way up to the artificial berm surrounding the crew-served laser. The barricade created a half-circle defense. 

    Monday used his infrared binoculars to scan the area with the shuttles and saw twelve soldiers hunkered down behind them. In all, he could account for twenty-three Bieratang soldiers outside the mine. He guessed there were more inside, keeping the Rock Raider employees in line. There was no way for him to know how many; he would have to learn as he went. Maybe he would get lucky, and they would come running out. 

    At first glance, he thought the crew-served laser was his biggest threat. But that was before he saw the power cable on the ground. He shook his head in disbelief. Any good soldier knew to hide or bury the power cable to their equipment. If the enemy knew the location of your power source, they could disarm you. If you were disarmed, you were vulnerable. Apparently, they had missed that day of training. He could destroy the laser if everything went right; but what if things didn’t go right? What if all he did was damage it, and they were able to fix it? He didn’t know what kind of crew-served laser the Bieratang used. It could explode and cause the mine to cave in. No, the power source was his biggest threat and would be his primary target. 

    The laser’s power cable was plugged into the side of the closest shuttle, which must have had a built-in generator for such uses. Now that he knew the location of the power source, he knew what he wanted to hit first. He would have to be cautious though. If the bang was too big, it might cause a cave-in and kill the hostages. That would be bad. So, he decided to move further to his left. He wanted a straighter shot at the broad side of the shuttle next to the laser. The Bieratang shuttles looked like they were powered by fuel, not fusion, so he wasn’t worried about a small nuclear blast. That would definitely have been bad too. 

    He couldn’t simply trot his mech over to the left where he wanted to be; there was too much risk of being seen or heard. Instead, after returning to his machine he backtracked down the mountain a bit, then climbed to a better position. It didn’t take long before he was right where he wanted to be. He grinned as he locked two rockets onto the far end of the shuttle providing power to the laser. There were three heat signatures sitting there, as well, and they were about to have a bad day. 

    “Time to put the monkeys back in the barrel,” he said and fired the rockets. 

    He felt the mech rock the tiniest bit as the rockets shot out from the rack on his right shoulder. Both flew true to their target. The fuel tanks didn’t rupture, but the explosions from the rockets were enough to blast the shuttle nearly in half and send shrapnel flying everywhere. 

    Monday engaged his bounding boosters and leapt from his hiding spot among the trees. At the apex of his arch, he began firing the kinetic rotary gun on his left wrist. Bieratang soldiers yipped and howled as they were riddled with bullets from above. He landed among them and continued to fire. When his rotary gun ran out of ammo, he heard a few rounds ricochet off the steel armor of his mech. One of the soldiers raised a laser rifle, but before he could fire, a metal fist crushed his skull. Monday looked at his munitions count and sighed and thought, I gotta figure out how to carry more ammo for that gun. 

    Laser fire burned the back of his right hip joint, and the servo sensor blinked yellow. He spun the mech and saw a trio of soldiers firing laser rifles at him. He quickly dispatched them with a few rounds from his shoulder-mounted rail gun. One of them still moved on the ground. Monday attributed it to nerves and decided not to waste another round. He turned to face the mine’s entrance and waited to see if anyone would come out. He neither saw nor heard anything. He tried to scan the mine for life signs and thermals, but his sensors couldn’t read through the rock and picked up zilch in the tunnel. 

    “Damnit,” he huffed. “They’re really gonna make me go in after them.” 

    He popped the canopy of his mech and climbed out, then he pulled his laser rifle out and checked the Bieratang warriors around him. Several had been impaled with jagged steel from the shuttle and were still alive. He ended their suffering with single shots to the head. There was no sense letting them suffer. It’s what he would want in their position. 

    After he secured the area, he shut the mech’s canopy and locked it down so stragglers couldn’t get into it and take off or attack him with his own weapons. He walked around to the back of the mech and opened the compartment on its back. He looked up at the heavy battle armor nestled there and said, “Time to see if this new stuff is as good as Reuan says it is.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Captain Kyleena Straeker grinned as she heard Dahkal’s voice come over the comm system. “Looks like you could use a hand or two,” he said. 

    “It would be greatly appreciated!” she responded. 

    The ship shuddered as another missile impacted the portside shields. She had ordered the ship to turn as the forward shields had taken heavy damage. The portside shields were dropping fast and would soon be in just as bad shape. It wouldn’t be long before she had to decide whether to turn back or continue turning all the way around. The problem with turning all the way around was they wouldn’t be as effective offensively…or defensively. Turning your back to the enemy was never a good option, especially if it meant putting your engines in harm’s way. 

    She turned to her XO. “How are the repairs to the forward shields coming?” she asked. 

    “They’re working on it, ma’am,” Vernon Hatcher, her executive officer, answered. “They’re rerouting some power, then they should be able to get them back up to nearly full strength.” 

    A bit of relief filtered into Kyleena’s mind. If the shields could be repaired, she wouldn’t have to turn her back to the other ship. She returned her attention to the call on her screen. “What do you have in mind?” she asked Dahkal. 

    He grinned at her with his pitch-black fangs. “I don’t really have a plan at this point, Captain Straeker.” The dragon-like being turned to his human friend Ryan and laughed. Ryan had said something, but Kyleena hadn’t caught it. 

    “What did he say?” she asked. 

    “He said the plan is to keep blowing stuff up until we’re all that’s left,” Dahkal replied, still wearing his unnerving grin. “I think it’s a good plan, so we’re going to go with that. Continue your assault. If I heard correctly, you are close to getting your forward shields back to full strength.” 

    Kyleena shrugged. “Maybe,” she said. “We need a little time.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “I’ll see what we can do. Winged Fury out.” 

    He cut the call, and Kyleena let out a heavy sigh. They weren’t out of the fire yet, but it didn’t feel as hot as it had earlier. She composed herself and straightened her posture as she brushed a lock of hair from her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. 

    “Let’s go people!” she exclaimed. “We’ve got a fight to finish!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “So, what do you wanna do?” Ryan asked. “We could get behind their ship and fire nonstop at the thrusters.” 

    “We could,” Dahkal replied, “but then we run the risk of being hit with a stray round from Orthrus. Which reminds me…” He frantically looked at his control panel, then smiled. “Captain O’Hare has beaten the second ship and is heading this direction. It appears he isn’t done fighting yet, either.” 

    “Hell yeah!” Ryan exclaimed. “Let’s blast the last one into oblivion and get going. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.” 

    “Fish?” Dahkal asked. 

    “Yeah,” Ryan answered. “It’s an animal that lives in the water. That saying means we have bigger problems to solve. You know…like getting to the Sheinrah System and kicking your brother’s ass off the throne?” 

    “Ah,” Dahkal responded and shook his head. “Another human phrase for beings who want to develop a headache. We have underwater creatures on my planet as well. Some of the predators dive deep and attack from beneath…” He trailed off and broke eye contact with Ryan as the wheels in his head began to turn. 

    “I know what I want to do,” he said with a grin. “Being in space is sort of like being in water if you think about it. We’ll dive down and attack them from below. They can’t defend against our attacks from that position. Their ship isn’t designed for it. Most beings forget that, in space, there is no true up, down, left, or right. So, they design ships to be defended in a gravity-based orientation relative to their own ship and position. They are weak in the belly, and that is how we will hunt them.” 

    Ryan’s eyes lit up as he realized what Dahkal meant. “Dude! Just like the great white shark hunts in the ocean on Earth!” 

    Dahkal shrugged. “If you say so.” He started to activate the comm, then changed his mind and looked over his shoulder. “Hey, Alex, can you get the ‘plus one’ ready?” 

    Alex turned from his virtual cockpit and grinned at him. “Sure thing, boss.” 

    “Quinthus is coming in hot,” Ryan said. “He’s gonna be in range pretty quick.” 

    “Then we need to hurry,” Dahkal replied. 

    Dahkal and Ryan piloted the frigate so that to someone viewing it from the side, it would appear to be in a dive. When they reached the edge of the missile range, they performed a turnover maneuver to face the enemy. Only this time, they were facing the belly of the Bieratang warship. 

    “Alex,” Dahkal said, “Could you please drop the F-BOMB?” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Captain!” Shravnal called out. “There are three incoming missiles aimed at our forward lower hull! It’s the frigate, sir!” 

    Murkada shrugged. “And? That section of shielding is at one hundred percent. Those shields haven’t been touched all day.” He snorted and added, “Besides, it’s only a frigate. How much damage can they really do to our ship?” 

    “They destroyed Kroptu’s ship, sir,” Jorvah reminded him. 

    Murkada waved him off. “A Q-ship with a freighter base is not the same thing, Jorvah.” He turned his attention back to the offensive station. “Keep firing!” 

    A light rumble echoed through the ship, and the tactical officer gasped. “The section of shielding the first missile struck is completely gone, Captain! It disappeared as soon as the missile made cont…” The ship rocked hard as two more explosions erupted beneath them.  

    “What the hell was that?” Murkada demanded. 

    “The second and third missiles from the frigate, sir!” Shravnal replied. 

    “Impossible!” Murkada shouted. “We haven’t been hit with anything that hard during the entire engagement! There’s no way those missiles packed that much power!” 

    Shravnal started shaking as he turned and made eye contact with Murkada. “C-captain,” he said in broken voice. “All forward shield generators have been destroyed. Our bow is completely exposed.” 

    Jorvah leapt over to the helm and frantically began entering commands as Murkada screamed orders to turn the ship about. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Quinthus watched on his view screen as a small missile, which didn’t even really read as a missile, impacted the lower forward shields of the Bieratang warship. He continued to watch as two more missiles flew straight up into the hull and blew a huge hole in it. “Their shields are down, lads!” he exclaimed. “Fire the main lasers!  

     

    * * * 

     

    Kyleena’s eyes grew bright and wide as she watched a massive hole open in the lower bow of the enemy ship. Orthrus was now facing the Bieratang ship head-on, and her forward shields were back up to ninety percent. She slapped her armrests with both hands repeatedly as she screamed, “Fire! Fire! Fire! Their shields are down! Fire main lasers and a full salvo!” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Two more missiles from Winged Fury and multiple smaller missiles from Reuan’s gunship impacted the exposed bow of the Bieratang ship. Missiles from Orthrus and Sirius impacted at the same time. Explosions throughout the ship broke it into more pieces than could be counted. The powerplants lost containment and disintegrated the aft end. The fight was over. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Well, that sucks,” Alex grumbled. 

    Dahkal turned to him, dumbfounded. “What? We won. How does that suck?” 

    Alex shrugged. “We didn’t get to use The Last Cocktail. As soon as the bladder busted, it froze in space and was wasted. I wanted to see it in action.” 

    A loud, rumbling laugh escaped Dahkal’s belly, and he palmed his face with his hands and shook his head. He rubbed his face and, with a groan, said, “Don’t worry. You’ll get your chance again very soon.” He laughed again and added, “We need to check on Monday. There’s no telling what kind of trouble he’s gotten himself into down there without supervision. Hunai, call the other captains, please.” 

    Hunai nodded, and a moment later, Captains Straeker and O’Hare were on the main screen. The backgrounds on both ships contrasted vastly with those of their prior calls. A haze of smoke filled the air on both ships as crews rushed to make repairs. The captains didn’t look much better. Kyleena’s tightly pulled-back hair now hung to her shoulders and frizzed in many places. She also had a small cut on her forehead. One of the last missiles to hit her shields had knocked her from her command chair. Steel console corners beat flesh every time. A medic was trying to tend to her, but she waved them off. 

    Quinthus had a wild look in his blue eyes as he tried to come down from the combat high he was riding. His shirt was drenched with sweat. He reached up to wipe his face with his hand and left a black smear across one cheek. His hands were dirty from snatching out burnt up components and replacing them. 

    “Well done, lads,” Quinthus said. “I didn’t know ye had an EMP missile aboard. Ye chose yer time to use it wisely.” 

    “Is that what that was?” Kyleena asked. “Sign me up for some.” 

    Dahkal chuckled and leaned back in his pilot’s chair. “It wasn’t a missile. It was a drone.” He indicated Alex. “My friend here is quite handy with munitions and drones. He’s even better when he combines them.” 

    Kyleena and Quinthus both gave Alex a nod of approval. “Just doing my job,” Alex responded, with his hands in the air. 

    “Unfortunately,” Dahkal said, “we only had the one. More can be made, but that will take time. Right now, we need to go down to the planet. Monday is still down there on his own. I didn’t want to leave you two until I knew you were ok.” 

    “We’re ok,” Kyleena replied. “We’ve suffered some casualties and damages, but we’ll manage.” 

    “Aye,” Quinthus agreed. “The same goes for us.” He looked over at his tactical officer, then back again. “There are escape pods all over. I’m going to go pick them up. Kyleena, I would be much obliged if you’d lend me a few hands and shuttles to do so.” 

    “Done,” Kyleena replied. She turned to Dahkal. “You go down and get Monday, and we’ll handle things up here.” She started to deactivate her end of the call, then stopped short. “Oh, and make sure you tell him I said, ‘Hi.’” She giggled and cut the call. 

    Quinthus shook his head. “That lass is goin’ to give him more than he bargained for.” 

    “Naaahh,” Ryan said, with a dismissive wave. “He survived a Yalteen; he’ll be alright.” 

    Quinthus tried to swallow his surprise. “A Yalteen, ye say?” 

    “Yup,” Ryan answered with a grin. “He’s a tough dude; he’ll be ok.” 

    Quinthus laughed and shook his head. “I’ll take yer word for it, lad. Anyway, I thought I might throw ye a name of a security company I know of. This mine o’ yers is their kind of work. They won’t cost ye a fortune, but they’ll work like yer payin’ ’em one. Last I heard, they’re in the Jager system. It’s only a few hours’ gate travel from here. If yer willin’ to give them a look, I’ll vouch for ’em.” 

    “Send over the information,” Dahkal answered. “I’ll look it over as we head to the planet. We wouldn’t be in this mess if I had hired a security team in the first place. Thank you for the recommendation, Captain O’Hare.” 

    “No problem, lad,” Quinthus replied. “And enough of this ‘captain’ business. Call me Quinthus, or Quin, or Quint.” He shrugged. “Anything less formal is fine.” 

    “Thank you, Quinthus,” Dahkal responded and offered a Sheingal salute. 

    Quinthus saluted back in the human fashion. “No problem. I’ll be on me way now. Those pods are waitin’. I’ll have the information sent yer way momentarily.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Fits pretty good,” Monday said to himself as he squatted down and stood up again. Through the clear-steel face shield, he looked down at his armored legs and feet. He bent his knees and jumped. The servo assisted joints allowed him to jump much higher than a human should have been able to. They also assisted with the landing. 

    “Coooool,” he said in awe. “I can dunk now.” 

    Reuan had taken the armor of the two imperial guards killed on The Gas Station and used the steel to build heavy battle armor suits for Ryan and Monday. The armor encased their entire bodies, head to toe. Monday felt like he was inside a tiny, man-sized mech. She claimed they would be nearly invulnerable to the weapons of most races due to the strength of the steel. According to her, Sheingalian steel was unlike any other steel in the galaxy as it was stronger and many times more resistant to heat and laser fire. Monday had his doubts, but there was no better time to test the suits than the present. He picked up his rifle and slung it over his shoulder. 

    “Ready or not, here I cooommme,” he sang into the tunnel through the helmet’s external speakers. Nobody replied. 

    He stepped cautiously into the tunnel and visually scanned the path. There was no cover for him to dive behind should he start taking fire. He was completely exposed, but he couldn’t see where he had any other options, so he continued. He noticed that steel rail tracks had been installed on the tunnel floor. Must make it easier to wheel out the carts of raw product, he thought. He glanced up at the holes bored into the tunnel ceiling, which was still scorched from past laser fire. “Ugh,” he grumbled. “I hope they got all the creepy-crawlies outta here. I have enough to deal with already.” 

    When he reached the main chamber, he noticed newly drilled tunnels leading off in different directions. Two were illuminated, the third was dark. The tracks on the floor split and ran down the tunnels. He looked around the main chamber and saw there were no more guards or any Rock Raiders present. There was no blood on the floor or the walls, which he took as a good sign. 

    The heads-up display, or HUD, of his helmet indicated a rise in temperature on the side of his head. He also felt that side getting warm. Then it became downright hot. Monday dropped to a knee, spun to his right, and brought his laser rifle to his shoulder. A Bieratang soldier stood in the darkness of the tunnel entrance to the right, firing a laser weapon. Monday fired his rifle and caught the Bieratang in the chest. The Sheingal weapon’s laser beam burned through the Bieratang armor like it was nothing. The soldier dropped to the floor and didn’t move again. Monday reached up with his armored hand and rubbed the side of his head where the laser had hit him. The steel of his helmet didn’t seem to be warped or deformed in any way. The warmth inside his helmet had subsided as well. It appeared the new armor was as good as advertised. Otherwise, he would be dead. 

    Monday rushed over and kicked the dead soldier’s weapon away. He peered down the tunnel, and his chest exploded with pain as several kinetic rounds slammed into him from the darkness. Without taking the time to aim, he fired his rifle rapidly from the hip. The incoming fire ceased. He gathered himself and tried to ease the pain by taking several deep breaths. He looked down at his armor and saw several scratches and slightly indented areas, indicating points of impact. His ribs hurt like hell, but he didn’t seem to have any life-threatening injuries, and his vitals all showed green. He thanked his lucky stars for Reuan and looked down the tunnel again. He flipped the switch next to the entrance to activate the lights. Thirty meters down, the tunnel ended in solid stone. Next to the stone was the body of the soldier who had fired at him. Monday walked over with caution and checked the body. There were several laser wounds in the Bieratang’s chest and stomach. Monday kicked the rifle away and mentally noted it fired a small caliber. He wondered how large a caliber the new armor could withstand. He would have to ask Reuan when he got back to the ship. As he turned around to exit the unfinished tunnel, the lights went out, and he was in complete darkness. He chuckled and switched his HUD to night vision mode. 

    “Oh, the joy of modern conveniences,” he said with a smile. 

    He moved back toward the tunnel entrance, but he stopped short when he saw a boot toe appear on the ground. A Bieratang was trying to get the drop on him as he exited. Monday shook his head at the pure stupidity of the obviously poorly trained soldier. It must be amateur hour, he thought.  

    He decided to have some fun and slung the rifle behind him, with the barrel pointed at the ground, and continued forward. Just as he reached the entrance to the tunnel, the soldier, thinking he had the upper hand, swung himself around the corner to aim his rifle at Monday. Except he didn’t have the upper hand…or the lower hand. As soon as his rifle cleared the corner, Monday grabbed the barrel with one hand and brought the clenched fist of his other hand up into it. The servo-assisted strength off the armor kicked in, and the barrel snapped off in Monday’s hand as his fist impacted the weapon. 

    The look of surprise on the Bieratang’s face was priceless as he raised his broken rifle and gawked at it. Monday drew his arm back, then plunged the jagged end of the broken barrel deep into the enemy soldier’s chest. The Bieratang’s armor protested at first, but it gave way under the strength of Monday’s more-advanced armor. The soldier gasped a few times, fell to his knees, then to the floor. 

    The world around Monday erupted as laser and kinetic fire pelted him like rain. Three more Bieratang soldiers were in the center or the room. Damn! They must have been hiding in the other tunnels! With no other choice in sight, Monday rushed them and reached for his weapon. He brought his rifle to his shoulder and fired three times at the group. Two rounds missed and impacted the mine’s wall, but the third hit one of them in the shoulder. The soldier yelped and dropped to the floor. 

    Monday continued to run toward them as he fired. One bolt struck another soldier in the head, silencing his weapon. A kinetic round struck Monday in the left shoulder and pain shot through his body. The round had hit him in a gap in the armor’s plating and struck the servo and spun him around. He could still use his arm, but it hurt like hell, and he lost the augmented strength. The soldier must have run out of ammunition because he charged and smashed the butt of his rifle into the back of Monday’s helmet. Unphased, Monday spun and landed a forward kick to the soldier’s face with an armored boot. The sound of his neck breaking under the kick’s force made Monday wrinkle his nose and wince. 

    The lights snapped on, and gunfire filled the air. Monday’s HUD automatically changed back from night vision as he felt round after round impact his legs, back, and the back of his helmet. He turned and saw the soldier he’d shot in the shoulder firing a kinetic pistol at him. Monday spun and raised his laser rifle. He squeezed the trigger and put a single beam through the soldier’s forehead, but it didn’t seem to kill him instantly. The Bieratang’s finger remained on the weapon’s trigger, and it continued to fire until the magazine was empty. Wide eyed, and seemingly in another dimension, the soldier stumbled back into the wall and slid down to the floor, leaving a thin, smeared trail of blood. His eyes remained open, but there was no life in them. 

    Monday checked each body to make sure they wouldn’t be getting back up again. Unsurprisingly, all six were dead. A smiled formed on his face as he looked at his handiwork. Not too shabby. The story he could tell about stabbing the Bieratang with his own rifle barrel was worth its weight in gold at the bars. 

    He looked around and noticed all the tunnels were still dark. Only the main chamber’s lights were on. Mounted on the wall near the entrance tunnel was a power box with a dozen switches. He walked over to it and noticed several switches were labeled as tunnels with numbers next to them. After he flipped all of them, the tunnels lit up. 

    He checked his rifle’s battery pack and saw he had less than a quarter charge left in it, so he slapped in the replacement. With extreme caution, he began to walk down the center tunnel. He didn’t have any real reason to choose that one, but he figured he would have to check both remaining tunnels anyway, so it didn’t really matter where he started. 

    About a hundred meters in, he heard voices and shuffling feet. The tunnel curved to the left and sloped downward. He used his right hand to steady himself against the wall and took tentative steps. The voices grew louder, and the shuffling became more apparent. He cleared the curve of the tunnel, and it opened into another large chamber. The first thing he noticed was a large group of Nilognap beings wearing Rock Raider uniforms. The next thing he noticed were the walls of the chamber which glittered and shimmered in the light. They were absolutely riddled with gold veins and precious stones. He let out a long, slow whistle as he looked around. His eyes fell on all the heavy machinery in the room, as well as the steel carts and crates. There’s all the fire cover I needed, he thought. 

    Monday removed his helmet and smiled at the group of Nilognap. “It looks like you guys are definitely earning the credit we pay you.” He stepped forward and extended an armored hand. “Lieutenant Dustyn Monday of the Emerald Dragons at your service.” 

    One of the Nilognap let out a huge sigh of relief and stepped forward. Monday couldn’t tell what gender they were. The Nilognap reached out and grasped his hand with its clawed one. The translator on its belt interpreted as they spoke. “I am so happy to see you, Lieutenant Monday. I am the owner of Rock Raiders, Arvaan.” Arvaan turned to face his fellow Nilognaps. “I told you they would come to help us.” 

    Monday nodded a greeting to the rest of them. “That’s right,” he said. “On behalf of the entire company, I apologize for not having proper security set up for you.” He shook his head. “We ain’t got no excuse other than we messed up. Now, I’m not even going to ask, because I already know they probably took the lives of some of your loved ones. I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t fix it, but I am.” He made eye contact with several of them. “You’ll all be taken care of. I can promise you that. Dahkal won’t have it any other way. 

    “If it makes you feel better,” he continued, “I killed all of them.” He pointed toward the surface, then looked at Arvaan. “Unless there were more than twenty-nine of them.” 

    Arvaan’s beady black eyes got as wide as they could get. “You…you killed all of them? On your own?” 

    Monday chuckled and nodded. “I’m gonna take that as a ‘yes.’ And yeah, I killed them all on my own.” He motioned to his battle armor. “I may have had a bit of an advantage. Plus, I came here in a mech.” He shrugged. “They should have brought more soldiers.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    The light outside the entrance tunnel was bright compared to the inside of the mine. Monday squinted as his eyes adjusted, and he saw his mech right where he left it. He walked up and patted it on the leg like one would pat a beloved pet. The Nilognap followed behind him, and he could hear several of them talking excitedly about seeing a mech up close for the first time. It made him smile. 

    A gust of wind blew his hair, and a swirl of dust lifted from the ground. He looked up as the sound of thrusters filled the air. Reuan’s gunship landed next to the two and a half Bieratang shuttles. Then a much louder roar of thrusters filled the air as Winged Fury set down. 

    Reuan made it out of her gunship before the others could disembark from the frigate. She stepped through the hole in the first shuttle and admired Monday’s handiwork scattered all over the ground. Her facial expression indicated she was impressed. She pointed at the damaged left shoulder servo and impact marks on his chest. “Lucky shot, or do you not believe in taking cover?” she asked. 

    Monday bobbed his head from side to side and pursed his lips. “Kinda both,” he admitted. “There ain’t crap for cover in there, and they got off a lucky shot. It still moves, but I lost the added strength. Other than that, though, this armor was great.” 

    Reuan smiled. “Well, I did say it was almost impervious, not completely. Don’t worry, though. It’s an easy fix.” 

    The frigate’s ramp lowered and Dahkal, Ryan, and the others exited. Dahkal stopped at the crew-served laser and looked at it for a moment. Ranga stood at his side, playing with his puzzle cube, as Dahkal pointed at the damaged power cords. After a moment, Ranga nodded and walked back to the ship. 

    “What was that about?” Monday asked, with a nod toward Ranga. 

    Dahkal smiled and said, “I want him to fix it and set up a permanent fusion power source. It can be used to help secure the mine.” He looked around at all the dead bodies on the ground. “Hopefully, it will be better than these beings managed.” 

    Monday smiled and replied, “Like I told Arvaan, they should have brought more soldiers.” 

    Dahkal snorted and nodded. “They should have. You did a good job here.” His tone became more serious. “Were there any casualties during your mission?” 

    “No,” Monday answered. “But, I’m pretty sure the Bieratang killed some of the Rock Raiders when they took over. I already apologized for our negligence on the security part, but you should probably go talk to Arvaan. I promised we would take care of them.” 

    “And take care of them, we shall,” Dahkal replied as he gripped Monday’s shoulder. 

    “What happed up there?” Monday asked and pointed at the sky. “Did we kick their asses?” 

    Dahkal released a heavy sigh. “Yes, we destroyed all three of their ships, but…” He paused and looked Monday in the eyes. “They destroyed Captain Stevens’ ship. Captains O’Hare and Straeker are gathering escape pods now.” 

    Monday lowered his head. “Damn,” he whispered. “All those people lost because some jerk wanted this mine. I hate greed, and I hate beings who put credit above the lives of others. I know some would lump mercenaries into that category, but only the bad companies are like that. Most of us would rather not kill anyone unless they deserve it.” He pointed at a corpse on the ground. “These morons deserved it.” 

    Dahkal patted his shoulder again. “I agree, my friend.” He motioned toward the ship. “Go ahead and refuel and recharge your mech, then take a few hours to rest and clean up. I’ll handle things with Rock Raiders. Afterward, we’ll assist with the escape pod rescues. You did good here.” 

    “A shower sounds great,” Monday said. “And thanks. It was good to get back in my mech again.” 

    “Geez!” Ryan exclaimed behind them as he stepped through the busted shuttle and over two dead Bieratang bodies. “You think you could have made a bigger mess?” 

    Monday shrugged and bobbed his head. “Probably,” he answered as he looked around. “I actually toned it down a bit.” 

    Ryan raised an eyebrow. “I’d hate to see you let loose.” 

    Monday laughed, turned, walked to his mech, and popped the canopy. Before he climbed up, he looked at the Rock Raiders employees and gave them a quick salute. “It was nice to meet you all. I’m glad I could help. You may want to take a step back though. You don’t wanna get caught in the booster emissions.” 

    He climbed into the mech, leaned out, looked at Dahkal and Ryan, and said, “Oh yeah, you guys should probably take a walk down into the mine. There’s something you should see.” Then he closed the canopy. 

    The mech came online, and Monday laughed as he watched the Nilognap scramble to get out of the way. When all his systems read green, except for the damaged hip servo that still showed yellow, he bent his knees and jumped as he engaged the bounding boosters. Monday soared through the air and easily closed the distance from the mine to the ship. He decided to show off a bit and executed a perfect “superhero landing.” Monday held the position for a few seconds, then stood up slowly and strolled into the bay. I bet that looked awesome, he thought with a grin. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “What a cheese-bag,” Ryan said as he watched Monday’s mech disappear into the bay. 

    “Yeah,” Alex agreed, with a grin. “I’m going to rag on him later. He looked so cool in his armor, standing here with the hostages, with his helmet under his arm and the wind blowing through his hair.” He shook his head. “Then he had to go too far and ruin it with…that…” 

    “What’s a bag for cheese got to do with it?” Dahkal asked with a genuine look of confusion. “Cheese is delicious. Especially on burgers.” He rubbed his stomach. “Now, I’m hungry.” 

    Ryan laughed and shook his head. “No. There’s no bag for cheese. I called him a cheese-bag. It’s like calling him cheesy. Means he tried waaaay too hard to be cool.” 

    “Exactly,” Alex agreed. 

    “And now he’ll pay for it forever,” Brawlt added. He grinned as he reached up and adjusted his single lensed sunglass. The shiny, red lens contrasted with his grey skin. 

    “Umm, excuse me,” a translated voice called out behind them. They turned and saw Arvaan approaching them. “Sorry to interrupt your conversation, but what do we do now?” 

    Dahkal instantly regretted his lack of professionalism. He was standing there, joking with his friends, instead of addressing the matter at hand. These miners had just been through a major ordeal—not that he hadn’t as well—and they had been held prisoner. It was a little different than being in battle. He had at least had control of his own actions. They had done as they were told out of fear for their lives and the lives of their fellow employees and friends. 

    He held his hand out and said, “My deepest apologies, Arvaan. We didn’t mean to ignore you and your employees. First, we need to see to any of you who may need medical attention. Next, we should get you all properly fed.” 

    Arvaan accepted Dahkal’s hand and responded with, “I knew you would come. I told them you would. Your apology is not necessary. I heard the guards talking about the space battle. I know you have been through much today. I am sorry for the loss of life aboard the destroyed vessel.” He looked at the ground. “We should have fought harder and not given up the mine so easily. I did not arm the company. We have personal weapons, but we don’t carry them around with us. In all my years as a miner, I never felt the need to do so. Some of us did fight back and were killed.” Shame filled his eyes, and his posture drooped. “I did not fight. I was afraid. We might have been able to overpower them if we had all fought together, but I stood everyone down. They were heavily armed, and I didn’t want my friends dying. Two of us were killed on day one. Another on day two. After that, we complied with their orders.” Upon hearing his own words, his stature changed again, and he stood taller. His scales rose from his back, his face hardened, and he balled his clawed hands into fists. Anger filled his voice, and resolve replaced the shame in his eyes. “But we will be armed and ready from now on. Never again will I allow this to happen to my employees and friends. The next time someone wants to take a mine from me, they will have to first step over my dead body.” 

    “The fault is mine, Arvaan,” Dahkal replied, with a shake of his head. He looked the miner in the eyes as he spoke. “I am to blame for this. I make no excuses. It was I who failed to secure proper protection for you and your beings, let alone the mine and its contents. I take full responsibility and will do everything in my power to make it right. Even as we speak, a security team is on its way here. One of the captains from Thompson’s Hell Hounds referred me to a company, and he assures me they are more than capable of handling the job.” He motioned to Ranga who was working with Alex and Reuan to attach new power cables to the crew-served laser. “As you can see, you already have fire power here, on the ground. The force on the way comes with two light battlecruisers, a missile frigate, fighters, and substantial ground forces. The company’s name is Rent-a-Force.” 

    He indicated the Bieratang shuttles. “Those are yours now. Do with them what you like. I’ll pay the death benefits of those who perished at the hands of the Bieratang and any medical expenses. In addition, I’m extending your contract for as long as we mine this planet. The younglings of your youngling’s younglings will never know poverty. My lieutenant told you I would take care of you. He put it mildly.” Then he added, “However, you will most likely be joined by other mining companies. There is a Yalteen company in Salvage, and they will begin working on the other side of the planet soon. Don’t worry though, I believe there’s plenty of raw materials to be found here.” 

    Arvaan appeared stunned. He stood motionless with a blank expression on his face. After a moment, he shook his head, blinked, and said, “I do not know what to say. That is beyond what is required per our contract. It stated nothing about your obligation to provide security or life benefits. Why would you give so much if you are not required to?” 

    Dahkal sighed and put his hands on his hips. “Because it’s the right thing to do, Arvaan,” he replied. “It’s a moral obligation. Contracts are fine and all, but at the end of the day, right is right, and wrong is wrong. What kind of being would I be if I didn’t help you?” He shook his head in disgust. “One without honor is the answer. That’s not me, nor is it how the Emerald Dragons operate. We do the right thing, regardless of what isn’t in the contract.” 

    “Yeah, dude,” Ryan said behind Dahkal. He stepped forward and rested his hand on the handle of his katana. “We don’t live our lives by the black and white terms of contracts, especially if they leave others suffering behind us. We’re not like that. You are all here doing a job for us. It’s only right we take care of you when bad things happen. I’m pretty sure being taken as slaves falls into the ‘bad things’ category. Don’t get me wrong, we won’t violate the terms of a contract, but there’s no rule that says we can’t go above and beyond.” 

    Arvaan scratched behind his long ear with a claw. “Thank you,” he said. “I do not know how else to respond.” 

    “That’s a good enough response for me,” Dahkal replied. “We scanned your ship before landing. There didn’t appear to be any life forms onboard. I assume the readings were correct; otherwise, I believe the Bieratang would have tried to use it to escape. Is that an accurate assessment?” 

    “Correct,” Arvaan answered. “Before they took the mine, they took the ship. It was placed into orbit in automatic mode. The Bieratang—that is what you called them if I heard correctly—loaded up the skeleton crew I left on the ship and brought them here.” 

    “At least they made that part easy,” Brawlt interjected. He was looking down the mine’s entrance tunnel over the lens of his sunglass. “So, what’s down there that we need to see?” 

    Arvaan gave his race’s equivalent of a smile and waved for everyone to follow him. “Come, and I will show you.” 

    As they all followed Arvaan into the mine, Dahkal continued to speak to him. “If you are serious about arming your employees, I can help.” 

    Arvaan looked up at him in the dim light of the tunnel. “What do you mean?” He pointed to the center tunnel when they reached the main chamber. “This way.” 

    “Simple,” Dahkal answered with a shrug. “I’ll provide you and your employees with a variety of personal weapons. The crew-served laser belongs to you, not the security company. They will use it, but I’ll tell them to educate your beings on how to properly use it. They can also aid in basic weapons training. I’ll take care of the cost of the weapons and pay Rent-a-Force an extra fee to train you.” 

    “That is very generous of you, Dahkal,” Arvaan replied. 

    Dahkal reached up and scratched the scales on his neck. “I messed up, and I’m trying to repair the damage. Besides, in the end, it’s all an investment. The safer you are, the more credit and opportunity this mine and planet will provide for our mercenary company, not to mention the credit you’ll make from your cut.” 

    “A very true statement,” Arvaan agreed with a nod. 

    The tunnel curved left and sloped down. Soon, it opened into a large chamber that made their jaws drop. 

    Brawlt’s eye blinked so rapidly with excitement, Dahkal wondered how he could see anything. The pilot ventured in further than the rest and spun to face them, with his index fingers pointed at the ground. “I live here now,” he said with a huge grin. “I’ll use this as a pillow.” He reached into a steel bin and lifted a chunk of gold the size of his fist. There were several other full bins next to it. “Gold’s a soft metal, right? It’ll work.” 

    “Probably not the best lumbar support,” Ryan replied as he looked around the chamber in disbelief. 

    “A su madre,” Alex gasped, his eyes wide with amazement. “Definitivamente ahora le voy a comprar una casa a mi madre.” 

    Everyone looked at him with muddled looks on their faces. A collective, “Huh?” reverberated off the chamber’s stone walls. 

    “Sorry,” Alex said and tried to rub the shock off his face. “I forget you guys don’t have Spanish in your translators. Basically, I said, ‘Wow, I’m definitely buying my mom a new house now.’” 

    Reuan laughed and said, “You can afford to buy her much more than that.” She had caught up to them after assisting Ranga with the laser. “Speaking of mothers,” she continued and looked at Dahkal. “We need to be getting to ours, if you’re done ogling your treasure cave. There are many lives at stake, and the longer we take, the less lives there will be for us to save.” 

    Instant regret hit her as she finished speaking, and it made her cringe. “I am sorry, Arvaan. I do not mean to make it sound as though we have better things to do. Please do not take offense.” She held out a hand. “I am Reuan, Dahkal’s sister. I didn’t get to introduce myself earlier. I am not part of the Emerald Dragons. There is much in play that you do not know about, and we are in a bit of a rush for time.” 

    Arvaan shook her hand and looked at her curiously. “Judging by your demeanor,” he said, “it is something quite important. Yet, you accompanied your brother here to help me first.” He looked over at Dahkal. “If it is important to her, then it is most assuredly important to you. I am honored that you would put such things aside to help me first, whatever the issue may be.” 

    “Not gonna lie, dude,” Ryan interrupted. He was admiring a thumb-sized emerald as he spoke. “We would be a long way from here, right now, if we hadn’t hired Captain Phil to help run shipments back and forth to you. He called us for help before they knocked his ship offline. We wouldn’t have known anything if not for that. There were plans to hire a security force, but the order of operations got messed up.” 

    “Oh,” Arvaan said. “Then I suppose I owe him thanks as well. In any case, there was no way for any of us to know this would happen. In my years of experience, this is a first. I suppose it was my turn. Many mining companies have suffered far worse fates.” He gestured for everyone to follow him as he began to walk back up to the surface. “Come, come, let us get you on your way. No need to hang around babysitting us. You have a force arriving, and there are no threats to worry about for the time being. We will be fine, and, as you can see, there is much work to be done here.” 

    “I like him,” Dahkal said and slapped Alex on the back as he passed him. “You did a good job.” 

    “Thanks!” Alex responded as he stumbled from the force of Dahkal’s slap. He took one last look at the wonders of the surrounding chamber and followed the others out. “But could you show your appreciation a little gentler next time?” 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “Incoming call from Hannibal B1329-0,” Hunai said from his comm station. “I believe it’s the flagship of the Rent-a-Force company.” 

    They were all back on the ship and headed to meet up with the Hell Hounds’ ships. Dahkal planned to turn the enemy rescues over to the Raegah system government, then go pick up Captain Phil and haul his ship back to Salvage for repairs. They needed to get back to Salvage anyway to pick up the new heavy battlecruiser and set out for Sheinrah. Gortal would get suspicious if too much time passed and Koshal hadn’t returned yet. 

    “Put them on,” Dahkal replied. “I wonder why they have a numerical code in their ship’s name?” 

    The main screen activated, and a human male reared back in his command seat when he saw Dahkal looking at him. His bridge crew consisted of several different species, which was a pleasant site for Dahkal. It told him the man wouldn’t be lax in his duties because Rock Raiders were a different race of beings. 

    “Don’t worry,” Ryan called out. He reached up and rubbed the scales on Dahkal’s shoulder. “He’s just a big teddy dragon. He won’t bite. Well…unless you make him mad.” 

    Dahkal rolled his eyes and shoved Ryan away from him. “Ignore him,” he said. “I’m Dahkal. Are you the commander of Rent-a-Force?” 

    The human answered in a leery voice. “I am. Quinthus said he had a good contract set up for me and to hurry over to this system. The name’s Bragg. Kurt Bragg.” The man spoke with an accent similar to Quinthus’s, but not nearly as harsh. He looked down at a screen for a few seconds then back up. “I’m a bit confused though. It looks like all the trouble has already been taken care of. I’m not sure what we can contribute.” 

    “Long-term security services,” Dahkal answered and crossed his arms. “I need a dependable force to defend the planet Ruul. I own the rights to the entire planet.” 

    Bragg’s eyes widened. “You mean you own the planet?” 

    Dahkal shook his head. “No. I own all the mineral and mining rights. Basically, I have the rights to all of its natural resources.” He cocked his head to the side in thought, then added, “But buying the planet outright might not be a bad idea.” He looked down at Ryan, who just shrugged. 

    “Wait,” Bragg said and held up a hand. “You mean to tell me you can afford to buy an entire planet?” He looked through the screen then back down at his command console. “You’re in a small frigate. You can’t expect me to believe you can afford that, or that you can afford to pay me for any kind of long-term services.” 

    Dahkal stepped behind his command chair and drummed his fingers on the headrest. Irritation threatened to take over, but he suppressed the urge to lash out at the man. “Consult your scans again, Commander Bragg,” he said. “You said yourself it appears all the trouble has already been taken care of. Look at the destruction surrounding us.” He stepped around his chair, got close to the main screen, and leaned in close. In a deep, dark voice, he added, “Would you like to find out what this little frigate is capable of?” 

    Bragg swallowed hard and looked at his scans again. “No,” he replied. “I don’t think I would.” Then he added, “You did have the help of Quinthus and the other captains, though. But I still don’t want no piece of that ship. Besides, if I did win, you wouldn’t be around to pay me for the job.” 

    “Ah,” Dahkal said with a smile. “So, you are interested.” 

    “Yea, I’m interested,” Brag answered. “What’re the details?” 

    “Simple,” Dahkal said. “Maintain orbital defense against any ships or shuttles trying to land on the planet without proper authorization. I also want ground forces to prevent theft of any valuable resources that rightfully belong to the Emerald Dragons. Additionally, I would like for you to train the miners in basic weapons maintenance and use, as well as defensive tactics. I’ll pay extra for that, of course.” 

    Bragg rubbed his chin as he thought. “It’s a garrison job,” he said. 

    “Correct,” Dahkal replied. “As you can see, one attack has already been attempted, two if you count the original one that started all of this. A third is certainly possible.” 

    “We can handle it,” Bragg responded. “I got my battlecruiser and two more ships. Lector B5160-8, my other battlecruiser, and Professor Monroe 1979-0, a missile frigate. As for ground resources, I got that covered too. Depending on how far over the planet you decide to spread though, I may have to hire more soldiers.” 

    “You may want to start looking at applications, then,” Ryan said. “It’s going to be a long, planetwide operation.” 

    “Sounds like job security to me,” Bragg replied. “I’m in. Send over the contract, and I’ll get it taken care of. Quinthus already sent you all my information, so you know what I have to offer.” 

    “I do,” Dahkal said. “I was impressed. However, I do have one more question.” 

    “What’s that?” Bragg asked. 

    “Why do your ships’ names all have numerical sequences tacked on the end?”  

    Bragg laughed. “Oh, that. My company is based out of the Zervanian System. It’s a busy system with tons of ships. So many, in fact, that names were being used two and three times on different ships. To keep track of who you are, they assign a numerical sequence to each ship after it’s named.” 

    “I see,” Dahkal said, with a nod. “I know of Zervania, but I’m afraid I’m not as versed on it as I should be.” 

    “No worries,” Bragg said, with a wave. “It’s all business there. No system military or anything like that. The whole place is basically a hub for corporate tycoons and business owners of all kinds to trade and make deals. They’ve never had any outside issues because there’s usually over a hundred different merc companies there at the same time. They all end up there looking for work. Attacking Zervania would be the single stupidest thing anyone ever did.” 

    Dahkal smiled. “I’ll have to take you word for it.” He turned and took his place in the command seat. “I’ll have the contract sent over, and you can peruse it on your way to the planet. I’d like you to start work immediately. We are on our way to meet up with Orthrus and Sirius and will be leaving the system shortly. I have other matters to tend to.” His tone turned serious. “Commander Bragg, I would strongly urge you not to make an enemy of us. I’m hiring you on the recommendation of Captain O’Hare. Your resume is impressive, but the fact still remains that I don’t know anything about your character and your morality. If I have to come back here because you have endangered the lives of my miners or are ignoring your duties…” He took a deep breath, narrowed his eyes, and stared right through the man as he spoke “Let’s just say it won’t go well for you.” 

    Bragg cleared his throat and adjusted in his seat as he attempted not to act unnerved. His attempt was for naught. “Understood. You’re leaving everything in good hands, sir, uh, boss, er…Captain. What do I call you?” 

    Dahkal flashed him a black, toothy grin. “Dahkal is fine, Commander Bragg.” 

    Bragg nodded and said, “Then call me Kurt. I hate formalities anyway.” 

    “Alright, Kurt,” Dahkal replied. He looked over at Hunai, who gave him a thumbs up. Dahkal thanked him with a nod, then looked back at Kurt. “Your contract has been sent. If you will excuse me, I need to meet up with the other ships. Contact me if you have any issues.” 

    “Will do,” Kurt replied. “Hannibal B1329-0 out.” 

    “Geez,” Ryan exclaimed. “I’d hate to have to say all those numbers after the ship’s name.” 

    Brawlt shrugged. “He’s probably so used to it, he doesn’t even notice anymore.” 

    “The underground sectors back home are the same,” Hunai added. “We use a numerical sequence as well. No names though, just numbers.” 

    Ryan regarded Dahkal and smiled. “You went all, ‘I’ll rip your heart out and eat it if you screw me over’ on that guy, didn’t you? You even gave me chill bumps.” 

    Dahkal harrumphed with a sly smile. “I figured I would use my looks to my advantage this time. It appears to have worked.” 

    Monday laughed behind him. “Now you sound like a few women I know.” 

    Reuan glared at him. “What is that supposed to mean?” 

    The smile disappeared from Monday’s face, and he spun to face his console. “So, uhhhh, looks like we still have more than half a rack of defensive missiles left on this baby. How you lookin’ over there, Alex?” 

    Alex leaned away from Monday like he had an infectious disease. “Oh, no! No way!” he exclaimed shaking his head. “You’re not dragging me into this.” 

    “Traitor,” Monday grumbled under his breath. 

    Dahkal bounced in his chair as Reuan glared a hole into the back of Monday’s head, then turned to him and grinned. She may have been small, but she was fierce. “Hunai, can you get Quinthus and Kyleena on a call, please?” he asked. 

    “Sure thing,” Hunai replied, and within a moment, both captains were on the screen. 

    “You two look much better than you did earlier,” Dahkal greeted them. They had both cleaned up, and their command bridges didn’t look as bad as they had before. He could see many repairs had been made in a short period of time. 

    “Yer not so pretty yerself, ye know,” Quinthus replied with a grin. 

    “So, I’ve heard,” Dahkal replied with his own grin. “How are things going with the pod rescues? How are the rest of your repairs coming along?” 

    “As good as they can be,” Kyleena replied. “I’ve got several decks sealed off, and I lost one of my engines. It’s repairable, but it requires a shipyard.” 

    “Aye,” Quinthus agreed. “Tis the same here on the Sirius. Lost an engine meself, as well as several shield generators. I’m useless outside of laser range to boot. Used up all me missiles.” A look of satisfaction crossed his face. “It was worth using up my munitions to kill that bastard what got Stevens; Odin rest his soul.” 

    Dahkal nodded slowly at him and Kyleena. “I’m sorry for the loss of Captain Stevens and his crew. Their sacrifice will be honored and never forgotten.” He straightened his posture as he asked, “How many survivors have been rescued?” 

    “Thirty-seven crew members from Barghest,” Kyleena answered. “They are currently being seen to by my medical staff. The medical section on the Sirius was lost during the battle. Mine is the only one available.” 

    Quinthus added, “I’ve shuttled over all available medical staff from my ship to hers. I didn’t lose all my people, just the facility.” A somber expression crossed his face. “And the people who were there at the time. Poor souls. May Valhalla embrace them.” 

    Dahkal sighed. “My hopes are that all the fallen find peace in their next lives.” He cleared his throat. “And what of the Bieratang? How many have been recovered?” 

    “Too many,” Quinthus answered through clenched teeth. “Unfortunately, they didn’t all die. Last I recall, the number was at one hundred and nineteen rescued from the pods. Our scanners aren’t picking up anymore distress signals. ‘Tis my opinion we’ve recovered ’em all, both friendly and foe.” 

    Dahkal decided not to address Quinthus’ bloodlust. A speech about Bieratang soldiers only performing their duties and following orders was probably not the best idea at the moment. Dahkal didn’t believe all Bieratang felt the same as their leaders. Still, too many Hell Hounds had lost their lives recently for him to engage in such a conversation with the man. Dahkal suspected Quinthus didn’t really want them all dead. He was a warrior, and he understood orders were orders, even if you didn’t agree with them sometimes. He was just angry, and that was ok. 

    Dahkal turned his attention to Kyleena. “Are the Bieratang wounded being tended to?” 

    “They are,” she replied. “The more seriously injured are being cared for in the infirmary, and the lesser ones in the brig. So far, there have been no further hostilities. The prisoners are disgruntled, but not violent. Some have even thanked the crew for saving them. They expected to die in their rescue pods.” 

    “Thank you, Kyleena,” Dahkal replied. “I’ll contact the Raegah government and find out where we can deliver the prisoners. I would take them to Salvage, but they attacked us here. Their actions fall under the rule and jurisdiction of this system’s government. After the exchange, we will collect Captain Phil and his ship, then head to Salvage.” 

    “All of us?” Quinthus asked. “Are we not going back to Kragtron?” 

    “You will,” Dahkal replied. “But not before your ships are repaired. I’ve already sent a message through the gate to Mike and Mike. They run a shipyard in Salvage that is better than any other you’ll find. Your ships will be repaired, and a new one will be built, or purchased, to replace the one we lost. You can all get some rest while you’re there. I’ll inform Commander Thompson when I call him.” 

    “Sounds good to me,” Kyleena said with a smile. “I could use some downtime.” 

    “And a drink,” Quinthus added. “Or several.” 

    “Then let’s get moving,” Dahkal said. “I’ll contact you again shortly.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    The leader of the Raegah government spoke pompously with slow, deliberate enunciation. He was tall and thin with extremely defined cheekbones. The being’s entire skeletal structure seemed to want to burst through his violet skin. His eyes were pale blue, and as dull as his personality seemed. “May I help you?” he asked. He didn’t appear to be surprised or curious when he saw Dahkal. His expression was one of constant boredom. 

    Dahkal took in the being’s demeanor and laughed internally. In his experience, politicians never wanted to do or deal with more than they had to. His call was just another task the being didn’t want to deal with. “I have some prisoners of war for you,” Dahkal said, not bothering to introduce himself since the politician hadn’t bothered to either. “As you may have noticed, we just had quite a battle close to the planet Ruul.” 

    The politician’s expression remained the same as he spoke. “I received a report of a battle. I do not know why your prisoners are now mine, however. If you did not want them, you should have left them to drift in space.” 

    Dahkal narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms. “Because they attacked me in your system. You hold jurisdiction here, not me. And because I have no use for Bieratang prisoners. We can handle this one of two ways, you can either come and get your prisoners so I can be on my way, or I can contact the Bith and explain to them the Raegah system leadership is refusing to do its duties regarding prisoners of war.” 

    The politician’s expression remained that of boredom. “Fine,” he replied. He reached up and rubbed a temple with his long fingers. “I’ll have a transport meet you in two hours. You said they are Bieratang?” 

    “Yes,” Dahkal replied. “I own the mining rights to Ruul. They attacked my miners, then they attacked me when I came to help.” 

    It appeared Dahkal’s statement got the wheels in the politician’s head turning. “You are the one who purchased the rights to the planet? Interesting.” 

    “How so?” Dahkal asked. 

    “Many reasons,” the politician replied. “Mostly because Ruul has had many beings claim the rights to it, and none have gotten anything out of it. Apparently, the wildlife is too difficult to deal with to get any work done. The deadliest of the wildlife is the Terrarache. It hunts from the skies and nests in the high mountains.” Another of the politician’s race walked in and handed him a slate. He regarded it with the same look of boredom he had maintained throughout the conversation and set it down. “This is also why the planet is uninhabited. It would cost too much credit and too many lives to rid it of its wildlife.” 

    “Not to mention it would be the genocide of a planet’s natural life forms and eco system,” Dahkal said. “Something else the Bith seriously frown upon.” 

    “Ahh, yes,” the politician said. The hint of a smile flashed at the corners of his mouth for an instant, then disappeared. “There is that as well.” He brought his hands together below his waist and added, “If that will be all, I have more important matters to deal with. The freighter will meet you shortly for the prisoner exchange.” 

    “One more thing you should be aware of,” Dahkal said with his finger in the air. “I’ve hired a mercenary security force to watch over the planet. No one will be admitted to the planet without proper clearance. I hold that right, as it states in my contract.” 

    The politician regarded him for a moment, then nodded. “Duly noted,” he replied. He reached to end the call, then paused and added, “You understand you also have the first option to purchase the planet in its entirety, yes? Your rights to mine the planet are only for the next five years. If you purchase the planet from the system’s government, you can do whatever you like, for as long as you like. Who knows how long it will take you to find anything of significance within its layers of dirt and rock?” 

    Dahkal smiled at him. “The Raegah government would receive a hefty amount of credit, not only from the initial purchase, but also from the taxes and the interest gained over the period of time it takes to pay off the loan.” 

    This time the politician actually smiled, exposing his perfectly white teeth. “The government has to make its share of profits too. How else can we afford to keep the system operating at such a fine level?” 

    Dahkal harrumphed and said, “I appreciate the reminder, and I’ll consider it. In the meantime, we will meet with your freighter and make the prisoner transfer. Thank you for your time.” 

    The politician nodded to Dahkal and ended the call. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    “What an ass,” Ryan said. “He didn’t give a crap about anything until he realized we hold the planet’s mining rights. Then he just wanted to make some credit. I hope he doesn’t treat the Bieratang like slaves or let the wounded die.” 

    “He won’t,” Dahkal replied and shook his head. “He’ll give them back to the Bieratang alpha and charge him exorbitant prices for housing, feeding, and caring for them.” 

    Alex turned around and asked, “Do you think more will come after this? Their alpha’s tried twice now. What’s to stop him from trying again?” 

    “That’s what Rent-a-Force is here for,” Dahkal answered. “I’m thinking this was the Bieratang alpha’s best team of ships and captains. I’ll request the Hell Hounds’ ships return here to join them. That will give us six warships defending the planet, along with the ground forces. I don’t believe Thompson can afford to send any ground troops over, but he’ll be hunting contracts for his ships.” He smiled. “I think he’ll accept the offer after I have Mike and Mike equip his ships with fighters. It will be up to Thompson to hire pilots, though. I’m not going through the headache of hiring crews again.” 

    “Are you really going to think about buying the planet?” Monday asked. 

    Dahkal shrugged. “Ryan and I have discussed it in the past. It wouldn’t be a bad business move on our end. From the way the politician spoke, they don’t believe the planet holds anything of value. It seems as though all past endeavors failed.” 

    “I dunno,” Brawlt said. “That Drontah character knew what the planet had to offer. How come the system government doesn’t?” 

    “Because Drontah was greedy and conniving,” Dahkal answered. “He never even told us about the worms. Once his original team was attacked by the mountain worms, he evacuated the mine site and put out the contract that you helped Ryan and I with. He paid the high price he paid for our contract because he made much more from his cargo. He was willing to sell us the rights because he didn’t think we would get past the worms again or fare any better than he did. He certainly wasn’t going to try. I imagine he knew the system government would try to tax him on his findings, and he didn’t want to pay them. That’s why he didn’t say what the cargo was in the contract. And that’s why the system government doesn’t believe the planet has anything to offer.” 

    He turned to Ryan. “What’s the asking price for the planet again?” 

    Ryan scrolled through some information on his station’s screen. “Cheap, for buying a planet anyway.” 

    Dahkal looked at the mini slate from his mother and did some calculations in his head. “With what we have on this slate, the credit from Koshal’s account, the credit in the Emerald Dragons’ account, the credit in my personal account, and everything we just saw down on the planet, we have enough to purchase the planet and still handle all our current obligations.” 

    “Do you think that’s wise?” Reuan asked. “We may need more credit in the future than we have available.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “I know. But it won’t be long until the government here realizes we’ve done what the rest couldn’t. The fact we’ve hired a mercenary company to guard the planet speaks volumes. They may try to tax us on our findings and want an inventory on what we export from the planet. I have a feeling this government will do everything they can to make it look like we violated our contract so they can take over. If we own the planet outright, they can’t take it.” 

    “What about the taxes?” Ryan asked. “They’ll still try to tax the product and push property taxes on us for the planet itself. I don’t even wanna think about how much that’s going to cost.” 

    “Nope,” Reuan said with a grin. “They can’t tax us.” She indicated herself and Dahkal with a finger. 

    A confused look crossed Ryan’s face. “How do you figure?” 

    “Diplomatic immunity,” Reuan answered. “Don’t forget, we’re still heirs to the Sheingal Empire. We can buy the planet and claim it for the empire. Beings with diplomatic immunity are exempt from property and import/export taxes among others. They’ll try to tax us anyway, but it won’t hold, especially when we bring our ships and troops here to set up a base on the planet.” 

    “Making imperial plans already, are we?” Dahkal asked her, with a grin. 

    “You’re the one planning to buy a planet,” Reuan said. “We may as well plan to put a permanent base on it.” 

    “What about an amusement park with crazy rides and stuff?” Monday asked. Everyone looked at him in bewilderment.  

    “What?” he asked incredulously. He shook his head. “Oh, like I’m the one talking crazy here. Whatever.” 

    “Anyway,” Dahkal said. “It’s best to buy it now. If they find out what Ruul has to offer, they’ll raise the price beyond anything reasonable and place a tax on the product so high, it won’t be worth our mining it. We will have to abandon the planet and the contract. They’ll take the contract over, as well as take the fees for our breaking the contract. If we buy the planet now, we avoid all that.” 

    “I’m in,” Ryan stated. “Let’s do it.” 

    “Me too,” Reuan said. 

    “It has to be unanimous,” Dahkal said as he looked around at the rest of the crew. “What do you all think? You’re as much a part of this as we are.” 

    Alex threw his hand up. “I’m down with that. I can bring my mother to see the planet when we get the wildlife figured out. She’s never left Serenidad before.” 

    “I’m in too,” Brawlt said. “Why the hell not, ya know?” 

    Hunai raised his hand and asked, “Would it be possible to allow some of my kind to move into some of the already mined tunnels? The groundwork will have already been started, and it will be an easy adjustment for us. We can live alongside the surface-dwelling beings just fine. As our population grows, so does the need for more space. The last I heard from home, they were looking to start a colony on another world.” 

    “It’s possible,” Dahkal said after a moment of thought. “Actually, that might be perfect. I believe the Warvat can greatly contribute. Tell me, do you not have mining companies as well?” 

    “We do,” Hunai confirmed. “But finding work for them is often difficult due to our physical nature. Most beings don’t want to hire those who have such an amplified allergy to light. They fear the medical bills alone will deplete their profits. But we can work at night and, once the tunnels are deep enough, we no longer need our suits.” 

    Alex shook his head. “As long as I’ve known you, I still can’t imagine what it must be like to be deathly allergic to most types of light. I wouldn’t know what to do.” 

    Hunai shrugged. “It’s all I have ever known. To me, it’s normal.” 

    “I think the Warvat would be more than welcome,” Dahkal said. “There will be plenty of room and work for them.” 

    “Thank you,” Hunai said. “I vote yes.” 

    “I’m in,” Monday said with his arms crossed. “Even if there won’t be a magneticoaster ride or spinning wheel of carnage.” 

    “That leaves you, Ranga,” Ryan said. “What do you think?” 

    Ranga looked up from his puzzle cube, then stuffed it into the pocket of his lab suit. He had many pockets, with many different tools and devices sticking out of them. “I do not see why I would be against it. We stand to make a great profit, it provides an additional base of operations for the Sheingal Empire, the Warvat can build a new colony, and Alex’s mother can take a trip. I might even be able to construct one of those mechanical thrill rides for Monday.” 

    “Sweet!” Monday exclaimed. 

    “Dude,” Alex said, confused. “What’s the sudden fascination with theme park rides?” 

    Monday shrugged. “They’re awesome. People travel from all over to go on the rides. We would make a killing. Plus, I like the rides. Some of them even come close to providing the same thrill as a drop. I’m an adrenaline junkie, man. Once, I visited Earth solely so I could dive into the ocean and swim with the great white sharks. It was the single most incredible moment of my life.” 

    “Huh,” Alex said and nodded. “I can understand that…I guess.” 

    “No theme parks,” Dahkal said and shook his head. “Tourists are the last thing I want to deal with. In any case, we’re all in agreement. We buy the planet now.” 

    “Coooool,” Ryan said. “You know what’s really going to piss this government off?” 

    “What’s that?” Monday asked. 

    “They aren’t going to make any profit from interest rates,” Ryan replied with a sly smile. “This baby is about to be paid for in full.” 

    “Ryan, Reuan,” Dahkal said, “you two handle that while I tend to other matters. We still have a little time between the exchange and heading for the gate. I need to get the names of every lost Hell Hound from Quinthus and Kyleena before I make the call to Commander Thompson. 

    “Monday,” he continued, “I want you to take lead on the exchange with Kyleena if I’m not done by then. Alex can assist you. Reuan and Ryan can as well if they are finished, but I fear the process of buying the planet will be lengthy and take up what time we have left in the system.” 

    “Got it, boss,” Monday replied with a look of determination. “I’ll take care of it. If you want, Alex and I can take Reuan’s gunship over to Orthrus and start preparing everything. I can’t do much from here.” 

    “Go ahead,” Dahkal responded. He turned to fully regard Monday and crossed his arms. “Captain Straeker is quite taken with you. I won’t try to tell you what to do with your personal life. What I will tell you is anything not related to our current mission can wait until it’s over.” 

    Monday rose from his station. “Duty before booty. Got it, boss.” He saluted and walked off the bridge with Alex, who was laughing hysterically, in tow. 

    Dahkal shook his head and looked at a grinning Ryan. “Between you and him, I don’t know what I’m going to do.” 

    “Rear us, Papa Dahkal!” Ryan yelled in response. Reuan snorted as she tried to hold back a laugh. 

     

    * * * 

     

    The look on Commander Thompson’s face was grim. Dahkal had just finished reporting on the outcome of the Raegah battle, and he had sent over the list of lost Hell Hounds. Thompson folded his hands together and let out a long sigh. 

    “That’s how it goes,” he said. “We don’t all get to come home. At least some of them managed to escape the ship. Captain Stevens was a good man. He’ll be hard to replace. He and Quinthus were with the same company before I hired them. I’ve known the commander of Buford’s Brawlers since I was a kid. He told me when I hired those two that I had struck gold.” He rubbed his chin as he digested the situation. “I’m sure the boy is taking this loss pretty hard.” 

    Dahkal nodded. “Quinthus attacked the offending ship with everything he had. He depleted his racks in a furious rage of vengeance. The killing shot was a sustained burst of fire from his main lasers. Afterward, he turned about and aided in the destruction of the last enemy ship.” He tilted his head at an angle, with an impressed expression. “Quinthus and his crew were the only ones who had a part in taking out all four Bieratang warships. He’s a fine captain and a man I would gladly go into battle with again.” 

    “He’s hell on wheels is what he is,” Thompson replied with a half-smile. He lifted his folded hands off the table and lightly dropped them back down again. “But you’re right, he’s a fine captain as well. Can the ships make it back to Kragtron?” 

    “Yes,” Dahkal said, with a nod. “But that’s not where I’m sending them.” 

    Thompson raised an eyebrow and cocked his head to the side. “What are you talking about, Dahkal? The contract was for a fight in Raegah. You won the fight. Now, I need to get those ships repaired, so I can find new contracts for them.” 

    “Exactly,” Dahkal said with a sly smile. “I assumed as much.” 

    Thompson sat back in his chair, tilted his head down a bit, and smiled back at Dahkal. “There’s more you haven’t told me, isn’t there? You’re always one step ahead of the other guy.” 

    “Two, if possible,” Dahkal responded with a shrug. “My plans seldom go as I predict, but so far, they’ve worked out alright. Commander, I intend to send your ships to Salvage for repairs at Mike and Mike’s shipyard. I’ll commission a new third ship to replace the lost one. If they happen to have a pre-built ship available, I’ll buy it to save some time. The bill is on me. I can’t replace your soldiers, but I can do that. I know the contract only requires me to pay a certain percentage for repairs and loss of a ship, but my conscience won’t allow it. Additionally, I’ll be fitting each ship with fighters. It’ll be up to you to hire pilots, though. I’m not dealing with that headache again.” 

    The dumbfounded look on Thompson’s face told Dahkal the man hadn’t expected his answer. “I don’t know what to say,” Thompson finally managed. “Fixing the ships is one thing, but buying the fighters for me too? That’s crazy. It’ll cost you a small fortune. I can’t let you do that.” 

    “Too late,” Dahkal said and leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table. He was in Winged Fury’s small conference room for privacy. “Prior to my calling you, I sent the orders to Mike and Mike. Plans are already being made, and preparations are underway. I’ll decide about the third ship when I get there. They even have a team headed here to collect the salvage from the battle.” He held a finger up. “There’s something else, though.” 

    Thompson narrowed his eyes at Dahkal. “Why do I feel like there’s an ‘ask’ coming my way?” 

    “No ask,” Dahkal replied. “More like an opportunity for you and a more permanent solution for me.” 

    “Hmm,” Thompson grunted. “Let me hear it.” 

    “I want to hire your ships again,” Dahkal said. “Full time. I want them to join Rent-a-Force in defending Ruul. Things have changed, and I want to be sure I protect my asset.” 

    “Changed how?” Thompson asked in a more than curious tone. 

    Dahkal shrugged and spread his hands apart on the table. “I own the planet now, not just the mining rights. I purchased Ruul today. Well…I’m in the process of doing so, but it will be finalized today.” 

    “So why all the protection?” Thompson further inquired. “I’m not even going to ask how you can afford a planet right now. My head’s spinning enough as it is.” 

    Dahkal smiled. “The planet is riddled with riches, Commander. Gold and emeralds for starters. More than I have ever head of from a single mine. I suspect other areas of the planet will produce other precious and rare metals and stones. We are the only ones who are aware, and I would like to keep it as such until the planet is properly secured. The Bieratang know, but they want it for themselves. They aren’t going to spread the word. Even if they do, I intend to be ready for whatever is thrown at us. The six warships you and Rent-a-Force have should be sufficient to deter anything short of a fleet from bothering my investment. What’s there will become obvious when we begin exporting the materials.” 

    “Mercenary to business being,” Thompson ribbed. 

    “Aren’t they one in the same?” Dahkal replied. 

    “True,” Thompson said with a nod. “Alright, you have a deal. I’ll even cut you a discount for fixing the ships and buying the fighters. I’ll send orders to Quinthus and Kyleena to take up defensive positions around Ruul.” He looked away and then back again. “I’ll, uh, I’ll have to find someone to captain the third ship and hire a crew.” Dahkal could see the pain of Captain Stevens’ loss in his face. It was never easy to lose anyone. 

    “Take your time, Commander,” Dahkal said. “There is no rush. It will take a little while to repair the other two ships anyway.” 

    “Hopefully not too long; idle mercs tend to get into trouble,” Thompson said. He cleared his throat and straightened his shirt. “You all get finished up there and over to Salvage. I’ll get started on things here and hire the crew.” 

    “Sounds good, Commander,” Dahkal replied. “Again, I’m terribly sorry for the loss of your soldiers. I intend to make a video for each of their families on our way to Salvage to express my sympathies. Oh, that reminds me, I’m also assuming responsibility for their death benefits. You may pay as well if you like, but they died fighting for my campaign. I feel I owe their loved ones at least that much.” 

    Thompson shook his head in disbelief. “I don’t understand,” he said. “You find yourself with all this credit, credit I still don’t know how or why you have, and you just…give it away. Don’t you need to purchase equipment or anything? Pay your crew? You must have expenses.” 

    Dahkal let out a heavy sigh and rubbed the back of his neck. He rolled his head to one side until a satisfying pop erupted from his vertebrae. “Of course I have expenses, Commander,” he answered. “I have calculated the cost of what I offer and compared it to my current assets. I have the credit to do this, and I see no reason not to.” 

    He paused for a moment and took a breath. “The Sheingal, my race, are raised with the belief that honor takes precedence above all else. Your men and woman died while fighting for me. Not you, me. I’m the one who owes their families a debt. Not you. Your ships were damaged in a battle defending the employees of the Emerald Dragons, not Thompson’s Hell Hounds. Therefore, it is my duty to replace or repair them. You see, to do otherwise would be less than honorable in my eyes, and so it is unacceptable. If it costs me every credit to my name, then so be it. Credit doesn’t matter to me, Commander. Honor, above all else, matters to me.” 

    Thompson smiled and rubbed one side of his face. “I knew there was something special about you the day we met,” he said. “You never seem to think about yourself. It’s always about the other guy. The galaxy needs more beings like you in it, Dahkal. Generous, loyal, honest, hard-working, and…honorable. I’m lucky to call you a friend.” 

    Dahkal smiled. “Ryan says I don’t have any luck to speak of, but I’m truly honored to call you my friend as well, Commander.” 

    Thompson nodded at Dahkal. “I appreciate the call. Have Quinthus and Kyleena report in to me once you reach Salvage. I’ll send them additional orders then.” 

    “Will do, Commander,” Dahkal replied. “Thank you again. I look forward to working with you on a long-term basis.” 

    “Me too,” Thompson said, with a grin. “Something tells me it’s going to be quite the ride. See ya.” He gave Dahkal a quick wave and cut the call. 

    Dahkal took a deep breath and activated the slate embedded in the tabletop. On it was the list of all the lost Hell Hounds. He selected one and began reading their file. It belonged to a man named Calvin Breeman. Calvin had been with Thompson’s Hell Hounds less than six months as an engineer. A little over six weeks ago, he had transferred from the flagship, Cerberus, to the Barghest. He had two daughters and a wife. Dahkal hit the record button, faced the comm screen on the table, and began to speak to Calvin’s family. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    Monday and Alex watched as the last Bieratang soldier stepped up to docking ring hatch to exit Orthrus and enter the Raegah government transport. He stopped at the edge and turned to look at Monday, then Alex. His face was bandaged, and only one eye still functioned. Blood covered his torn and singed uniform. He didn’t speak or resist; none of the Bieratang had. As prisoners of war went, they were examples of perfection. 

    “Time to go, bud,” Monday said and motioned through the hatch with his laser rifle. “You ain’t gotta go home, but you can’t stay here.” He tried to read the markings on the uniform but couldn’t make out the soldier’s rank or expertise. 

    The Bieratang regarded Monday again with an expressionless stare. After a moment, he looked down at the floor and exited the ship. A Raegah official stepped forward, nodded to Monday and Alex, then sealed his side of the docking ring. Alex closed their end. The hatch had no sooner closed than the gangway tunnel from the other ship began retracting. 

    “Think they’re in a hurry?” Alex asked in an irritated tone. “Another second, and we would have all been in trouble.” 

    “This system is run by jerks,” Monday replied. “Do you know what race they are? I’ve never seen them before. They all have the same purply skin.” 

    “I think it’s violet,” Alex replied as he looked out the small porthole. “But no, I don’t know what they are. I’m sure Dahkal does. If not, we can look it up on the net. You think the whole system is the same race, or do you think it’s one of those places where one race runs the show, while the rest just deal with it?” 

    Monday shrugged. “Who knows?” He turned to face the dozen guards in the area. Monday and Alex had manned the doorway while the guards escorted a dozen prisoners at a time from the brig. The process had taken several hours, but Monday felt it was the safest way to proceed. Over a hundred enemy soldiers freed from their cells at once was asking for trouble. The Bieratang prisoners hadn’t acted aggressive prior to the exchange, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t. “You guys can go back to your normal duties, now,” he stated. “I’ll let the captain know we’re done.” 

    “Yes, sir,” the young corporal answered and saluted. Monday and Alex retuned the salute, and the guards exited the area. 

    Monday got on his personal comm, and Kyleena answered. “Captain,” he said, “all the prisoners were successfully transferred without incident. Alex and I are going to head back to our ship if you don’t need anything else.” 

    “Actually,” Kyleena replied, “could Alex go down to the munition stores? There’s an issue with one of the missile racks, and my engineer can’t figure it out. I recall munitions are his specialty.” 

    Monday looked at Alex, who nodded his approval. “He says he can,” Monday answered. 

    “Great!” Kyleena exclaimed. “Could you meet me on deck thirty-three? I would like your opinion on how to utilize my remaining security forces throughout the ship.” 

    “Sure,” Monday replied. “It shouldn’t be too difficult to figure out. I’ll see you in a minute.” 

    He looked at Alex and shrugged. “I guess I’ll see you in like an hour or so?” he asked. “It shouldn’t take very long to reassign the remaining troops. You think it’ll take longer than that to fix the rack?” 

    “Depends on what the issue is,” Alex replied. “It shouldn’t. Probably just a jam or something. The only issue is we might have to unload any missiles on the rack to work on it. If so, it’ll take a little longer. I’ll let you know when I have an idea.” 

    “Cool,” Monday said. “I’ll call you when I’m done. I may be able to come down and help you finish up quicker.” 

    “Sounds like a plan,” Alex said. The two men bumped fists and went their separate ways. 

     

    * * * 

     

    Kyleena rolled over and picked up the noisy comm earpiece from her bedside table. “Yes,” she answered. 

    “Captain,” Lieutenant Smalls said. “Sergeant Jauregui has been trying to reach Lieutenant Monday for nearly half an hour. He says he was supposed to be with you. They need to get back to their ship.” 

    Kyleena sighed. “I’ll see if I can find where he ran off to.” She ended the communication and rolled over. “Hey,” she whispered. “Alex is looking for you; you’d better get going.” 

    Monday stretched. “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, with a sly grin, and got up. After tying his boots, he picked up his earpiece and put it in. “Hey, Alex,” he said. “Sorry, man, I got held up. I’ll meet you down in the bay.” 

    Kyleena gave him a devious look. “Caught up, huh?” 

    Monday winked at her and asked, “May I be dismissed, Captain?” 

    She giggled and replied, “Dismissed, Lieutenant. See you in Salvage.” 

    “Yes, ma’am,” Monday replied with a grin. He gave her a quick kiss and rushed out. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “Dude!” Alex exclaimed with his hands in the air. “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to get you on the comm forever. It only took me twenty minutes to fix the rack. I spent the next half hour trying to find you.” 

    “Sorry, man, I didn’t hear you. Must have been some interference or something.” 

    Alex eyed him for a moment, then narrowed his eyes. “Caught up, huh?” he asked and crossed his arms. A perceptive grin crossed his face as a thought occurred to him. “You do my laundry for a month, and I keep my trap shut.” 

    “Worth it,” Monday replied with a grin of his own. “Now, let’s get going.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    “The hell took so long?” Ryan asked as Monday and Alex entered the bridge. “I thought you guys would be back an hour ago.” 

    “Got held up,” Alex replied. “They needed help in the missile stores with a bad rack, and Monday was helping with the new security assignments. We didn’t figure Dahkal would mind us lending the extra hands.” 

    Ryan nodded. “Yeah, he would have said to help out. Just let us know next time.” 

    “Will do,” Monday replied. “Sorry.” He looked around the bridge. Everyone was there but Dahkal. “Where’s the big guy?” 

    Ryan’s expression turned somber. “He’s doing the videos.” 

    “Oh,” Monday replied. “Then we should leave him alone. What’s the next course of action?” 

    Ryan pointed at the main viewing screen. On it was the location of Sirius and Trick or Treat. “We get underway and meet up with these guys. We’ll lock our ship to Phil’s and haul him through the gate. I’m not real sure what the plan is once we get back to Salvage though.” 

    “We get the new ship and go to Sheinrah,” Reuan said. “We’re running short on time. We will have to depart the same day we arrive. Koshal only had a ten-day trip ahead of him. We can spare a day, possibly two, but any longer, and Gortal will become suspicious. 

    “True,” Ryan agreed. “We’ve had the new hands prepping as much of the ship as possible while it’s being finished, and it should be done now, or close enough to it. I’ll check with Mike and Mike. If it’s ready, I’ll call the entire crew to active duty. They can square everything away so all we have to do is load up and go.” He turned to Brawlt. “Get us to Phil, Brawlt.” 

    “Roger,” Brawlt replied. 

    A few hours later, Winged Fury, Trick or Treat, Sirius, and Orthrus slipped through the system’s gate and into alter-reality. 

     

    * * * 

     

    “You say you are the first born of the Bieratang Alpha?” Jezavich asked. He studied the one-eyed Bieratang sitting before him and leaned back in his chair. After the transport returned to the capital planet, he had the most senior Bieratang survivor brought to his office. 

    “Yes,” Murkada replied through gritted teeth. It was more because his jaw was broken than out of anger. He’d been lucky to make it to his personal escape pod before the bridge was exposed to the vacuum of space. It hadn’t taken him more than a second to realize they wouldn’t be able to turn the ship fast enough to avoid destruction, and he fled. 

    When he was picked up by the humans, he learned none of his bridge officers had survived. It didn’t come as a surprise. He had barely made it out himself. An explosion from the side cost him his eye, and the concussion of the blast slammed him into the bulkhead as he was running to his pod. He managed to crawl the rest of the way before the ship fell apart. After he was rescued, the humans had tended to his wounds and even given him a nanite shot. 

    Jezavich folded his violet hands together and rested his chin on them on his desk. “Then I’m sure he will be wanting you back soon. You may use my comm to call him if you would like…for a fee, of course. It is a long-distance call, after all. I have started a running tab for you and your shipmates. Life is not free, my friend. It will cost the Raegah government quite a bit of credit to house, feed, clothe, and medically care for all of you.” He gave Murkada a thin-lipped smile. “We are happy to help, but we will need to be reimbursed for our efforts.” 

    Murkada growled. “At an inflated rate, I imagine.” He did his best to calm himself. It wouldn’t do any good to anger the Terguan. They were a greedy race, and arguing would only cause him to raise his prices. It would enrage his father more. “Thank you for the help,” he added in a friendlier tone. “My father will be forever grateful.” He knew his father would already know about the loss due to the Last Words Protocol. The only thing he wouldn’t know was how many survived and who. 

    Jezavich’s thin smile turned into a grin. “And generous, I hope. It would be a shame if we were unable to release you into his custody over a little thing like credit. After all, what is credit compared to the life of one’s own offspring?” 

    “Indeed,” Murkada grumbled. He knew credit would come first for his father. However, he also knew revenge would outweigh credit. “I will make that call now if you do not mind.” 

     

    * * * 

     

    Ekon glared through the screen at his son. “How could you have lost?” he screamed. “You incompetent fool! Do you realize how much credit you have just cost me?” 

    Murkada stared back at him and narrowed his remaining eye. “They had brand new warships and were accompanied by the frigate. They used the frigate as bait for Kroptu by entering the system alone. When he engaged the ship, three light battlecruisers entered the system and destroyed him from behind. He never stood a chance. The rest of the battle was fairly even. Or so we thought. The frigate was hiding on the hull of one of the enemy ships. Initially, we thought it had been destroyed. It was a ruse. The frigate ran for the planet. It is my belief the new contract holders retook the planet. I only had twenty-nine soldiers to send to the ground. The rest were needed to run our warships properly in battle. Tenuul destroyed one of their warships shortly after Vahndi and Endless Drought were destroyed. Tenuul was then beaten by the same ship that beat Vahndi.” He shook his head slowly and looked down. “After that, it was just me against two warships and the frigate. The frigate offset the odds even more and somehow took down a section of the lower shielding. They hit all the forward shield generators with powerful missiles and took them out. We didn’t stand a chance.” 

    Ekon snorted in defiance. “Excuses for incompetence! You planned poorly and fought even more poorly!” 

    “Incompetence?” Murkada snapped back through his gritted teeth. “Please explain to me, Father, how I’m the incompetent one.” He said the word “father” as if it were an insult. “You’re the one who sent me out here with less than capable equipment! If you would spend the credit to update our ships and their systems, like I’ve requested numerous times, we wouldn’t be in this situation! Our scanners are so outdated, we didn’t even register the warship’s gate emergence.” 

    Anger flared within Ekon, and his facial colors illuminated. “You dare to blame me for your failure?” 

    “In part,” Murkada replied. “We were outmatched, outnumbered, and outmaneuvered. Better equipment would have helped, but it is not entirely your fault. I should have left three ships at the gate as opposed to one. That was my fault. It’s too late now, though. As I understand it, they have hired another security force to watch over the planet. I feel we may need to move on to other options. But first, there is the matter of getting us home. Are you going to retrieve us?” 

    Ekon growled and rubbed his face. “Revenge is the only objective now, Murkada. Yes, I will retrieve you. How many soldiers survived with you?” 

    “One hundred nineteen others,” Murkada responded. 

    Ekon sighed. “That’s going to be a heavy bill. I don’t imagine Jezavich is going to let me purchase only you either. Fine. Tell him to send me an amount, and I will send a ship to fetch you.” 

    Ekon cut the call before Murkada could respond. He knew Jezavich would ask for a ridiculous amount of credit. He could haggle the price down, but he would still end up paying far too much. So much credit for soldiers who should become slaves for their failure. Can’t waste them on the mines now, he thought. His slate chimed, and he nearly went into shock when he saw the bill sent by the Raegah leader. The bill even included the cost of sending the message through the gate. His fingers began flying across the screen as he typed out a counteroffer. 

     

     

    * * * * * 
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    The crew of Winged Fury sat in the galley and the common area as they tried to decompress. There was little danger while traveling in alter-reality other than the ship, itself, failing. The Hell Hounds’ ships were in more danger of that, but they had insisted they were fine and would make the journey without issue. It was a five-day trip from Raegah to Salvage. During their travel time, they would try to plan, prepare, and rest as much as possible. 

    “Thanks for saving my ass, boys,” Phil said as he sipped on a cup of coffee. 

    Ryan leaned back in his chair and pushed his plate away. “Anytime, Phil. We couldn’t just leave you there. Leila would never make us chicken again if we did.” 

    Dahkal took a pull of his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Now that would truly be a loss. Her fried chicken is as close to divine as food gets. Definitely worth the risk to save you.” 

    Phil shook his head. “Thanks for the sentiment, boys. You really know how to make a fella feel loved.” 

    Dahkal laughed and raised his glass to him. “Here’s to you still being alive as well as the chance of me getting some more chicken.” He finished the beer off and set the glass on the table with a thunk. 

    Ryan toyed with the leftover food on his plate with a fork. “Do you think the Bieratang will try to attack the mine again now that we bought the planet? By the way, all the final documents have been returned, and it’s official. We own a planet.” He blinked hard and shook his head. “We own a planet,” he repeated. 

    Reuan reached over and patted his shoulder. “You going to be alright over there? You look like you might pass out.” 

    “I might,” Ryan replied. “It’s insane just thinking about it. I remember how excited I was to have my own quarters on this ship and then to start a company with Dahkal. Now, I’m part owner of a freaking planet with natural resources out the wazoo. Excuse me if I’m a bit overwhelmed. We didn’t all grow up heirs to an entire planetary system, Heiress.” 

    Reuan giggled and ruffled Ryan’s topknot. “Aww, don’t worry, little warrior. You’ll get used to it soon enough. Your life is going to be vastly different after we take back Shein.” 

    “It’s true,” Dahkal agreed. “The Emerald Dragons will become an extension of the Sheingal Empire, as will all the employees.” 

    “That’s badass!” Monday shouted from the common room. There was no corridor separating the two areas; the floor plan in that section of the ship was fairly open. Brawlt and Ranga sat across from Monday. Brawlt was tossing his super ball against the wall, while Ranga worked on his puzzle cube. Hunai was lying on the floor with his hands crossed over his chest. From the rumbling sound escaping his helmet, it appeared he had fallen fast asleep. 

    Alex jumped from the corridor leading to the crew quarters and performed a super slow-motion superhero landing right in front of Monday. He exaggeratedly poked his chest out and broadened his shoulders as he walked with an unrealistic swagger to the galley. In an overly deep voice, he said, “Did you guys see that awesome landing? I’m sooooo cool.” Everyone started laughing and pointing at Monday.  

    Monday leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “I hate you guys.” 

    Alex threw a roll from the table and struck him in the side of the head. “Bebe grande.” 

    Monday looked down at the roll, picked it up, and started eating it. “Sweet. Now I don’t have to get up.” 

    Ryan shook his head. “Bunch of misfits. All of you.” 

    Phil snorted. “You’re one to talk. I can’t think of a bigger mismatched partnership than you and Dahkal.” He laughed and sipped his coffee. “A boy and his best friend, the dragon. It’s like an old bedtime story or something.” 

    Dahkal chuckled and looked at his friend. “Yes, that may be true. However, our story is far from over.” 

     

     

    # # # # # 
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    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.  

     

     

    * * * * * 

     

    Get “Salvage Title” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07H8Q3HBV.  

     

     

    Find out more about Kevin Steverson and “Salvage Title” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/kevin-steverson/.  
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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.  

     

     

    * * * * * 

     

    Get “Warrior: Integration” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0875SPH86  

     

     

    Find out more about David Hallquist and “Warrior: Integration” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/  
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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.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 

     

    Get “Devil Calls the Tune” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0849QYWMJ  

     

     

    Find out more about Chris Maddox and “Devil Calls the Tune” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/chris-maddox/  
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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.” 

     

     

    * * * * * 

     

    Get “Mako” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B088X5W3SP 

     

     

    Find out more about Ian J. Malone and “Mako” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/ian-j-malone/ 
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