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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Time away from her duties was rare as the leader of two systems, but something Queen El’Jyiurma took more frequently as her hatchlings grew. She hissed in satisfaction, her 20-foot length in a loose coil, as she watched her hatchlings corner a small rodent. They still had not learned control over their venom, so one strike from a hatchling Elapidae would kill it quickly and make a good meal for the victor. Competition was part of the Serpentes culture, so she, like any other mother, encouraged it in her hatchlings.  
 
    The father of the hatchlings, former King El’Xakelu, had passed away before they broke free from their eggs. There was a hint of sadness, but it was rare that Serpentes mated for life. It was more of a contract than anything else, meant to further the race and produce excellent members of their society. 
 
    She hissed in approval as El’Iroru quickly coiled and launched forward to latch on to the rodent and inject his deadly venom. The five other hatchlings, though disappointed, hissed in congratulations. They would get smaller, more challenging prey to hunt for their meal. They bowed to El’Jyiurma and slithered off to where their hunt would be waiting. 
 
    El’Iroru turned the rodent and consumed it head first.   
 
    “Well done, El’Iroru,” El’Jyiurma commended.  
 
    He did not show any sign of recognition. But she could sense the pheromones of joy that came from impressing his mother, yet again. He had been the first to break out of his egg and had led everything ever since. 
 
    El’Jyiurma turned her attention to the door when Ayana Flowers, her secretary, knocked once and walked in. It could have only been Ayana. El’Jyiurma permitted no one else in the rear chambers of her office when she was working with her young. 
 
    Ayana grinned when she saw El’Iroru consuming the rodent. “I see congratulations are in order. Again.” 
 
    “Was there a doubt?” El’Jyiurma asked with humor in her tone. 
 
    “Of course not, Your Majesty. We just received a message from Sparks Unlimited. The ships for the station and city in Neithea should arrive soon.” 
 
    “Very good. Thank you, Ayana. Please pass the word along to Sofia and Zameeh.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said and withdrew, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Will we go to Neithea to see them?” El’Iroru asked. 
 
    “Perhaps. I believe Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri would strenuously object should I decide to visit now.” 
 
    “But you are the queen. You do as you wish.” 
 
    “You have much to learn. Yes, I am, but I used to be the fleet admiral, and I know what it’s like. His responsibility is to defend our systems, including me. Putting myself in harm’s way would make his job more difficult.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “See that you do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia looked over at Zameeh, the eight-foot tall, red-skinned Gnevusin. She could tell from her expression that something was distracting her. “What’s on your mind, Zameeh?” 
 
    “I still believe we should flee and let them have the planet. We cannot win. They will be back,” Zameeh said. 
 
    “Don’t underestimate Queen El’Jyiurma. Your old ruler made one incursion into Strorix, and she brought a fleet and took this entire system. Don’t forget, she has new ships coming as well.” Sofia looked with pity at Zameeh, not for the first time since the attack. The former ruler of Neithea, another caste of Gnevusin, had been a tyrant and a slaver. Zameeh and her people were born into a culture of fear and obedience. That was a hard thing to break, but Sofia knew Zameeh’s son, Mati, would belong to the first generation born on Neithea that would know freedom. It had been months since the last incursion, and still, at least once a week, Zameeh would fall back into fear. 
 
    “I know. It’s just…”  
 
    As if on cue, Mati burst into their office. “I passed!” he exclaimed triumphantly. 
 
    Sofia tilted her head. “Passed what?” she asked as if she weren’t aware. 
 
    “My test! School is so much fun! We get to learn things like…like…everything!” 
 
    She couldn’t help giggling over Mati’s exuberance about something so many children on Strorix hated and dreaded. 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Mati!” Zameeh said as she came from behind her desk and picked up her son in a bear hug. 
 
    “Moooom! You’re crushing me again!” 
 
    Zameeh smiled and set him down. “I’m very proud of you, Mati.” 
 
    “Can I go play with Vi’Pana? Pleeeeease?” 
 
    Sofia grinned. Vi’Pana, a Viperidae Serpentes, was in Mati’s class. That was something new on Neithea. Gnevusin, human, and Serpentes young all attended school together. 
 
    “Of course. Just be careful. Remember, he can hurt you even if he doesn’t mean to.” 
 
    Mati rolled his eyes. “Okay, Mom.” He gave Sofia a quick wave as he bolted out the door. 
 
    “He is growing up so quickly,” Zameeh said. 
 
    “Freedom will do that, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it will. Now, what’s next on the agenda?” she asked as she sat back down at her desk. 
 
    Sofia was glad a quick appearance by Mati was enough to bring Zameeh out of her withdrawn state. “Final decisions on your administration.” 
 
    Zameeh pursed her lips. “I don’t know how to decide.” 
 
    “Understandable. I’ve put together my recommendations. They’re in your queue. They’re a mix of humans from Strorix and Gieliv, who have expressed a desire to stay, and Serpentes, along with some of your people who’ve been placed in each role to learn the ropes.” 
 
    “People from Gieliv want to stay here?” Zameeh asked. 
 
    Sofia grinned. “Don’t underestimate the draw of an exotic planet. Just like some of your people, every race has those who want to experience something new.” 
 
    Zameeh nodded and focused her attention on her terminal, while Sofia did the same, reviewing the most recent dispatches from Strorix. 
 
    Suddenly, a warning chime sounded, indicating unexpected ships had arrived through the Bith gate. 
 
    Zameeh looked up in panic. 
 
    Sofia held up a hand. “Rear Admiral El’Kashtri will let us know as soon as he does.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Five unidentified craft have arrived in system, slow speed. Getting sensor readings now,” Commander Vi’Atotshi reported on the bridge of the SRN Exzisa, the flagship of the Strorix Royal Navy. 
 
    Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri tensed on his command pole in the center of the bridge and spread his hood. “Vi’Harshesh, send the challenge. Bring the ship to battle readiness.” 
 
    Ever since the last battle in the system had claimed the SRN Parya, a large carrier, with all hands, things in the system were tense. 
 
    Around the ship, klaxons sounded, and the familiar red tint of battle stations lit the ship’s interior. The lights also raised the temperature to further warm the blood of the Serpentes and heighten their senses. 
 
    The bridge crew, all Viperidae, rattled their tails as they focused on their roles.   
 
    “The ships are enormous. Classified as bulk freighters from Earth,” Vi’Atotshi said. 
 
    “Platforms have a lock,” Commander Vi’Uku said from the tactical station. 
 
    El’Kashtri hissed in satisfaction at the efficiency of his crew. There were few defense platforms left after the recent Gnevusin attack, but they were fully operational and ready to defend the system. 
 
    “I have established communication with the lead ship. Identification confirmed. Ship is the Titan, registered to Sparks Unlimited. Captain Tanner is on for you, Fleet Admiral. Sending it to the primary screen,” Vi’Harshesh said. 
 
    El’Zizzosh watched the screen, and an older looking human appeared, calmly sitting in a command chair on what he assumed was the ship’s bridge. 
 
    “Titan, this is Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri of the Strorix Royal Navy. Your arrival is unexpected.” 
 
    Tanner mumbled something El’Kashtri couldn’t hear. “My apologies, Rear Admiral. Home office was supposed to let you know we were on the way. I have five bulk freighters with the materials necessary to construct a space station and the foundations of a trade city on the planet Neithea. If you could stand down your defense platforms? My crews are getting…nervous,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “A moment,” El’Kashtri said and looked over at Vi’Atotshi. 
 
    “All ship registrations confirmed. No weapons detected.” 
 
    “Very well. Proceed in system, Captain. Do be careful about your approach. There was a bit of a skirmish recently, and there is still some large debris.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fleet Admiral. Unfortunately, I’m used to such things. Titan out.” 
 
    “Commander Vi’Harshesh, send the information down to the planet.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Single contact coming through the gate,” Lieutenant Commander Margaret Crane reported on the bridge of the GSS Ravager, the flagship of the Gielivian Space Navy. 
 
    “Identify,” Admiral Stephen Gallagher said and sat up straight in his command chair. 
 
    “All clear, it’s the Pelican,” she responded. 
 
    “Ah, good. Gina, hail Pelican and get Dom on the line.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Gina Mosley said from the communications station. 
 
    A moment later, Captain Dominic Strong appeared on the primary screen.  
 
    “Welcome home, Dom,” Gallagher said. “You look tired.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral. It’s good to be home. And yes, you could say that.” 
 
    “Status?”  
 
    “Neithea is safe, for now. We left Lieutenant Jarvis and a few other techs behind to help them go through the systems we recovered from the wreckage.” 
 
    Gallagher nodded. “Good. I’m sure they’ll need as much help as they can get if they’re going to do what I think they’re going to do.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much doubt about that, Admiral.” 
 
    He nodded. He’d fought with the Serpentes, and he’d learned they didn’t take well to losses. This time, they’d lost an entire carrier. 
 
    “Job well done, Dom. Get Pelican to the shipyard and get some down time. You and your crew have earned it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral.” 
 
    Gallagher leaned back in his chair once the channel closed. “This is going to be a big one.” 
 
    “Sir?” Commander Shannon Brock, his executive officer, asked from beside him. 
 
    “You know as well as I do Parya was El’Jyiurma’s ship. She’s not going to take that loss lying down. If I know her at all, and I think I do, she’s pissed.” 
 
    Shannon nodded. “Fair assessment. Something we should plan for?” 
 
    Gallagher shook his head. “I doubt it. I want to be in the middle of it, but…” He shrugged. 
 
    “I’m sure the queen will let us know once she makes her plans.” 
 
    “I’m sure she will. Question is, will the president let me go assist?” 
 
    “Only way to know is to ask.” 
 
    “Right. Well, that’s for another day. Let’s run a readiness drill.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ervin West stood with his hands on his hips and nodded to himself as he surveyed the pasture he’d set up for the yoccon on his land on Gieliv. They looked like hairless moose, without antlers, and were native to Strorix Den, the agricultural planet in the Strorix system. He’d brought some back after his first visit to the planet, where he’d delivered several herds of hogs and cows to help the Serpentes with a food shortage. 
 
    “Delicious looking, aren’t they?” De’Sirizso asked from beside him. He and his mate, De’Suhlas, were the first two Serpentes to make Gieliv their new home. 
 
    “I suppose…” Ervin responded. 
 
    “We have never tasted them, of course. The numbers are so low, we reserve them for the navy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m hopin’ to fix that. Maybe you can have one.” 
 
    The Dendro hissed in anticipation. “That would be quite something.” 
 
    They both turned when a hovercraft pulled up and settled to the ground. Janice Small, one of Ervin’s best farm hands, hopped out. She had been, at first, frightened of the Dendro, what she identified as mambas, but time had changed that. 
 
    “Afternoon, boss, De’Sirizso.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Janice,” De’Sirizso said. 
 
    “Hey, Janice. Any progress on these critters yet?” 
 
    “They’ve been a little calmer this past week. Finally getting used to us, I guess. Though Jimmy caught a hoof to the stomach. He’ll be down for a week or two.” 
 
    Ervin chuckled. “I told ‘im to stay clear. Oh well. Comes with the job.” 
 
    “Anyway, I came to see De’Sirizso, actually.” 
 
    “Oh, I see how it is,” Ervin said and grinned. 
 
    “What can we do for you, Janice?” 
 
    “Got some moles over in field 12. I thought they might be good for your hatchlings.” 
 
    “Very thoughtful. Yes, we will take them to hunt tonight. If there’s nothing else, I will go prepare.” 
 
    “Nope, thanks,” Ervin said. “Good hunting!” 
 
    De’Sirizso bowed slightly and quickly disappeared into the distance toward the copse of trees they had made their home. 
 
    “I swear, best hunters I’ve ever seen,” Ervin remarked. 
 
    “When they aren’t scaring the hell out of the hands.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Builds character.” 
 
    “Any thoughts on these?” she asked, nodding toward the yoccon. 
 
    “Let’s switch their diet up a bit and see what happens. I’d love to tell ‘em we can breed ‘em.” 
 
    “Okay, you got it, boss.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yafi, the first free Gnevusin to leave Neithea, sat in his room on Gieliv and looked out the window. He’d been in quarantine since his arrival, while the doctors made sure he hadn’t brought anything dangerous to the planet. He didn’t understand most of what they’d explained, but he understood it was for their safety, and that was good enough for him. The room was spacious compared to the squalor he’d had back on Neithea before their liberation, but the furniture was small for his seven-foot frame, even though he was a runt among the Gnevusin. 
 
    He turned at a knock on the door. “Come in,” he said in heavily accented Earth Common. He’d spent much of his time taking self-paced classes in the humans’ language. 
 
    “Better every day!” Doctor Lucia Gibson said as she walked in. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said proudly. “I still need the translator though,” he said in his native tongue. 
 
    She grinned. “Earth Common is a tough language, but you’re doing well. Anyway, I have good news.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re clear. You have some antibodies we’ve never seen before, but nothing that’s dangerous to us. I know you’ve probably been poked and prodded enough for a lifetime, but the lab techs would like another blood draw in the future for more analysis.” 
 
    “It is something to help?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I will, but…later?” 
 
    “Of course. Whenever you’re ready. It’s not a requirement, just a request.” 
 
    He tilted his head. He was still getting used to not having to obey everything asked of him. “Request. That is nice.” 
 
    She smiled. “Anyway, you’re free to wander the city if you’d like. Just…well…be ready to get some strange looks.” 
 
    “Yes. Ambassador La’Kema prepared me for this.” 
 
    La’Kema was the Serpentes Ambassador from Strorix on Gieliv, and since Yafi was a citizen of a Strorix protectorate, he fell under La’Kema’s purview. 
 
    “Any idea what you’d like to do first?” 
 
    “Clothes. I would like some comfortable clothes. These are fine,” he added hastily, showing what they had provided him. “But…I have never selected my own clothes.” 
 
    “Well, I imagine there are a few people who could accommodate you. They’d have to make them, of course. Do you have credit?” 
 
    “Yes. Ambassador La’Kema provided me with some—what did he call it—fun credit.” 
 
    “Would you like me to get someone to guide you around? Might be easy to get lost if you’re not used to a big city.” 
 
    He looked out the window again and considered. The freedom to wander was attractive. Getting lost was not. 
 
    “Yes, that would probably be best, at least for now.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll give you a little time to get ready. Someone will be waiting downstairs whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor Gibson.” 
 
    She nodded and left. 
 
    He wasted no time readying himself, then rushed downstairs.  
 
    A tall, for a Gielivian, man stood and extended his hand. “Antonius Puch. You must be Yafi. Did I say that right?” 
 
    “Yes. Yafi is right. Hello Mr. Puch,” he said and shook Puch’s hand—something he had learned since arriving on Gieliv. 
 
    “Good. Very good. And please, just call me Tony. Mr. Puch is my father.” 
 
    Yafi looked around, confused. “Your father is here?” 
 
    Tony laughed good-naturedly and patted Yafi on the shoulder. “Good one. No, it’s just a saying. Come on, let’s see the city!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Juan Frazier rubbed his temples as he read another report of protesters outside the Gieliv Central Holding Facility where they held disgraced former Representative Macey Manning. Her trial was coming up soon, but that wasn’t what he was worried about. His concern was the number of people who were turning out to support her, even though she was behind the murder of two citizens and had likely plotted more to achieve her goal of barring Serpentes from the planet. The evidence was incontrovertible, and he knew they would find her guilty, but the effects of her actions had rippled out across the planet. The majority still supported an open society, where all were welcome, but there would always be opposition to anything. He’d learned that in his years in politics, but he’d never expected such vitriol and hate. 
 
    More Serpentes had moved to the planet, now that Manning was in custody, and their reception, overall, had been positive. He had heard concerns about the Serpentes’ superior hunting abilities putting those in the pest control industry out of work, and the Serpentes had understood those concerns as well. Now, the people who were the most concerned employed some Serpentes. They paid them in credit, plus, in a joke made by the Serpentes, all they could eat. The arrangements showed everyone the Gielivians and Serpentes could indeed live together and form positive relationships. Most Serpentes were on farms. Their ability to keep away animals that would damage crops or kill livestock was unquestioned and was already financially benefitting the farmers. The farmers’ losses were down, supplies were up, and they could now export some of their product, which benefited them and the system. 
 
    To add to his concerns, he now had a Gnevusin on the planet. General Stevens had assigned a unit of undercover operatives to tail Yafi everywhere he went now that he was free to roam the city. Yafi’s guide, Antonius Puch, was one of Frazier’s own protective detail, though Yafi would remain unaware of that. Frazier had made it known that Gieliv now had a treaty with Neithea and would send military training support. Given recent events, not only Strorix, but also Gieliv, were becoming more known to the galaxy, and Frazier intended to be sure they saw the system in a positive light. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grand Admiral Githen allowed himself a quiet sigh of relief when the Ahluic entered normal space in a system they had selected called Salvage System. They’d taken damage from the weapons platforms withdrawing from Neithea, and whether they’d survive the journey in alter reality between the Bith gates was questionable. Their first jump from Neithea had not ended well. The coordinates were entered improperly in the haste of withdrawal, and they had ended up in a dead system for several months. The gate had obviously been in a state of disrepair, odd for the Bith, and he could not even send a communication back to the Gnevusin home world. Fortunately, they had managed to get a second reactor online, but out of caution, they were making short jumps the rest of the way home. He knew nothing about the system, other than that they did not know it to be allied with the Serpentes or Gielivians, and it was halfway between Neithea and his home. 
 
    “System report,” he demanded. 
 
    “Down to a single reactor again. Secondary failed just as we entered the system. If it had failed a minute earlier…” Commander Sulla said. 
 
    “I don’t care about ifs! Get the repair crews to work. Now.” 
 
    “Engineering reports repairs are impossible without a yard, Grand Admiral. This time, the reactor was near peak levels and had to be shut down.” 
 
    “Grand Admiral, they have locked onto us with six weapons platforms! A group of four—” Sulla paused, “—Nazrooth destroyers are on an intercept course, along with two light battlecruisers of unknown origin.”  
 
    Githen wracked his brain, but did not know what a Nazrooth was. Normally, he wouldn’t worry about four destroyers, but with his ship’s reactors damaged, he barely had enough power for maneuvering and life support. Weapons systems were out of the question. He was about to run a query on his data pad to learn more about the Nazrooth, but things were developing quickly. 
 
    “We are being hailed,” Lieutenant Shardii said, the tension in her voice palpable. 
 
    “On screen.” 
 
    The main screen came to life with the image of a race he wasn’t familiar with, though it certainly looked imposing. 
 
    “This is Captain Urlak, Diamond One. State your intentions.” 
 
    “This is Grand Admiral Githen of the Gnevusin Home Fleet. We require a shipyard for repairs, after which we will leave your system.” 
 
    “Move to the coordinates we will send you. Hold position there and await further instructions.” 
 
    The screen went black as the transmission ended. 
 
    “Move to the indicated coordinates. Commander Sulla, go down there and push engineering to do what they can. Lieutenant Shardii, open a gate communication to headquarters.” 
 
    Real-time communications through the Bith gates were expensive, but in this case, necessary. The best he could hope for was that the grand emperor would send reinforcements or, at least, a ship capable of locking onto Ahluic and taking him home. 
 
    “Grand Admiral. The rates…” 
 
    “I know the rates! Do it!” 
 
    “Sir, they’ve gone up. Exponentially. There’s a note on the rate sheet. Transit and communication rates have quadrupled.” 
 
    Githen’s eyes widened. Only the Bith could change the rates, and they just didn’t do that. He’d had a war purse, but he had used most of it for extra transits and communications. 
 
    “Get me the Bith representative!” 
 
    “I’ve already tried, sir. The response was…well.” 
 
    “What?” he yelled and pounded his fist on the arm of his command chair. 
 
    “The rates will not go down for the foreseeable future. At least the next hundred years.” 
 
    Githen pounded the arm of his command chair again and growled dangerously. The bridge crew wisely kept their eyes on their stations as he considered his options. While he considered, he ran a search on the Nazrooth. According to his database, they were a race of bi-pedal amphibians, who had turned pacifist over a century ago. Fighting ships from other races was not foreign to him, but he couldn’t find much on their capabilities. He did a cross-search and came across a video of a battle that had taken place in this system not long ago, and in a rare moment, Grand Admiral Githen knew fear. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harmon Tomeral, President of Salvage System, Commodore of Salvage Fleet, and Captain of the Salvage Title, sat back in his command chair and stretched. He was looking forward to some downtime, but that thought was interrupted. 
 
    “Comm from Captain Urlak, Captain,” Ensign Pathron, the Withaloo communications officer said. 
 
    “Thanks, Path. On screen.” 
 
    Urlak appeared on the screen, sitting in his command chair. 
 
    “What’s up, Urlak?” 
 
    “Sir, we’ve had another unscheduled gate entry. It is a Gnevusin ship, the Ahluic. The captain says he is Grand Admiral Githen of the Gnevusin Home Fleet. They appear to be severely damaged and have requested repairs.” 
 
    “Well, let ‘em talk to Mike and Mike.” 
 
    “I believe I understand why Captain Urlak reached out, Harmon,” Commander Jayneen, the galaxy’s first AI, said. 
 
    Harmon sighed. “Okay, let me have it.” 
 
    “The Gnevusin are a race of slavers, though there is some recent information that brings that into question.” 
 
    “Okay,” Harmon said and thought for a moment. “I assume you have them at a holding location?” 
 
    “Of course,” Urlak replied. 
 
    “Hold them there and keep an eye on them. I’ll get Jayneen and Bahroot to do some digging.” 
 
    “We will keep them under surveillance,” Urlak said, and Harmon signed off. 
 
    “So, what’s this conflicting information?” 
 
    “Records show the Gnevusin rely on slave labor for operations; they eschew more modern approaches in favor of using slaves. There are also reports of a planet of Gnevusin in the Neithea system who were liberated by the Serpentes.” 
 
    “The what?” Commander Clip Kolget asked. 
 
    Harmon grinned. Clip couldn’t resist getting involved if there was something new. 
 
    “Serpentes. A race of what they would call snakes on Earth, but they are much larger than their Earth counterparts. They control the Strorix system and, now, the Neithea system.” 
 
    “Hey, Uncle Harmon!” Bahroot, Jayneen’s son, said through a speaker. “I can probably figure out where this ship has been and what it’s done, if you want me to take a look.” 
 
    “You mean hack into their ship,” Harmon translated. 
 
    “If you want to get technical.” 
 
    “Do it,” Harmon said without hesitation. Salvage System had seen its share of incursions, and he wasn’t worried about one ship, but one could always lead to more. 
 
    “Dude, I want to meet one of these!” Clip said from his station. 
 
    “What’s that, Clip?” 
 
    “Serpentes. Frost! That’d be a sight.” 
 
    “According to some broadcasts from the Gieliv system, they eat humans,” Jayneen added casually. 
 
    Zerith, a lifelong friend from Joth, like Clip, shook his head. “That might be a misstake,” he said around whatever his chosen snack of the moment was. 
 
    “Okay. Wait. Now we’re talking about four different systems and two different races. Let’s focus on the ship in front of us,” Harmon said. 
 
    “I still want to meet one,” Clip said. 
 
    “Got it!” Bahroot said. “I’m into their ship. Their security is for squat.” 
 
    “Language!” Jayneen scolded. 
 
    Clip was suddenly quite interested in something on his display. 
 
    “What have you found?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “The ship came from the Neithea system. Looks like they were the flagship for an attack there, but got the s—stuffing beat out of them on the way out. They launched some missiles, though. Wait, not missiles, slugs. Purely ballistic, aimed at the planet.” 
 
    Harmon frowned. There was only one reason to launch anything at a planet. To kill indiscriminately. For a moment, he was tempted to have Urlak turn the ship into dust. 
 
    “Are they as hurt as they claim?” 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Harmon. They’re down to one out of three reactors. There’s something else too.” 
 
    Harmon waited, then rolled his eyes. “What is it?” 
 
    “The Bith just jacked their rates up after a complaint from the Strorix system. They used the same ammunition there and hit the planet.” 
 
    Clip whistled low. “They managed to piss off the Bith? That’s bad for business.” 
 
    Harmon knew the only way Bahroot could know that was from hacking into the Bith’s systems. It wasn’t the first time. 
 
    “Now, tell me about this system. What was it, Neithea?” 
 
    “It used to be a slave world,” Jayneen said. “Public records show a joint force from Strorix and Gieliv liberated it, and it is now the property of Strorix.” 
 
    He thought through the information. The Gnevusin ship, at least the one he had in his system, seemed like the kind he didn’t want around Salvage System, but he wasn’t into summary executions, as much as that ship seemed to deserve it. 
 
    “Perhapss let the Sserpentess have them?” Zerith suggested. 
 
    Harmon nodded slowly. “That’s not a half-bad idea, but I want to know more about them first.” 
 
    Handing the Ahluic over to the beings they had attacked seemed like justice, but appearances could be deceiving. He wanted time to review some of the information that was out there. 
 
    “Path, get Grand Admiral Githen on comms.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cadet Shawn Savage sat at the desk in his room at the Strorix Naval Academy and logged in to review his schedule. Because of his admittance scores, he was one of only three humans at the main campus of the academy. As far as humans in Strorix knew, they had few job options. They could maintain the herds on Strorix Den for the Serpentes or work in the industries that were owned, operated, and existed only for the humans in Strorix. As a last option, they could work in the shipyards, or if they were lucky, on board a Strorix Royal Navy ship, in a non-military role, doing maintenance. For as long as he could remember, he’d dreamed of going to space, so he’d studied everything that was available on the naval ships. He had the benefit of having parents who had both worked at the shipyards, so his access to information was better than many, but much of it was classified. He could see it, but he couldn’t talk about it to his friends, not that he really had any. Most of the friends he’d had growing up were Serpentes who also worked in the yards. Most of them were Thamno who served on ships in maintenance roles. He’d tried to befriend, but ended up steering clear of, the Viperidae and Elapidae who made up the bulk of the navy. He’d met a few decent Boas, but they typically weren’t around long before they rotated to other positions. Now, he was around mostly Viperidae and Elapidae.  
 
    The time he’d dedicated to studying had earned him his spot. He would be one of the first humans ever to graduate from the academy and hold a military rank in the SRN. He’d had to promise to call his parents at least once a week while he was at the academy. They were concerned more for his welfare than for how he would do in his lessons. The ascension of Queen El’Jyiurma had caused rapid changes in Strorix, and there were some who were vocally against them and, he thought, many more who didn’t speak out.  
 
    He glanced back to verify that he had locked the door to his room and turned on his personal tablet. He pulled up a file he’d been working on for years that even his parents didn’t know he had. In it was a list of things that would be dangerous to point out, even in today’s climate. The file contained specifications, diagrams, and details for every ship system that he had calculated would be next to impossible for a Serpentes to access or operate. He knew from first-hand observations how they handled the poles to send instructions to a ship’s console, but there were some things that didn’t jive. The most glaring issue, to him, was the fact that the Serpentes had no written language. Most people didn’t know, or just didn’t think about it. Every written document, order, or communication was in standard Earth Common, though coded in such a way that it appeared to have been translated. Even the voice translation systems the Serpentes used translated their spoken language to Earth Common for execution by the computers. To him, it was obvious, but it wasn’t something that was ever talked about. The one time he’d mentioned it to his parents, he’d been told it was to make it easier for humans to contribute, and they genuinely believed it.  
 
    The chime on his comm device sounded, signaling ten minutes before his first class. He quickly locked his tablet, put it away, and left for class. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Grand Admiral, Harmon Tomeral from Salvage Title wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    “It’s about time,” he growled. “On screen.” 
 
    Githen watched the display as it came to life, showing a human in the command chair of his ship. 
 
    “You must be Grand Admiral Githen.” 
 
    “I am Grand Admiral Githen of the Gnevusin Home Fleet. I assume you are prepared to offer repair services to my ship?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I need you to hold position where you are until I decide what to do with you.” 
 
    “You have no idea the mistake you are making, human,” Githen said with a sneer. 
 
    “I know more about you than you’d like, slaver. Consider yourself lucky you’re not dust already.” 
 
    “What?” he shouted. 
 
    Tomeral leaned forward in his chair and stared directly into the pickup. Githen knew that look. It was the look of a being who was certain he held the upper hand and was willing to play it. 
 
    “You will hold position. If you so much as flinch, Diamond squadron will turn you into dust. Don’t doubt for a minute that Captain Urlak will carry out my orders. He’d probably enjoy it. Is that understood?” 
 
    Githen clenched his jaw, wanting nothing more than to launch a salvo of slugs at their facilities, but something told him the missiles wouldn’t even clear the tubes. “Very well,” he said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Good,” Tomeral said and leaned back in his seat. The look of command and determination remained on his face. “Salvage Title out.” 
 
    Grand Admiral Githen stormed off the bridge to his office as soon as the comm was closed. He paced in his office, uncertain, for the first time in his career, what course of action to take. His engineers estimated only a 30% chance of being able to complete repairs to where they could survive the transit home. Normally, he would simply replace them with more competent people, but without resources to draw from, he was stuck. 
 
    He growled and sat behind his desk to start a real-time communication with Grand Emperor Atho, the leader of all Gnevusin. With the increased rates, the communication would use up the last of his war purse unless the emperor transferred more credit. After going through several low-ranking servants, he finally reached Atho. 
 
    “Grand Admiral Githen, I had begun to grow concerned. I assume you are ready to inform me of the pacification of Neithea?” 
 
    Githen swallowed the bile that rose in his throat. “Grand Emperor…we have failed. The system had defensive measures in place we were not prepared for.” 
 
    Atho sneered. “You assured me you had everything you needed.” 
 
    “I could not foresee the defense platforms that were not there the last time we were in the system!” Githen exclaimed, then reminded himself to calm down. “My ship is currently in Salvage System. We are down to one reactor and unable to survive a transit. If you could send a tender with repair equipment…” 
 
    “So you have exhausted your war purse as well?” 
 
    Githen knew the grand emperor reasonably well, and he knew his calm facade was anything but good. “Grand Emperor, the system refuses to allow us entry. They will not assist in repairs and have threatened my ship!” 
 
    Atho narrowed his eyes. “Excuses, Githen. I will consider your position and contact you when I have determined the best course for Gnevusin.” 
 
    Githen flinched when the screen went black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    General Bryan Stevens, the overall leader of the Gielivian military, stood and walked around his desk when Yafi and Antonius Puch arrived and offered his hand. “Good to finally meet you, Yafi. I’ve heard a lot about you. Hey, Tony.” 
 
    Yafi, who had ducked through the doorway, shook Stevens’ hand. “Thank you. Though I’m not quite sure why I’m here. Have I done something wrong?” 
 
    Stevens glanced at Tony. “You didn’t tell him?” 
 
    Tony snapped his fingers. “Slipped my mind.” 
 
    Stevens rolled his eyes and gestured to two seats while he sat back behind his desk. “No, Yafi, you haven’t done anything wrong. You’re here as sort of a model. We’re preparing to send a ship with troops to train your people on how to use weapons and defend themselves, but we need to make sure the weapons we order will fit you. As you can imagine, ours would be a bit small.” 
 
    “You know I am small for our people?” Yafi asked. 
 
    “I’ve been informed, yes. But I don’t think that will make much difference. It’s your hands that are the biggest concern. They’re a good bit larger than ours, and a weapon needs to be comfortable. So, if you’re willing, I need you to work with some of my people and see what feels right.” 
 
    Yafi considered for a long moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know if any weapon will be right. I was never permitted to touch them, but I will do what I can to help.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Stevens said. “One of my men will meet you outside and lead you to the test range. We have an assortment of weapons we’ve had shipped in for testing. Find something you can shoot and that you feel like you can hold for a while. They’ll do some measuring, and we’ll come up with something that will work. Go on and head outside. I need to chat with Tony for a minute.” 
 
    Yafi nodded and left. 
 
    “So, how’s it going?” Stevens asked. 
 
    Tony shrugged. “Easiest detail I’ve ever had, so far.” 
 
    “No problems?” 
 
    “No, sir. More than a few strange looks and people hiding their children behind them…but nothing threatening.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes open. Something tells me there are more roots in the ground Manning planted than we know about.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “He suspect anything?” 
 
    Tony shook his head. “No, sir. I don’t think he would. I’m just Tony, the guy who helps him shop and have fun. I get the feeling, based on the intel, that his planet wasn’t exactly the covert type of operation.” 
 
    “No…it wasn’t. Let’s do our best to make sure he doesn’t have to learn about it too soon.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the back corner of a nondescript warehouse just outside Gieliv’s capital city of Linia, a small group of men and women gathered. They talked among themselves until a man they knew only as Steve, who was really Bobby Merritt, approached the group. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming. I’m sorry to take you away from your homes so late at night, but I’m sure you’ll agree it’s worth your time,” Merritt said by way of introduction. He had approached each of them at some point over the past few weeks, and they all felt the same way he did. Then there was ‘John,’ who was leaning against a wall in the corner wearing sunglasses. He was already a part of the cause, and not even he knew John’s actual name. 
 
    The conversations stopped, and all attention turned to him.  
 
    “Representative Manning, as you all know, was arrested for trying to defend the safety of the population of Gieliv. And now, more of the snakes are on the planet, threatening our way of life.” 
 
    He nodded as the group grumbled, which was exactly what he wanted. 
 
    “I know. I know. It feels like there’s nothing we can do, but if you think that, you’re wrong. We can still make our voices heard.” 
 
    “What? Protest?” one woman asked. “We’ve tried that. Frazier doesn’t care!” 
 
    The group agreed unanimously, and Merritt motioned for everyone to calm down. 
 
    “Frazier is one man. There are groups like us all over the planet, and we’re in contact with them.” 
 
    “What about that red-skinned fella who was in the city today? I heard he went on the military base! We can’t even go there!” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem all that dangerous, really. Just a big guy,” another said. 
 
    “We’re about to send troops to Neithea to train the Gnevusin. He was on base today being fitted for weapons,” John said, just loud enough to be heard. 
 
    He hadn’t planned to address the Gnevusin, but he would not lose the opportunity to get them more invested in the cause. 
 
    “That could be a problem, and it’s something we’ll monitor,” he said. “But we should focus on the danger that’s already here.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do about the snakes?” 
 
    “Plans are still being formulated, but I need to know you’re all in for the long haul. You can walk away now, but if you stay, you’re in for good.” 
 
    Some of the group shifted on their feet. “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    He picked up a pad of paper and a pen from a nearby shelf and tossed them on a table. “It means you all sign your names as a member of this cell. If we go down, we all go down together. No one gets to change their minds.” 
 
    “What about you? We don’t know your name. Or his,” the man gestured toward John. 
 
    “I’ve already shed blood for the cause. So has John. You’ll just have to trust us.” 
 
    One by one, the men and women walked up to the table and signed their names, which was good. Anyone who didn’t wouldn’t live through the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grand Emperor Atho’s nostrils flared, and the muscles under his right eye twitched as he considered what to do with Grand Admiral Githen. He’d left Githen hanging for several days already. The remaining two ships from the task force sent to quell Neithea had arrived home, and he had debriefed the captains. Atho had never been a military person; he was more inclined to other pursuits, but he always appointed what he thought were the best. Githen had served well for over a decade, but this latest incident was a complete failure. The captains of the surviving ships had thrown him into the nearest star with their assessment of his lack of understanding of the situation. Atho understood they were likely covering their own skin by placing the blame on Githen, but someone had to take the fall for this failure, and Githen was in command.  
 
    He snarled when the comm on his desk buzzed. He stabbed the acceptance stud. “I told you I was not to be disturbed.” 
 
    “My sincere apologies, Grand Emperor. Adviser Idyeu is here, and he says he must speak to you immediately.” 
 
    Atho clenched his jaw. Idyeu was his adviser who kept track of their slave systems and rarely, if ever, came in person unless summoned. “Send him in.” 
 
    Idyeu walked into the grand office and bowed. “Thank you for seeing me, Grand Emperor.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Idyeu gulped audibly. “I have just received disturbing reports of issues in several of our systems, Grand Emperor. I felt it would be best if I presented the information in person.” 
 
    Atho glared at Idyeu. He was smart, especially for a Gnevusin, but weak looking. Even his voice grated on Atho’s nerves—he sounded more like a slave than a person in authority—but his results were typically good. “Are you going to make me guess? I’m going to warn you, Idyeu, it’s not a good day for games.” 
 
    “We have lost systems Two through Five, Grand Emperor. The Bith gate in System One is being deactivated, and I have not received reports from Systems Six or Seven in over a month.” 
 
    Atho stood and leaned forward over his desk; the muscles under both eyes twitched. “Explain.” 
 
    Idyeu took a step back and bumped into the wall. “It would appear, Grand Emperor, that news of the loss of System Eight, Neithea, has gotten out, and the slaves have become emboldened, often assisted by outside parties.” 
 
    “And why is System One losing its gate?” 
 
    “According to the report from the Bith, they were caught using biological weapons to cleanse a planet of rebellious slaves in the system.” 
 
    Atho’s nails dug grooves into the polished top of his wooden desk as his hands clenched. “You are telling me we have lost all of our slave systems in less than a month because we lost one badly managed system?” 
 
    Idyeu gulped again and nodded. “Yes, Grand Emperor.” 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    He bowed quickly and left the office at just short of a run. 
 
    Atho picked up a piece of rare-hued glass art from one of his slave worlds and hurled it against the wall. They had exhausted the mineable resources in the Gnevusin home system a decade ago, and the slave systems generating no income doomed their finances. He would have to assemble a new fleet immediately and plan new conquests. Githen would not be a part of that plan, though. He looked at the shattered glass that now covered the floor and found it a fair representation of his empire. For now. 
 
    He would spend the next several days plotting the rebuilding of his empire and determining what exactly to do with Githen. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Admiral Gallagher nodded in approval as the latest ships commissioned into the Gielivian Navy finished their shakedown runs. Optimizations had increased build speeds, and the navy was filling out. 
 
    “Sending you the full reports, Admiral. Everything looks good from here,” Commander Shannon Brock reported. “I’d say they’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks, Shannon. Inform the shipyards that I’ll review and have a sign-off ready by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    He paged through the reports, but only part of his mind was on the results. The review was a formality as he’d paid close attention to the ships during the shakedown, and his mind was really elsewhere.  
 
    Gallagher knew, sooner rather than later, Queen El’Jyiurma would launch an attack to take down the Gnevusin home world and end their threat to the galaxy once and for all. And he wanted to be a part of it. Age had crept up on him, and he was nearing retirement. His career had been a good one, and he had nothing to be ashamed of, but he felt a personal responsibility to see this mission through. The Gnevusin had not only attacked and caused massive damage to the planet Strorix Prime, but they had also destroyed some of his ships and killed his people. Revenge really wasn’t a part of the Gielivian mindset, but it was a part of the military mindset. At least for him. 
 
    He signed off on the shakedown cruises for the new ships and sent them along to the shipyards, then he started drafting his formal request to accompany the Strorix Royal Navy when it attacked the Gnevusin.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yafi looked out the window of Tony’s car as they slowed and frowned. “Is that normal?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Tony asked. 
 
    “The men with guns. I thought we were going to see a farmer.” 
 
    “Yeah. Ervin’s had a few issues since the Serpentes made a home on his property so he tries to keep people who may want to cause trouble away.” 
 
    Yafi nodded thoughtfully. He wondered what issues there were but decided not to voice his questions. If he needed to know, he trusted Tony would tell him. 
 
    The men waved them through as they approached, and Tony sped up again. “They knew we were coming,” he explained when Yafi looked at him curiously. 
 
    After a few more minutes, they pulled up to a large house. A woman smiled and walked toward them as they got out of the car. “You must be Tony and Yafi,” she said. 
 
    “That would be us,” Tony said. “What gave us away?” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Tony had made that comment, and Yafi had learned it was humorous because he was the only Gnevusin on the planet.  
 
    “Yep, you’re Tony alright. I’m Janice Small. Nice to meet you both.” 
 
    Tony shook her hand, and Yafi walked over as well. “I am Yafi. Nice to meet you,” he said in his practiced Earth Common. 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up in surprise, and she smiled as she shook his hand. “Welcome to Ervin’s property. They told me you all were coming. Ervin’s out tending to some cattle. If you want, we can drive out there, and I’ll show you around a bit.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Lead the way!” Tony said enthusiastically. 
 
    Janice led them to an ATV and hopped in. “Probably want to buckle up, it’s a bit of a rough path.” 
 
    They did, and Yafi soon found she was right. The ride was rougher than the shuttle through the atmosphere when they landed on Gieliv. He hardly noticed, though, as he looked around. He had never seen so much green. The parks in Linia were nice and big, but this was something altogether different. They passed fields with precise rows of plants, both large and small, and fenced off pastures with animals he had never imagined. Depending on the direction he looked, there was nothing but natural growth as far as he could see. He was so engrossed in what he was seeing, he barely noticed they had stopped. 
 
    “Gieliv to Yafi: we’re here buddy,” Tony said and chuckled. 
 
    Yafi blinked and smiled abashedly. “Sorry. I’ve never seen so much…green.” 
 
    Janice nodded and looked around. “I don’t really think about it anymore. This is what I see every day. What’s it like where you’re from?” 
 
    He unbuckled, stood, and stretched his legs. It had been a touch cramped for his height. “You would call it a desert. It is hot, much hotter than here, and nothing really grows. Or, used to, until we learned what greenhouses were from the Serpentes.” He shrugged. “It is home.” 
 
    “Hey, nothing wrong with that. Home is where you’re happy,” she said. “Come on, Ervin’s right over there, and De’Sirizso might be there too. Don’t want to drive up too close to the pen. These yoccon spook easily.” 
 
    “Yoccon?” Tony asked. “Those are the ones from Strorix?” 
 
    Janice nodded. “Yep. We might be onto something on getting them to breed better, but too early to say yet.” 
 
    Yafi was glad Tony had helped him find boots, which were custom made for him. He could have handled walking barefoot, as he was used to, but he found the boots helped. Plus, the ground was cold to the touch for him. 
 
    After a few minutes of walking, they came upon Ervin and De’Sirizso looking over the herd of what Yafi assumed were the yoccon Janice referred to. 
 
    “Hey, Ervin. Got Tony and Yafi here,” Janice said as they approached. 
 
    “Nice to meet y’all,” he said and shook hands with both. “I’m Ervin West, this here’s De’Sirizso.” 
 
    De’Sirizso bowed slightly in greeting. “A pleasure.” 
 
    Yafi smiled and nodded back. He had become accustomed to being around the Serpentes, and he knew on sight that De’Sirizso was a Dendro, or what humans thought of as a mamba. “Nice to meet you both,” he said, practicing his Earth Common again. 
 
    “Hey, not bad,” Ervin observed with a smile. 
 
    “I’m still learning,” he said in his native tongue. 
 
    Ervin chuckled. “I’m told Earth Common is probably the toughest language to learn compared to others. So, good for you,” he said and turned back to look over the yoccon. 
 
    “How’s it looking?” Janice asked. 
 
    “Well, I can get into the pen without them charging me, at least. Working on getting ‘em desensitized to De’Sirizso being here. I reckon they’ve got the ingrained fear of being a meal.” 
 
    “They do look tasty,” De’Sirizso observed. 
 
    “You kill them for meat, like the—” he glanced at Tony to confirm, “—cows?” 
 
    Tony nodded. 
 
    “Nah. Well, not yet anyway,” Ervin said. “They’re the top tier meal from Strorix, reserved for the navy. I’m tryin’ to get ‘em to breed better so there’s more of ‘em and everyone can have ‘em. No idea if they’d make a good steak.” 
 
    “I will never understand why you ruin food by heating it,” De’Sirizso said. 
 
    “Hey, don’t knock it ‘til you try it,” Ervin said with a grin. 
 
    De’Sirizso hissed roughly. “I will refrain.” 
 
    Ervin, Janice, and Tony laughed. Yafi smiled, but he really didn’t get it. 
 
    Janice pulled a radio from her belt when it beeped. “Janice here, what’s up?” 
 
    “Perimeter One. Hanson’s back. Said she heard Yafi was here.” 
 
    Janice and Ervin rolled their eyes. “Lemme check with Ervin,” she said into the radio.  
 
    “Well?” she asked Ervin. 
 
    “Maxine Hanson?” Tony asked. 
 
    Ervin nodded. “Yep. That’d be the one.” 
 
    “Dammit. Our visit wasn’t public knowledge. How in the…” 
 
    Yafi knew the name immediately. He had spent a lot of time watching the news and anything else he could find since he’d arrived on the planet. So, he knew she was with the Gieliv Broadcasting Network. 
 
    “Really up to you, Yafi. It’s you she wants to talk to. I’ll warn ya though…she likes to look for anything that will raise a ruckus,” Ervin said. 
 
    Yafi looked at Tony. 
 
    “Tough call,” Tony said. “It’s not something you’ve really been prepared for. I’d prefer it if La’Kema were involved, but…ultimately, it’s up to you.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what to do, but all eyes were on him, waiting for an answer. “I suppose it is part of why I am here on Gieliv,” he said and sighed. “I feel I must represent my people.” 
 
    “Brave soul,” Ervin said respectfully. “Okay, but back at the main house, not here. The yoccon ain’t public knowledge, and I wanna keep it that way.” 
 
    “I will take my leave. Good luck, Yafi,” De’Sirizso said and slithered away. 
 
    “Alright,” Janice said into the radio. “Let her through and keep her at the main house. We’ll be there presently.” 
 
    “Understood.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yafi approached the setup at Ervin’s main house with some trepidation and glanced again at Tony. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this, you know,” Tony said.  
 
    “I know. But I feel it is part of why I am here. People of my race killed some of your people. They must be shown we are not all alike.” 
 
    Maxine Hanson approached them, with a smile, and extended her hand. “Hi. Maxine Hanson, great to meet you. You’re obviously Yafi…and you are?” 
 
    Yafi nodded and shook her hand. 
 
    “Anthony Puch. I’m Yafi’s guide here on Gieliv,” Tony answered with a smile as he shook her hand. 
 
    “Hello Mr. West,” she said and waved to Ervin, who stood off to the side. 
 
    Ervin nodded. 
 
    “Excellent. So, Yafi, am I saying that right? In case you don’t know, I report for the Gieliv Broadcasting Network, which now has viewership in many systems! So exciting, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, you are. I have seen you on the monitor.” 
 
    “Oh, great! This will be recorded by the way; we won’t be doing a live shot. We’ll need time to process everything through the translator rather than trying to do it in real time.” 
 
    Tony crossed his arms over his chest. “Oh? You were able to translate the Serpentes real time with no problem.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we just loaded the Gnevusin database yesterday. There may still be some tweaking to do to make sure there're no misunderstandings.” 
 
    “Who will make sure there are no misunderstandings?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we have professional linguists on staff,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Yafi could tell something about the situation worried Tony. “Is this a problem?” 
 
    “I’m worried that something could be, oh, I don’t know, mistranslated that would make you seem less friendly to the system than you are.” 
 
    Hanson gasped and put her hand on her chest. “We would never do such a thing, I can assure you. I’m only here to report the facts.” 
 
    “You certain gave plenty of air to Manning,” Tony said, referring to Macey Manning, who had skewed everything to make the Serpentes appear to be bloodthirsty killers. 
 
    “And we gave equal time to the president and the Serpentes to let them explain their side of the story.” 
 
    Yafi looked between them as they talked and reconsidered doing this. “Perhaps this is not the best idea…” 
 
    “Your choice. You can either tell your side, or I’ll do my best to explain it, but the people of Gieliv want to know more about you and your people.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, Ms. Hanson?” Tony asked. 
 
    “It’s an option, Mr. Puch.” 
 
    Tony scowled and gestured for Yafi to go ahead. “Might as well do it. But I want Yafi to review the translation before it hits the air. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” Hanson said. 
 
    Tony nodded and walked over to lean against the building next to Ervin. 
 
    Hanson gestured to her cameraman, who walked over and aimed the camera at them before giving a thumbs up. 
 
    “This is Maxine Hanson, reporting from the property of Ervin West, where we’ve caught up with Yafi. Yafi is the first Gnevusin visitor to Gieliv from the Neithea system.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia smiled as she watched the video message from her parents, Barry and Wilma Pallesen, who lived on Strorix Den. They sat together in front of the visual pickup. 
 
    “Hey, Sofia, I hope you’re doing well over there,” Barry said. “Things here are really changing fast. Queen El’Jyiurma doesn’t mess around. There’s going to be humans in the navy. Not just that, but Thamnos as well! You may not remember Th’Usyuti since you haven’t been home in a while, but he’s left to go to the academy. Not much else really changing here on the Den. We’ve always had good dealings, but it looks like things are really shaking up on Prime. Herds are doing good, not much to talk about there. Anyway, gonna keep this short. We’re both doing good. But we miss you, baby.” 
 
    “Come visit soon, Sofia! We saw you more when you were on a ship, for goodness’ sake,” Wilma chastised. “Certainly, you can spare some time to come home and see your mom and dad.” 
 
    “I’m sure she will when she can, Wilma,” Barry said, as if he’d said it more than once. “Anyway, you take care, sweetheart. Hope to hear from you soon.” 
 
    Sofia grinned and shook her head as the screen returned to her in-box queue. She leaned back in her chair and tried to remember the last time she’d set foot on Strorix Den. It had been over a year, at least. Transport ships frequently ran regular routes between Neithea, Strorix, and Gieliv for personnel, goods, or whatever else a system might need. She looked at her queue and sighed. She had a long list of messages to deal with, and she knew she would end up working, even though it was her day off. But she needed to make time for family, and it would be good to be on a planet where she didn’t have to count on environmental control zones just to go outside. 
 
    With a tap of the screen, she called Zameeh, who would be in their office in the central administration building. 
 
    “Yes, Sofia?” Zameeh answered with a smile. 
 
    “Hey Zameeh. I just got a message from my parents, and I think I might go home for a visit soon. Think you can hold down the fort for a week or two?” 
 
    “Of course! When was the last time you were home?” 
 
    “At least a year. Honestly, I can’t remember. Things have been a little busy lately.” 
 
    “Then you should go. I’m sure I can handle anything that comes up, and of course, Michael is here.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll clear it with the queen. I’m sure Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri or Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh can handle anything related to Strorix while I’m gone. I’ll get an official notice from home to cover that.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Sofia. Plan your trip.” Zameeh smiled.  
 
    Sofia nodded and closed the communication. She began drafting the request to Queen El’Jyiurma and completing the forms for her to sign to give Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri standing to speak for Strorix in Sofia’s absence. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cadet Melissa Wade left the suborbital shuttle station in Seameet after making the trip home from the academy. She had a few days off from classes, and she had things to do. Melissa was older than the other humans at the academy, being in her 30s, but she’d qualified, along with Shawn Savage and Bruce Lewis, for the advanced track at the academy’s main campus. She was also the only human at the campus who was a member of The Underground. There were others at other campuses, but she didn’t know who they were since they were from other cities across the planet. 
 
    She walked into a local bar and smiled and waved as there was a round of clapping at the sight of her in her uniform.  
 
    “Well, look what we have here! A real live member of the SRN,” one patron said, with a grin. “Are we supposed to salute, or…” 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Dave,” she said and laughed. 
 
    “That’s not nice. Seriously, good to see you home in one piece,” he said sincerely. 
 
    “Thanks. Clyde in?” 
 
    “Yep. Right where you’d expect him.” 
 
    She nodded and walked through the kitchen and down some stairs into the basement. She wove her way through storage shelves, then pressed a recessed button on the wall, which caused a part of the seemingly seamless wall to slide open. The door slid closed behind her after she passed through, and she walked over to stand beside Clyde, who was focused on multiple displays arrayed in front of him. 
 
    “Welcome home,” he said without looking up. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    Melissa sat down at another desk, leaned back in the chair, and waited. The room had ten advanced computer systems set up, each with multiple displays. She’d spent more hours here than she could count, but now, her role had changed.  
 
    After a few minutes, Clyde swiveled his chair around to face her and laced his fingers behind his head as he leaned back to relax. “So, how’s the academy?” 
 
    “Rough. Interesting. Exciting even.” 
 
    “Mmm hmm. Somehow, I don’t think that’s what you came all the way home to tell me.” 
 
    “Good to see you, too,” she jibed. “But yeah, there’s two other humans. One is…obviously smart enough to be there, but otherwise unremarkable. The other, Shawn Savage, is young, bright, and hungry. He always looks like there’s something behind his eyes that he doesn’t want anyone else to see.” 
 
    “Let’s take a look,” he said and turned back to the computer. After a few seconds, he shook his head. “Not one of ours. What do you know about him?” 
 
    “Keeps pretty well to himself. Both his parents work, or worked, in the shipyards. He’s got a mind like a steel trap, as far as I can tell. He sees something once, he’s got it. And, of course, some of the Serpentes hate him.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Of course, they do. Anything else?” 
 
    She shrugged. “He goes to class, eats, and goes back to his room. Never comes to hang out during down times. He’s either anti-social, or…I don’t know. I just know there’s something about him.” 
 
    “That’s not uncommon for the spacer kids. They live on the stations where their parents work and don’t get around many other humans.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, and I’ve seen that before. This is something else.” 
 
    “Want us to dig into him and see what there is?” 
 
    “Yeah. For all we know, he could be a plant. I wouldn’t put it past them, especially El’Arta. He says all the right things, but it’s obvious he doesn’t want us there.” 
 
    “And if he’s not?” 
 
    “I think we should approach him.” 
 
    He nodded. “Okay, how long have you got?” 
 
    “I head back in two days.” 
 
    “Plenty of time. Okay, we’ll get on it. Now, go relax; I’m sure you could use the downtime.” 
 
    She nodded and stood. “Thanks, Clyde.” 
 
    “Sure thing. And, Melissa, it really is good to see you. I don’t know how far this thing will go, but I’m proud of you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shawn smiled as he disembarked from the shuttle and walked into Shipyard One. Engineers from Sparks Unlimited were installing new simulators at the academy, and they had given everyone a few days off while the work happened. He walked a few steps and turned to look out the clear steel windows at the Rilu clamped in place. The light battlecruiser was in for repairs, or routine maintenance, and his parents were likely somewhere out there working on it.  
 
    “Surprise!” Lisa Savage exclaimed behind him. 
 
    He turned and beamed. “Mom! I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    “We’ve had them watching the manifests to see if you’d come home, and we took the morning off,” his father, Brady, said from beside her. 
 
    Shawn walked over to hug his mother, then his father. “Good to see you both.” 
 
    “Look at you; looking pretty smart in that uniform, young man,” Brady said. 
 
    Shawn turned red and glanced around to see if anyone was in earshot. Thankfully, there wasn’t. 
 
    “Oh, stop. Come on; lunch should be just about ready, and you can tell us all about the academy.” 
 
    He had to admit that it was nice to be home, even if home was a space station, and it would be good to have a home-cooked meal. Another surprise awaited as they had bought choice cuts of meat from the new animals brought in from Gieliv. Over lunch, he told them about the classes and how the new simulators were still being built by representatives from Sparks Unlimited. There would be bridges to match the new layouts and other critical stations so they could train on various equipment. He omitted the fact that some Serpentes weren’t exactly happy with the humans being there, though he figured they probably knew that already. 
 
    “That was great, Mom, thanks,” he said as he leaned back and patted his stomach. 
 
    “Well, I figured the food at the academy might not be the best,” she said with a worried smile that only a mother could give. 
 
    “It’s not that bad, really. Since there are only three of us, we cook for ourselves in a small kitchen they set up for us.” 
 
    Chimes sounded from both Lisa’s and Brady’s comm devices, and they both sighed. 
 
    “Sounds like it’s time. Sorry, Shawn, they want that Rilu out of here in a few days, and there’s a lot of work to do,” Brady said as he stood. 
 
    “No problem. I’ll clear the table; you two go ahead.” 
 
    Lisa walked around the table and gave him another big hug. “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” she said, and they both left. 
 
    Shawn cleared the table, then went to his room to unpack the few things he’d brought. He considered what to do, then an idea hit him. Now that he was in the academy, maybe he could actually get on the ship and look around. He straightened his uniform and set off for the maintenance docks. 
 
    Upon arrival, he walked up to the Thamno, what he had learned Gielivians thought of as garter snakes, who was handling the transports to the Rilu. 
 
    “Are you lost?” the Thamno asked. 
 
    “No. I’m Cadet Shawn Savage. I was hoping to get on board and look around,” Shawn said and tapped his ID against the scanner. All humans carried them, whereas the Serpentes’ IDs were part of the sub-scalar chip they all had.  
 
    “Unusual, but it appears you have the proper clearance. Do you have a suit?” 
 
    “Should still be in the locker room. My parents work on the station, and I used to practice zero-G.” 
 
    “Very well. Proceed. Go to bay two once you’re ready.” 
 
     Shawn quickly went to the locker room where his suit waited. He changed and made it to the shuttle leaving from bay two just in time. 
 
    “Destination?” the human pilot asked. 
 
    “Bridge section,” Shawn answered. There were two other humans on the shuttle, but neither appeared to be in the mood for idle conversation. 
 
     The trip was brief and, before long, Shawn was walking along the corridor toward the bridge with the assistance of the magnetic boots in his suit. The ship was powered down during maintenance, so none of the life support systems were operating. 
 
    He noted, with interest, as he walked through the ship that the corridor was extremely wide, wide enough for two Boas to pass without touching, to a certain point. Once he was closer to the bridge, it narrowed. At that point, one Boa would barely fit. Finally, he reached the center of the ship and the bridge.  
 
    Shawn was glad he was the only one there, and he took his time walking around, looking at the consoles. Then, he took his first up-close look at the control poles used by the Serpentes to control their stations. He ran a gloved hand across the surface, and it looked and felt solid until he increased the magnification on his visor, at which point he could see the articulated sections. Each section, when compressed in a certain order and combination with other sections, sent an order to the computer system. Whether it was navigation, sensors, or firing weapons, the Serpentes could use their tightly-controlled muscles to send any command, or a series of commands in rapid succession, to the ship. Mentally, he likened it to a human tapping a key on a keyboard or touch screen. While the Serpentes couldn’t do that, they could do the same thing with the command poles.  
 
    He walked over to another station where they had opened the panels. He knelt and looked closely at the components and noted that each one had a loop so one of the smaller species, likely a Thamnos, could pull or manipulate them with their tails. Then, he imagined those same components without the loops. He knew from experience that things manufactured specifically for humans did not have these pieces that would allow a Serpentes to manipulate them. Was it something removed for humans? Or was it added for Serpentes? If they added it, where had it come from originally? Those were questions he dared not ask out loud. 
 
    After looking around at the various stations, he took in the bridge and wondered how different the new ships would be. None of the existing ships had stations humans could operate. At least not on the bridge. He knew from his parents there were sections in engineering, medical, and the galley that were made for humans. While there were typically some humans on every Serpentes Royal Navy ship, they had never actually been part of the navy until now. Some, mostly technicians, would no longer be civilians and would have a rank commensurate with their experience. There would likely be more humans in technical roles too, though they wouldn’t go through the academy and would hold lower ranks. Shawn, and other humans who attended the academy, would graduate as officers in the SRN.  
 
    Feeling like he now had more questions than answers, he left the bridge to make his way back to his parents’ quarters to record what he’d observed on his tablet while it was still fresh.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Frazier leaned back in his chair after viewing Yafi’s interview with Maxine Hanson. When he’d first heard about it, the fact that their security had allowed it to happen frustrated him. They were keeping Hanson under surveillance as much as they could. There were still questions in the back of his mind whether Manning’s smear campaign against the Serpentes involved her directly. 
 
    “That came off a lot better than I thought it might when I heard about it.” 
 
    General Stevens nodded. “Tony made sure Yafi would get a pass at it before it hit the air to avoid any potential mistranslations.” 
 
    “We are most appreciative of the support you have given Yafi during his visit,” Minister La’Kema added. 
 
    Frazier waved a hand dismissively. “We’re glad to do it. Yours is not the only system going through growing pains.” 
 
    “Tony’s enjoying it,” Stevens said. “He said it’s like a vacation for him.” 
 
    “What about the training they’ve requested?” 
 
    “We had Yafi test some weapons, and I think we’ve picked a few winners. Two rifle styles, one ballistic and one laser, and a laser sidearm. All three can be modified for individual users. They aren’t cheap, of course. I’ve sent the details on to Neithea, so they can run the numbers.” 
 
    Frazier nodded his approval. “Good.” 
 
    “I have no doubt the queen will approve the expense,” La’Kema said. “The system promises to be financially beneficial over time. I’ve seen some of the latest reports on the new mines being set up, and once trade traffic comes through…” 
 
    “I’ve heard the same from Mike, our ambassador there,” Frazier said. “And, apparently, they’ve got some unique plants growing in certain regions that might be in demand.” 
 
    “You keep yourself well informed of minor details.” 
 
    “I admit, I’ve been reading those reports a bit more closely than others. It’s rewarding to know we had a part in what’s happening there.” 
 
    “You certainly did, President Frazier, and I assure you the queen will not forget.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma rested on loose coils as she read another entry from the archives in her residence, a den deep under the planetary headquarters. The secure archives were available only to her as the leader of the system. Most of them were journals from previous leaders, which had been informative and interesting reading. The entries she was reviewing sent a chill down her scales. They weren’t from a former ruler of the Serpentes, but an accumulation of log entries from humans over a period of centuries. She knew what they taught everyone about the arrival of humans to Strorix, but these entries turned everything on its head.  
 
    She wanted nothing more than to tell someone, to talk to someone, but they clearly meant these entries for consumption only by the leader of the system. Exposing the information could lead to instability, perhaps even revolution, and that was something she couldn’t risk when they were on the brink of a war with the Gnevusin home system. On the other side of the scale, it might serve to remind the Serpentes that were obviously unhappy with the newly forming status quo that humans deserved what they were getting. Then she remembered approving Sofia’s request for leave from Neithea and checked the recent transports entering the system. If there was one human she knew she could trust, it was her. Sofia was due to arrive in two days. El’Jyiurma made a note for her assistant, Ayana, to clear El’Jyiurma’s afternoon appointments and to send an invitation to Sofia to meet with her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zameeh smiled as her son, Mati, showed her the things he had learned in school that day. Most of it was beyond her, but Mati had taken to things quickly. According to his instructors, he was consistently at the top of his class.  
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” she said, with a laugh. 
 
    “Mom, it’s easy.”  
 
    She tousled his hair. “For you, yes, and for that I am glad. You represent the future of our people.” 
 
    “No pressure,” he said, not for the first time. 
 
    They both looked up when Michael Downs, the Gielivian ambassador, knocked on the frame of the door which Zameeh typically kept open. 
 
    “Michael. How are you today?” 
 
    “Not bad at all,” he responded with a smile. “Just got word from home. General Stevens met with Yafi to get a fit for weapons. Planning is underway to get a ship crewed and weapons ordered. I’ve sent the numbers to your financial adviser—you’re copied of course—as well as the queen.” 
 
    “That is excellent news. Thank you, Michael.” 
 
    He tilted his head and looked at Sofia’s empty chair. “Sofia finally taking a day off?” 
 
    “She’s on a transport to Strorix to visit her family.” 
 
    Downs nodded. “Good for her. I think you’ve both earned a bit of a break.” 
 
    “Will I get to learn to use a gun too?” Mati asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “We will see,” Zameeh said before Downs could respond. “Weapons are not toys.” 
 
    “She’s right, Mati. I’m sure you’ll learn, eventually, but for now, focus on school.” 
 
    Mati rolled his eyes. “You sound like Mom.” He turned his attention to Zameeh. “I’m going to go play for a while. Some of the kids from Gieliv are going to teach us a new game!” 
 
    “Okay, be safe.” 
 
    “I will,” he said as he ran past Downs and out the door. 
 
    “You have children of your own?” Zameeh asked. 
 
    Downs shook his head. “No. I’m afraid this job doesn’t leave much time for a social life. I don’t have any children, but I have quite a few nieces and nephews.” 
 
    Zameeh furrowed her brows. She knew she had heard those words before, but they had no meaning for her. 
 
    He gestured to a chair. “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sorry. Please.” 
 
    “They’re children of my brothers and sisters. We have a pretty large family,” he said, with a grin. 
 
    “I see. Yes, that’s right. Humans breed much faster. It is why…” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Why they sought humans for slaves,” he mumbled. 
 
    She nodded and looked down at her desk. Even though she wasn’t responsible, she still felt shame for what her race had done. Once the planet stabilized, she had read reports about the mass graves found around the mining sites on Neithea. Countless humans had been tossed into pits like trash after their usefulness expired. With humanity spread so far across the galaxy, there was no way of knowing where they had come from.  
 
    “Look, that’s not your fault. You’re doing amazing work here, Zameeh, under difficult conditions.” 
 
    “Thank you, Michael. I just…I wish there were a way to make up for it.” 
 
    “From where I sit, you are. You may not want to accept it, but you’re leading a whole new generation of Gnevusin—beings who will know what their past was and who are learning how to be better citizens of the galaxy. You’ve gone from one—I suppose, generously, you could call it a village—to three cities, including the trade city that’s being built as we speak. Permanent encampments are rising around the mining sites Conrad Mining is running, and Baldwin hasn’t stopped building since he got to the planet.” 
 
    “That was not my doing. That is thanks to Queen El’Jyiurma and King El’Xakelu.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you that, but do you think they would have made the deals if they didn’t feel it was worth it?” 
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “The way I see it, the most important thing is the welfare of your people. Strorix is laying out a lot of credit to bring your planet up to good standards, that’s true, and they expect a return on that investment. That’s also true. But you have to look past that. At the end of the day, your people are living better lives and are happy. It falls to you and your council to make sure that continues, and you’re doing a damn fine job.” 
 
    Zameeh smiled. “You seem so passionate about a planet and a people that are not your own.” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m a sucker for a success story,” he said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shawn arrived at the academy on the first shuttle back the day it reopened. He was looking forward to seeing the new simulators, but the academy had sent a message indicating they wouldn’t be ready for at least another week, though the major installation work had been completed. Disappointed, he walked to his quarters on the textured floors, built to make locomotion for the Serpentes possible. He’d seen them try to move on perfectly smooth floors, and it wasn’t pretty. As he turned the corner to his quarters, he found himself confronted by a Viperidae. It took him a few seconds to recognize the scale patterns of Vi’Jyara, who was on the sensors track. Telling Serpentes apart was difficult, but he was getting better.  
 
    “So, you came back, human.” 
 
    The way Vi’Jyara said human was obviously an insult. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Vi’Jyara reared up and rattled his tail dangerously.  
 
    Shawn quickly glanced around. There was no one else and no path past Vi’Jyara. He could turn and go back the way he came but presenting his back to an angry Viperidae didn’t feel like a wise choice. If Vi’Jyara wanted him dead, he was dead, so he stood his ground. 
 
    “I earned my way here just like you did, Vi’Jyara. I just want to serve the queen and the system.” 
 
    “You don’t belong here, human.” 
 
    “Tell that to our queen. I believe you’ll find she disagrees.” Shawn was doing his best to keep his voice level and strong, but he could feel sweat forming at his hairline, and his heart was racing. 
 
    Vi’Jyara jerked his head to look past Shawn, but Shawn was hesitant to turn around. A minute later, he heard footsteps Vi’Jyara must have felt. 
 
    “Watch your step, human. Things can be dangerous if you don’t look where you’re going,” he said as he uncoiled and slid past Shawn. 
 
    Shawn breathed a sigh of relief, just as Vi’Jyara’s tail whipped sideways and took his feet out from under him. He grunted as he fell, wincing when he felt a burning pain in his right shoulder as he landed awkwardly. 
 
    Melissa Wade ran up and knelt beside him. “Are you okay? What happened? Was it the Viperidae?” 
 
    He nodded, his jaws clenched tight against the pain in his shoulder.  
 
    “Can you walk?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he said roughly. “Help me up?” 
 
    She stood and gently helped him to his feet. “Come on, let’s get you to the doc.” 
 
    They walked together in silence toward the small doctor’s office set up for the humans in the academy. He thought he’d dislocated his shoulder, which wasn’t the end of the world, but it sure hurt like hell. 
 
    Melissa pressed the admittance stud, and the door slid open.  
 
    Doctor Lori Elliott frowned when she saw the pair. “Get him to the bed,” she said curtly. 
 
    Melissa helped Shawn walk to the single medical bed and lie down. 
 
    “What happened?” Lori asked as she maneuvered a scanner into place over his shoulder. 
 
    “Tripped,” Shawn grunted. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow and looked at Melissa. 
 
    “I have a feeling a Viperidae in the corridor tripped him.” 
 
    “Which one?” she asked as she tapped a screen and reviewed the results. 
 
    “Don’t know. It was moving pretty fast by the time I got there. I have a hard time telling them apart…” 
 
    “Dislocated shoulder. I’m going to give you some muscle relaxants and something for the pain, then we’ll put it back in place,” she said and administered a hypo-injection in his neck. “Should only take a minute. Now, who did this? Regs state I have to file a report on all injuries.” 
 
    Shawn looked away as he considered. He could feel the medication working as he wondered if it was worth the risk to identify Vi’Jyara.  
 
    “Come on, Shawn,” Melissa said. “I could hear the rattling through the corridors. You know damn well it was on purpose. We’ll get nowhere if we don’t point out the Serps that don’t want us here.” 
 
    Lori gently picked up his arm and maneuvered it slightly. “On three. One.” 
 
    Shawn screamed involuntarily as his shoulder snapped back into place, but the pain was short-lived. The medication knocked it back, leaving only a little soreness. “Need to work on your counting,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I know. I’ve always been bad at it. Now,” she said as she pulled out her comm device. “Doctor Lori Elliott, documenting injury report on Cadet Shawn Savage for a dislocated shoulder. Please tell me exactly what happened.” 
 
    Shawn hesitated and glanced at Melissa. She nodded encouragement and smiled. Something about her confidence bled over into him, and he started talking. He related everything that had happened from the moment he spotted Vi’Jyara in the corridor until Melissa arrived. 
 
    Lori nodded and tapped her device. “Okay, I’m sending the report to Admiral El’Arta and fleet command. I’m sure he’ll be reaching out to interview you in person. Orders from Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri are very clear. Just as a precaution, though, I’d say don’t go anywhere alone. You two and Cadet Lewis need to team up as much as you can.” 
 
    He sighed. “It isn’t supposed to be like this,” he said as he worked his shoulder. It was going to be sore for a while, but it already felt better. “Thanks, Doctor Elliott.” 
 
    “Just call me Lisa. Hopefully, I won’t see you again soon, but…consider this a safe place to come any time. That goes for all three of you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lisa,” Melissa said. 
 
    Shawn winced slightly as he sat up and slid off the bed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Ready to try to get to your room again?” Melissa asked with a grin. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They walked quietly for a minute, then Melissa spoke. “So, your parents live on a station?” 
 
    “Yeah. They work repair and maintenance at the shipyard.” 
 
    “Wow. So, you’ve already been zero-G a lot, I guess.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Oh, yeah. I actually went onto a Rilu while I was home. Apparently, being in the academy gave me the clearance I needed, since they powered it down and everything for maintenance.” 
 
    “Oh? Why? I mean, it was an old one, right? Hardly any place for a human to fit…” 
 
    “Why? It’s a warship! Sure, there are only a few human stations, mostly in damage control and engineering, but…just to be on something that powerful.” 
 
    She grinned and glanced at him. 
 
    “Sorry…it’s always been a dream of mine to be on a warship,” he said, embarrassed by his exuberance. 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry about.” 
 
    “What about you? Where’s home?” 
 
    “A little town on the other side of a planet you’ve probably never heard of. Seameet.” 
 
    He didn’t even have to think about it; he knew he’d never heard of it.  
 
    “I’m afraid my trip home wasn’t quite as exciting as yours. Just visited some old friends.” 
 
    Shawn stopped in front of the door to his room. “Thanks for the help. Not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t shown up.” 
 
    “I have a feeling I do. Anyway, I’ll reach out to Bruce, and we’ll sync our schedules to see if we can move in a group. Lisa was right about that.” 
 
    “Okay, just let me know,” he said and went into his room. 
 
    Once the door closed behind him, he sat down and thought about how close to death he’d really been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zameeh climbed out of the open top hover car after it parked just outside the boundary of where the new trade city was under construction. She hadn’t quite mastered driving a hover car yet, so she was grateful one was available that was already programmed with destinations. Usually, if she had to go anywhere, Sofia was with her and would drive. She got out and walked toward the site, marveling at how far along it already was. 
 
    Two human men in environmental suits stood around a table that projected a holographic image of the finished city and a lot of numbers she didn’t understand. One of them looked up and held up a hand. “Whoa there, ma’am. You can’t be here.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Will, this is Director Zameeh. She’s the leader around here. Good to see you, Zameeh,” Nicholas Baldwin, of Baldwin Construction Company of Strorix, said. “Zameeh, this is Will Benson, he’s Sparks’ construction foreperson. Pretty much my job, but for Sparks Unlimited.” 
 
    “Sure, but I don’t own it,” he said, with a grin. “Sorry, Director. Have a lot of folks coming by to poke around, and it’s a little dangerous,” Benson said and gestured toward ships hovering around the area, lowering large pieces of structure into place. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Zameeh nodded and smiled. “You as well, Will Benson. Please, just Zameeh. I don’t really care for the title.” 
 
    “You got it, Zameeh, and just Will is fine,” he said, with a chuckle.  
 
    “I needed to get out of the office and thought it would be good to see what is happening here,” she explained. 
 
    “No problem. Um…one second,” Benson said and rummaged in a steel crate, finally emerging with a Gnevusin sized hard hat. “If you could put that on? Wouldn’t be good for my job if you get hurt.” 
 
    She put on the hard hat, having done the same when Baldwin was constructing the other two cities on the planet. 
 
    They walked down what would be the central avenue for the city.  
 
    “Everything is being built out of heat absorbing materials, so the heat won’t reflect. That’ll make it easier on the climate control system,” Benson explained. 
 
    “Will has improved on my system, so it should take less energy, though we’re still expanding the solar and geothermal power production nodes,” Baldwin added. 
 
    “Some beings will still need environmental suits, but that’s true on any planet.” 
 
    “How so?” Zameeh asked. 
 
    “Not every being breathes the same air we do,” Benson said. “For some of them, what we breathe would kill them, so they’re used to living in an environmental suit.” 
 
    “That sounds incredibly uncomfortable.” 
 
    “You get used to it,” Baldwin said with a grin. “My crew pretty much lives in them since we don’t bother with climate controls out at the power nodes. Pam’s crew is the same. Can’t climate control around a mine.” 
 
    Zameeh nodded. Pamela Conrad, of Conrad Mining Corporation of Strorix, handled all the mining work on the planet. They had found more resources than the previous Gnevusin ruler had ever dreamed of, and from what Zameeh had learned about the prices of the materials, the system would be financially profitable within the year. Adding on the profits from the use of the station and city for trading ships would help even more. 
 
    “I’d say, if everything goes well, we should have this city up and running in about a month. I talked to Sonya this morning, and the trade station should be done by then, too.” 
 
    “Sonya?” Zameeh asked. 
 
    “Oh. Sonya Noble. She’s our space construction foreperson.” 
 
    “So fast…” 
 
    “We knew what we were going to build, so we prefabricated most of it. We’re just putting the pieces together here on site. Which reminds me. Got a name yet?” 
 
    “A name?” 
 
    “For the city,” Baldwin explained. 
 
    Zameeh’s expression went blank. She hadn’t even considered it. The existing cities didn’t have names either. “I hadn’t really thought about it.” 
 
    “Well, you should. You’re going to have a lot of beings passing through here, and names are important. You’ll have two landing pads now, and controllers will need to know where to send what.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you’re right. I will bring that up with the council. Thank you both. I should get going.” 
 
    “Come by anytime!” 
 
    Zameeh gave the hard hat back to Benson and walked to her vehicle, wondering how to go about naming three cities. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Admiral El’Arta reviewed the report of Shawn’s injuries and growled. He had known there would be problems, but he hadn’t expected such an incident so soon. Humans didn’t belong here, he knew that, but he was also intent on following orders and serving the queen. He hissed a command to have his secretary summon Vi’Jyara to his office while he decided how to handle the human. 
 
     Vi’Jyara entered his office not long after and coiled loosely as he braced his upper body to attention. “Cadet Vi’Jyara reporting, Admiral.” 
 
    “Rest, Cadet. I assume you know why you’re here?” 
 
    “No, Admiral.” 
 
    El’Arta tasted the air and hissed admonishment. He thought Vi’Jyara would know better than to outright lie. 
 
    “Don’t play stupid, Vi’Jyara; it doesn’t suit you. Cadet Savage had lodged a formal complaint, with accompanying evidence submitted by Doctor Elliott and Cadet Wade.” 
 
    “I am unsure how that could be, Admiral. I have done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Vi’Jyara, I have known you since you were a hatchling. Your mother served on my ship. Do not play games you cannot win.” 
 
    “I had a discussion with Cadet Savage in the corridor. It may be that he was careless and tripped on my tail as I left the area.” 
 
    “A discussion?” 
 
    “They don’t belong here. You know that as well as I do, Admiral,” he said as his tail rattled for the briefest moment. “Humans do not have the spirit of the Serpentes.” 
 
    “That may be true, but we must not openly defy the queen! Do you think she is not watching us? I have seen her in action, Cadet. She is not to be trifled with. Her instincts are second to none in our time. Doctor Elliott copied fleet command on this complaint, which means Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri and the queen will see it.” 
 
    “I understand, Admiral.” 
 
    El’Arta hissed in a way a human would call a sigh. “Dismissed, Cadet. I will attempt to keep this from impacting your permanent record.”  
 
    The pheromones lingered in the air after Vi’Jyara’s departure. Vi’Jyara expressed no concern, and that bothered El’Arta somewhat. Confidence was good; outright arrogance could be dangerous. He knew what he had to do. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shawn rose quickly when he received the summons to the Admiral’s office and went without hesitation. He was nervous and unsure about how the admiral would receive his report, but Melissa was right, he had to follow through. 
 
    “Cadet Savage reporting, Admiral!” he said as he snapped to attention in El’Arta’s office. He would have saluted, but his right arm was in a sling and immobilized. 
 
    “Rest, Cadet Savage. I am in receipt of a very serious accusation. You claim Cadet Vi’Jyara assaulted you and caused injury? A dislocated shoulder, according to the report from Doctor Elliott?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    “Cadet Wade provided evidence to support your report. She found you after the alleged incident?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” he said. His stomach felt queasy at the way the admiral was using the words ‘claim’ and ‘alleged.’ 
 
    “Having read the report, I would hear your complaint in your own words.” 
 
    Shawn did not hesitate and recounted the events in the corridor near his quarters down to the last detail. 
 
    “I see. But, there were no witnesses to this?” 
 
    “No, Admiral, which I feel sure was by design. I can only assume Cadet Vi’Jyara could sense the approach of Cadet Wade and left before there could be a witness.” 
 
    “Cadet Vi’Jyara comes from a respected lineage of serving officers. Are you certain you didn’t misstep and trip as he was leaving?” 
 
    Shawn knew what was being said. The admiral was going to sweep this under the rug, and nothing was going to happen. But he would not cave so easily.  
 
    “Admiral, I am very certain. I’ve been on stations most of my life. I’ve shared corridors with Serpentes during all that time. My report, as written, is correct. The act was intentional.” 
 
    “Very well. Dismissed.” 
 
    He once again stood at attention, then he turned and left the office. He checked the time and headed to the kitchen to grab some lunch. 
 
    When he arrived, Melissa and Bruce were already both there, and the smell in the air was amazing. 
 
    “What is that?” he asked, suddenly ravenous. 
 
    “Hey!” Melissa said. “I made lasagna, enough for all of us. I figured you might not be up to cooking with one arm. Found the recipe on the net and gave it a shot.” 
 
    Bruce looked up and grinned as he chewed and nodded. 
 
    Shawn sat, and Melissa put a plate and fork in front of him. “How’s it feeling?” 
 
    He shrugged his left shoulder and dug in. It was good, but nothing could shake the nerves he was feeling. 
 
    “Just met with the admiral. I have a funny feeling this is going to quietly go away.” 
 
    Melissa sighed. “Yeah. Not surprised. At least it’s on the record.” 
 
    “Gutsy move,” Bruce said.  
 
    “We have to stand up to them! We’ve earned our place here just like they have.” 
 
    “Still. Gutsy. Did you know Vi’Jyara’s mother served with the admiral?” 
 
    “Shit,” Shawn muttered between bites. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Melissa said.  
 
    “Shouldn’t matter,” Shawn said. “But it will.” 
 
    They sat in silence and finished eating. The only sound was forks against metal plates. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma rose when one of her Dendro guards notified her that Sofia had arrived. She was troubled, and she was looking forward to speaking to her former assistant, who had once been her confidant on her ship and was still her friend. 
 
    Sofia walked into her den and bowed. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Please rise, Sofia. It is good to see you.” 
 
    “And you, Your Majesty,” she said as she looked around. “I’ve never been in a den before. It’s certainly different from a ship’s quarters. Somehow, I expected something more…fancy.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed in amusement. “Yes, it is much different from the ship’s quarters and passages I am more accustomed to. It’s not nearly as opulent as my advisers believe it should be, but it suits me. Please, sit; there is no need for formalities here.” 
 
    Sofia sat in the human appropriate chair El’Jyiurma had brought in for this meeting. “Thank you. Not that I’m not glad to see you, but what’s this about? I assume it must be something serious since we’re not in your office.” 
 
    “It is. I’ve recently come into possession of some knowledge that disturbs me greatly.” 
 
    “That seems to be a pattern,” Sofia said, referring to the knowledge El’Jyiurma had received upon becoming fleet admiral about the desire to keep Strorix isolated from Gieliv. 
 
    “Will you feel comfortable keeping this information to yourself, should I ask it?” 
 
    “Do you even need to ask?” 
 
    “This time, I’m afraid I do.” 
 
    “I’ve served you for a long time, Your Majesty. I’ve been with you more than my family. You have my loyalty and trust.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sofia. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather discuss this with.” 
 
    She paused, thinking again how so many would find it odd that she would confide in a human. As she looked back over her life and her service, she realized Sofia had been with her longer than anyone. Even when she had been at her absolute lowest, Sofia had been there to bring her back up. Sofia was one of the few people she truly trusted with anything. 
 
    “I found, in the archives, log entries from the first human ship to land on Strorix and records of several generations after.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!”  
 
    “Yes. I thought so, as well, until I read them.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma paused for a moment, feeling shame as she thought through what she was about to say. 
 
    “Sofia, they taught us that humans came to Strorix as aggressors. They were defeated and eventually learned to work with the Serpentes. If these logs are correct, that’s not entirely true. Who am I kidding? If these are right, it’s an outright lie.” 
 
    Sofia’s eyebrows raised. 
 
    “The humans who came were explorers, nothing more. The Serpentes of the time hunted them. We knew nothing of space travel or technology. When enough humans had been killed and consumed, the humans surrendered and became...slaves,” she said, hesitantly. Now that she had started talking, the words came out in a flood. 
 
    “They were forced to find ways for us to use their technology, even to convert their own ship so Serpentes could fly it. The humans manipulated their translators until they could understand us. The pole-based control systems are of human design. Our ships are of human designs. We have a navy because humans built it. They even worked out ways for us to build our own ships with control and assembly mechanisms they designed. Eventually, they worked for us without the threats and force. I’ve read entries from generations of beings, Sofia. The Serpentes owe humans much more than we can ever repay. The system didn’t receive a Bith gate until long after these events, when we had grown to a second planet and had a small navy. By then, this knowledge had been suppressed.” 
 
    She fell silent and rested her head on her coils. She couldn’t look Sofia in the eye, the shame she felt was so great. 
 
    Sofia sat in silence for several minutes before she spoke quietly. “This is certainly…unexpected. No one else knows this?” 
 
    “Perhaps some of El’Xakelu’s old advisers, if he told them. Otherwise, no.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. That wasn’t you. You can’t take ownership of the deeds of the past.” 
 
    “Can’t I? Mustn’t I?” 
 
    Sofia stood and walked over to sit on the ground next to El’Jyiurma. She laid her hand on El’Jyiurma’s scales, as no other human would dare to do. “You are a good being, El’Jyiurma. You have always treated me, and any other humans I’ve seen you interact with, fairly. I’m glad you trust me enough to talk to me. I can tell you needed to get it out of your system.” 
 
    “Yes, that is true. I assume you see why I ensured your secrecy.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. This would be…well, this information could be dangerous in the wrong hands.” 
 
    “But do people not deserve to know the truth?” 
 
    “I can think of several endings, most of them bad. I can certainly see how this revelation could support, and even warrant, the additional steps you’re taking. It could also anger a lot of humans and create a solid wall of denial from Serpentes. They could claim you’re making it up to support your position.” 
 
    “I had the same thought, which is why you are here. I need your counsel, Sofia. There isn’t anyone else I trust to speak plainly.” 
 
    “I’m honored you feel that way. Honestly, this is difficult. I’m sure we, the humans of Strorix, would enjoy this knowledge. But I’m afraid even more Serpentes would despise it. I wonder, why is that information even there?” 
 
    “That, I have wondered as well. The files are in an archive. There are many things there, most of which are unimportant, likely put there once and forgotten. El’Xakelu may not have even known they existed. I hope he didn’t.” 
 
    “I need time to think about this, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Of course, you do. As do I.” 
 
    “I hesitate to ask, but is there any way I can review the files?” 
 
    “They are something only I have access to. I can allow you to view them, but it would have to be here.” 
 
    Sofia nodded thoughtfully. “And my being here so long won’t cause problems?” 
 
    “Who will question it? My guards are loyal; they will say nothing.” 
 
    “Okay. I’d like to go to the Den to visit my family, while I think about what you’ve told me, then come back in a few days.” 
 
    “Yes, that will be fine, Sofia. Please. Go enjoy some time off. I will have one of my shuttles take you over.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Sofia said as she rose and bowed. “I’ll be back. I promise.” 
 
    Several moments after Sofia left, El’Jyiurma turned her attention to a dark corner. “You may as well come out.” 
 
    El’Iroru slid out from under the console where he had been. “You knew I was there?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Is all of that true?” 
 
    “Yes, it appears that it is.” 
 
    “Troubling.” 
 
    “That is a significant understatement.” 
 
    “You trust the human?” 
 
    “I do, El’Iroru. With my life. It is more difficult deciding who among my ranks I can trust with this information.” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri, certainly.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I’m afraid El’Kashtri is going to have his coils full with the academy upon his return. Things may not be going as smoothly as I would wish.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bobby Merritt walked through Linia Citizens Park, the site of the first public appearance of the Serpentes on Gieliv. He thought it fitting that John had asked to meet here. The weather was perfect for being outside, and he figured on relaxing in the park for a while after the meeting. Merritt didn’t live in Linia, but he came often enough with his daughter that he wasn’t out of place. He smiled and waved at the few people he had met here or there, then finally sat down on a bench near a playground. It was empty, at the moment, with kids being in school, but in a few hours, it would be a cacophony of children running and laughing. On the bench behind him, facing the other way, was John, whose identity he still hadn’t been able to determine. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked as he leaned back and looked out across the park. 
 
    “I’ll be gone for a while,” John said. 
 
    “Oh? Something I need to know?” 
 
    “Ship leaves for Neithea soon. I’ll be on it.” 
 
    “So, you really are military.” 
 
    “All you need to know is that I’ll be furthering the cause in my own way.” 
 
    “I’m going to need a little more than that.” 
 
    “What if we look at things another way? What if the snakes stop trusting us?” 
 
    Merritt pursed his lips, then grinned. “Sabotage. I like it.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on the news. It’ll either work, or I’ll be dead.” 
 
    He considered as he watched some children climbing a tree. The first time he’d worked with John, he thought the other man was a little weak. Something had either gotten under his skin, or… 
 
    “Why the change of attitude? You seemed a little squeamish at first.” 
 
    “I have my reasons, just like I’m sure you have yours.” 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if you’re working both sides, John.” 
 
    “If I were, you’d already be dead,” John said as he stood and walked away. 
 
    Merritt nodded. “Good point,” he said to himself. He stretched and enjoyed the feel of the sun for a while longer. It wouldn’t do for both to stand up and leave at the same time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Leon Ulmer, known to some as John, swore as he drove through the streets of Linia. He was going to be late to the briefing on the Neithea mission. To lose a tail, he’d had to take several cutbacks. No doubt, Steve, who was really Bobby Merritt, as he’d discovered through his access to intelligence on base, had put the tail on him. He waved to the guards as he raced through the checkpoint, which auto-scanned his vehicle, and parked his hovercraft and ran to his quarters to change into uniform. 
 
     He walked into the briefing room five minutes late and took his seat.  
 
    “Glad you could join us, Lieutenant Ulmer. I do hope we didn’t take you away from anything too pressing?” General Stevens asked. 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you are, Lieutenant. As I was saying, we have 100 units of weapons being shipped to Neithea, both rifles and sidearms, with necessary equipment for storage and maintenance. You’ll be traveling on a Strorix Navy transport, which is on a scheduled run. They have assured me there is enough space for you on the ship to be as comfortable as you need to be during transit. Once on planet, you will spend as much time as necessary to train the Gnevusin on the use of the weapons, as well as safety and everything that comes with it. You’ve all been briefed on this already. Colonel Brady will be your direct commander, but while there, you will be under the provisional command of Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh of the Strorix Royal Navy. Any questions?” 
 
    “Why aren’t we taking one of our ships, sir?” Ulmer asked and immediately regretted it. 
 
    “If you’d been here on time, you’d know, Lieutenant. As such, I’m not inclined to repeat myself. Anything else?” 
 
    “I’ll take silence as a no,” Stevens said, after surveying the room for a moment. “You’ll all meet Yafi tomorrow, so you can understand just how little they know about weapons and start developing a training plan. He’s been on Gieliv for a while but will return to Neithea with you. He is a council member of the government of Neithea, so you will treat him with due respect. Dismissed.” 
 
    The entire room of soldiers stood as one and saluted before filing out of the room. 
 
    “Dude, you want to be on cleaning detail or something?” Lieutenant Dale Bailey, who Ulmer had known since boot camp, said as they walked down the hallway. 
 
    “Had a busy night,” Ulmer said, with a wink. 
 
    Bailey chuckled and shook his head. “Hope she was worth it! See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Yep. See ya.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yafi had enjoyed his time on Gieliv, but he was definitely feeling homesick. The next morning, he would move to quarters on Fort Linia, the central military base for the Gielivian Army. He took his time packing his new clothes, some gifts he’d purchased for friends back on Neithea, and some seeds donated by Ervin West for use in greenhouses.  
 
    He looked at the clothes he would wear the next day. A strange pattern of light and dark reds they called camouflage, made to suit the environs on Neithea. Apparently, these would be issued to all the Gnevusin who trained in using the weapons, and he would be the first. There were even boots, custom made for him, that resembled those worn by the soldiers he would train with. He had cautioned that every Gnevusin was different but was assured they had special machines that could make whatever was needed.  
 
    Once he was certain everything was ready, he reclined in a chair, and turned on the video display. He desperately wanted to take one of these chairs, a recliner, back to Gnevusin with him, but he didn’t want to ask. Just as he settled in, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Tony walked in with a broad smile on his face and looked around the room. “Looks like you’ve gotten yourself ready for tomorrow.” 
 
    Yafi nodded as he stood and crossed the room to shake Tony’s hand. “Yes, thank you. I am ready to be home, I think.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are. I just wanted to stop in and say goodbye. Someone from the base will come get you in the morning, so it looks like my job here is done.” 
 
    “I have enjoyed getting to know you, Tony. Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Aww, stop. You’ll make me blush,” he said with a grin. “Seriously, it’s been my pleasure.” 
 
    Yafi chuckled, having learned Tony’s sense of humor. “Perhaps, one day, I can return the favor, should you ever visit Neithea.” 
 
    “You know, I think I’d like that. Maybe that’ll happen someday. Anyway, I should let you get some rest. Those military types like to get up early.” 
 
    Yafi nodded as he closed the door behind Tony and smiled. He would certainly be able to relate to the council the welcome he had received from Gieliv. Remembering Tony’s warning about getting up early, he laid down in bed and left the display on as he drifted off with dreams of home. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shawn, Melissa, and Bruce sat together in the only three chairs in the auditorium on the academy campus. The chairs were at the back of the large, open room, which was reminiscent of a hangar. Here and there stood textured support posts with platforms attached that the Serpentes could climb to fit more in the room than the floor area would allow. The cadets were gathered for a presentation to go over the new ship designs and station configurations, so the platforms and floor were full. It was all Shawn could do to maneuver to see through the mass of Serpentes. 
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to this,” Shawn said as he adjusted his sling. The doctor had told him he should wear it for a few more days just to be safe. 
 
    “It’s pretty exciting,” Melissa agreed. 
 
    Admiral El’Arta slid onto the stage. “Good morning, cadets,” he said, his voice amplified so everyone could hear him. 
 
    “Good morning, Admiral,” everyone answered in unison. 
 
    “Today, Nicole Burke of Sparks Unlimited will give us a first look at the new ship designs as approved by Fleet Command and, more specifically, the bridge and station changes necessitated by the introduction of humans to the navy. As you should all be aware, some stations were already usable by humans, but now, all stations throughout the ship will be. Ms. Burke?” 
 
    Shawn couldn’t help smiling when the diminutive human—especially when compared to El’Arta—walked onto the stage and up to the podium with the mounted microphone. “Thank you for having us, Admiral. I am pleased to tell you the work on four simulators is nearly complete. We built them to the same specifications as the actual ships we will be delivering. We’ll go over them all, and I’ll go into detail on the new Rilu-class light battlecruiser.” 
 
    A three-dimensional rotating display appeared above her head as she talked. 
 
    “As you can see, the exterior design is drastically different from your current design and is actually a bit smaller. This was accomplished by increasing the amount of automation. The specifications, however, remain the same. The new Rilu boasts 12 missile launchers, which will work with your existing missiles. We have also integrated your magazine-fed systems to maintain your firing rate.” 
 
    The display zoomed in on the sections of the ship where the missile tubes were located, then panned over to show the well-known Ashika fighter attached to the exterior of the ship. 
 
    “We also carried over the fighter launch capabilities from your existing ships. Since humans cannot withstand the same gravitational forces the Serpentes can, the fighters remain designed for your Viperidae. The fighters and transports delivered with your new ships are being assembled using your blueprints, so there are no changes. If you train in today’s craft, you will be ready to fly the new ones.” 
 
    There were rattles of approval from Viperidae in the auditorium. 
 
    “Now, the most drastic change. The bridge.” 
 
    The display shifted to an image of the ship’s bridge. The layout was familiar, but there were more than a few changes, mainly the addition of chairs for humans at every station, including on the command platform. This was met by hisses of disapproval from a few of the Serpentes. Burke took a step back from the podium. 
 
    “Silence!” El’Arta growled. You could have heard a scale scrape in the auditorium. “Please continue, Ms. Burke.” 
 
    Shawn and Melissa exchanged worried glances. The number of Serpentes they heard didn’t bode well for them. 
 
    Burke cleared her throat. “As directed by Fleet Command and Queen El’Jyiurma, the bridge and other stations have been built to accommodate humans. The chairs are sturdy and comfortable, but are also collapsible, except for the captain’s seat. They will fold into the floor when not in use.” 
 
    The display zoomed in on a seat as it folded and retracted into the floor. 
 
    “Because of the sensitivity of the command poles used by the Serpentes, we fixed them in place. We did experiment with retractable versions but found there was too much risk to the sensors. They will not, however, interfere with a human who works at a station. It is, in fact, possible for both a Serpentes and a human to occupy a station for training purposes, since we know your experienced naval officers are all Serpentes.” 
 
    An artist’s rendition of a Serpentes on a command pole and a human sitting in the chair replaced the image of a real bridge. 
 
    “Other stations throughout the ship mirror this flexibility and have been reproduced to the same specifications used on the ships in your new simulators. In addition, we have added lifts and ladders to allow your human crew members to efficiently move around the ship. We have likewise designed all conference and briefing rooms with retractable chairs, and there will be a full medical bay on each ship designed to treat any human injuries.” 
 
    She stepped back from the podium and nodded to El’Arta. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Burke, for this briefing. Cadets, dismissed. You will be informed when the new simulators are ready to use.” 
 
    Shawn, Melissa, and Bruce left hastily to get out before the Serpentes. Shawn couldn’t stop the grin on his face, which even overrode his concern about the unhappy Serpentes. “It’s actually happening.” 
 
    “Yeah, if we live long enough to see it,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Way to think positive,” Melissa quipped. 
 
    “I’m…thinking of dropping out,” Bruce admitted. 
 
    “You’re kidding!” Melissa exclaimed. “You had to know some of the Serps wouldn’t be happy we were here.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t think they’d actually try to kill us.” 
 
    “If you quit, they win. It shows them we don’t have the guts to do the job,” Shawn said. “I’m the one wearing a sling, and you can bet your ass, I’m not giving up.” 
 
    “The admiral can do whatever cleanup he wants,” Melissa said. “But the reports will still be seen by Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri and, maybe, Queen El’Jyiurma. I bet they won’t be as ready to ignore what’s going on.” 
 
    “Sure, they’ll see his version,” Bruce argued. 
 
    “Nope. Doctor Elliott said she copied Fleet Command on her report, not whatever El’Arta did to it.” 
 
    “We’ll see. I’ll see you guys later,” Bruce said and peeled off. 
 
    Shawn shook his head as he and Melissa continued down the corridor. “Don’t let him get to you. If he wants to quit, let him quit. Maybe he’s not cut out for the navy. I am, and I’m going to be on one of those new ships.” 
 
    “You know, I bet you will. See you later, Shawn,” she said. She stopped, then walked into a lecture hall for her next class.  
 
    Shawn nodded to himself. “Damn right, I will,” he muttered as he went into his own class.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma settled into her office and noticed a report from the academy that had been copied to Fleet Command. Curious, she opened it and immediately growled.  
 
    “Something wrong, Mother?” El’Iroru asked. 
 
    “A human has been attacked at the academy.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “No, thankfully. But injured.” 
 
    “One of the three?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. ‘The three’ referred to the three humans who had qualified for the advanced academy for accelerated graduation and promotion. Throughout the academy’s many locations on the planet, fully half of the current cadets were human, but only these three were at the main campus in Capital City. 
 
    “It was inevitable, was it not?” 
 
    “I wish I could say no, but I’m afraid you’re right. Still, that does not make it acceptable.” 
 
    “El’Arta has done nothing about it, I assume?” 
 
    “Admiral El’Arta, and you are correct. He has categorized it as an accident and a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “Nothing. This is under the purview of Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. I shall see how he handles it. With that in mind, I believe Neithea has calmed down enough to bring the fleet admiral home. Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh is capable of handling things there, and our fleet admiral should be here, in the home system.” 
 
    “I want to learn. What would you do if you were still fleet admiral?” 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed with pride. El’Iroru was at the top of every possible measurement of aptitude, which was why he was now a constant presence in her office. “I would launch my own investigation and question them in person. Humans, like us, secrete pheromones which cannot be faked. It would not be difficult to determine the truth of matters, given the desire.” 
 
    “Will you tell El’Kash—Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri about the files?” 
 
    She hesitated to answer. It was something she had been considering since speaking with Sofia the day before. “I don’t know, yet, if I will tell anyone. Now, be silent while I draft new orders.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zameeh walked into her office and sat after an extended council meeting. They had discussed much, but the focus had been on the names of the cities. In the transitional state of the system, they leaned heavily toward names they hadn’t known before Strorix rescued them and, she reminded herself, Gieliv. At least, rescue is how they saw it.  
 
    The first city, constructed by the Serpentes upon their colony ship’s arrival, they named Freedom. The second, where her office and the planet’s capital, built by a human from Strorix, were located, they named New Hope. And the last, unanimously decided, was Fortune, a name she was unsure of. Someone explained it would be an attractive name to traders who passed through the system. She hoped that was true. She was gaining an understanding of credit and its value, and she began to realize just how much Queen El’Jyiurma had invested in the system. She was determined to pay it back, such as she could.  
 
    With the declaration signed and published, she moved on to her queue. She came upon a message forwarded to her by the queen and had her assistant open communications with Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri’s ship, Exzisa.  
 
    “Director Zameeh, good afternoon,” El’Kashtri said as he appeared on her screen a moment later. “I assume you are contacting me about the queen’s orders?” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral. And good afternoon to you as well. I was wondering when you will be departing?” 
 
    “I have a few crew members on the planet who will be coming up shortly and then we will be on our way. You will be in excellent care with Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh.” 
 
    “I have no doubt of that. Your presence has been a welcome comfort to my people. We wish you a safe and uneventful journey home. Please pass my regards to the queen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Director. I certainly will. If you will excuse me, I must see to preparations.” 
 
    “Of course. Thank you again.” 
 
    The screen went back to her queue of messages, and she thought once again about the recent past of her people. Her people. That still didn’t feel real, but it was. She had gone from a scared mother of a child she wasn’t sure she’d get to see grow up to the leader of a planet. Thinking back, she still wasn’t sure how that had happened, but dwelling on the past would not lead her into the future. She refocused and went back to her queue of messages. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Kashtri looked at Commander Vi’Uku, his executive officer, after he closed the communication with Zameeh. “Time until the rest of our crew is on board, Commander?” 
 
    “They are boarding the shuttle now, Fleet Admiral. Twenty minutes to docking with Exzisa.” 
 
    “Very good. Lieutenant Commander Vi’Harshesh, raise Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh.” 
 
    It took less than a minute for the rear admiral to appear on screen. “Fleet Admiral, to what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “El’Zizzosh, I have received orders to return home to Strorix. You will assume command of the fleet here in Neithea. I have forwarded all relevant information on upcoming operations. Of note, there will be a transport coming soon, bearing Councilman Yafi back to Neithea, as well as a contingent of Gielivian Army personnel, who will train the Gnevusin on weapons use. While they are here, they will be under your command, should the need arise.” 
 
    “I understand, Fleet Admiral. Any concerns?” 
 
    El’Kashtri paused. He had concerns but debated whether to share them. In the end, he felt it better to give them voice. “We know some humans on Gieliv are not pleased with our presence on their planet. I have been assured all such elements have been weeded out, but we know from experience that such a thing is rarely as easy as it sounds. Keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “Of course, Fleet Admiral,” El’Zizzosh responded and bowed. 
 
    He cut the communication and glanced at the timer for the return of the rest of his crew. 
 
    “Prepare for departure. We will leave as soon as the shuttle docks.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral. Course plotted and destination logged with the gate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sofia tried to enjoy the visit with her parents, but she found herself far too distracted by the revelations she’d heard from El’Jyiurma. She decided to go back to Capital City, take care of business, and then go back to Strorix Den with a hopefully clearer mind. It was obvious to her parents she was distracted, so they understood when she said she had to go. 
 
    El’Jyiurma had left a fast shuttle on standby, so the trip back to Prime was quick. Since she wouldn’t be expected for a few more days, she commed the queen while in transit.  
 
    “Sofia, you’re done with your visit already?” 
 
    “No…I couldn’t relax with all this on my mind.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ve done some research, and it seems it is appropriate for you to have an office here, in Planetary Headquarters. I’ve had El’Xakelu’s old office furnished for your use. It is next to mine. Go see Ayana upon arrival, and she’ll make sure you’re set up. I’m afraid I’ll be in meetings most of the day.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. That will be perfect.” 
 
    “Of course. The information we discussed will be available for your review.” 
 
    “Thank you. I will dig into it immediately, after I make sure there’s nothing pressing from Neithea.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sofia. I’m afraid I must go. We will speak tomorrow.” 
 
    Sofia put her comm device away, leaned back in the comfortable seat, and closed her eyes. 
 
    Within an hour, the shuttle touched down on the landing pad reserved for the headquarters building. She walked down the ramp and took a moment to look at the building. It was nothing like the palace it had replaced. While the exterior of the ground floor still had a stone-like facade, above that, it was mostly clear steel. She had been on Neithea when it was constructed. Sofia wondered how the tradition-bound Serpentes had reacted when the queen announced she would handle business here instead of in a palace reserved only for her.  
 
    She approached the front entrance where a Boa blocked her way. The Boas were primarily in security because of their sheer size. With 50’ of length and enough mass to blockade the entrance, they were perfect for the job. She remembered hearing Boas were simple-minded and only capable of such mindless duties—a stereotype El’Jyiurma was working to crush. Even so, no one could argue with their ability to do the job. According to her research, this type of Boa would be identified as an anaconda by residents of Gieliv. 
 
    “Name?” the Boa asked. 
 
    “Sofia Pallesen, Strorix Ambassador to Neithea.” She rarely used her title, but it seemed fitting to do so in this case. 
 
    “Identity confirmed. Welcome to Planetary Headquarters,” he said and shifted his considerable bulk aside to allow her to pass. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said and smiled politely as she walked into the building.  
 
    She stopped inside the entryway and looked around. Her expectation had been hallways lined with office doors, but that wasn’t what she saw. The textured floors, which she’d expected, spanned almost the entire space without walls dividing different groups. Groups of workstations were clustered together, occupied by humans and Serpentes, each with a sign hanging overhead showing the purpose of the group. 
 
    A woman walked up to Sofia as she looked around for the lift to the upper floors and extended her hand. “Ambassador Pallesen? I’m Ayana Flowers, Queen El’Jyiurma’s assistant. She asked me to come down and show you to your office.” 
 
    Sofia smiled and shook the proffered hand. “Yes and thank you. This…is quite something,” she said, indicating the open floor. 
 
    “The queen is making good on her promise of transparency in every way she can think of. If you’ll follow me?” 
 
    She nodded and followed Ayana to a lift on the other side of the floor. Ayana pressed her finger to a biometric reader, and the lift moved smoothly upward. “Your biometrics are already on file, so your access is set. I’ll give you a quick tour before we get to your office.” 
 
    Sofia nodded. “That would be great. Thank you,” she said as she considered the lift. It was small, only large enough for a few humans, and the floor was smooth.  
 
    Ayana must have noticed the perplexed look on her face. “The Serpentes have another way up. They designed this just for us. A lift large enough for a security team of Boa would have been…excessive. Because of the biometrics, they can’t use this lift.” 
 
    Sofia smiled as she thought about how much had changed in the relatively short time since El’Jyiurma had become queen. 
 
    “You know, you set quite a high standard.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “When I first started working for the queen, now and then it would be ‘Sofia would always’ or ‘Sofia did,’” Ayana said with a smile. “It’s obvious she’s quite fond of you.” 
 
    “We have certainly been through a lot together,” Sofia responded, unsure whether Ayana thought that was a good thing. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, I didn’t mean that in a bad way. It is obvious the queen likes things a certain way, which is definitely her right.” 
 
    “That she does,” Sofia agreed. 
 
    The lift doors opened, and Ayana led her on a brief tour. “Here’s a small kitchen for our use, well stocked, I might add, for those late nights, and a room where you can grab a nap if needed.”  
 
    The walls on this level were more what Sofia expected. The textured floors and the walls were lined with stone. Somehow, she felt sure that wasn’t El’Jyiurma’s idea, but the idea of those who had constructed them. They went through a few more areas and then through another large door that required fingerprint and retinal scan verification. Sofia tested both to verify her access. 
 
    Once through the door, Ayana sat down behind her desk. There were three other doors in the room—one labeled for the queen, one for the ambassador from Gieliv, and one for Sofia, as the ambassador to Neithea. 
 
    “Obviously, you can tell which one’s yours,” she said, with a small giggle. “The queen just had these two offices set up this morning. Yours used to be a small conference room, so it’s about as big as hers. If there’s something you’d like changed or added, just let me know, and I’ll make sure it gets done. Consider me your assistant while you’re on planet.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ayana. I appreciate everything,” Sofia said and walked to her office. The door slid open as she approached, and she turned to look at Ayana with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Facial recognition. Since you’ve made it this far, there are only a few people you could be.” 
 
    Sofia nodded in appreciation and proceeded into her office. The door slid closed behind her, and she shook her head. To call the office amazing would have been an understatement. The floor was carpeted with a comfortable, ‘Serpentes Safe’ carpeting. The next thing she noticed was the view. Sofia knew, based on the way Serpentes constructed things, these offices were in the center of the building, but the wall was a huge display, currently programmed to show a view of Neithea. She ran her fingers across the wood grain of the desk as she walked around to sit in the comfortable looking chair. Knowing the queen had set this up specifically for her, at no small expense, brought a smile to her face. She didn’t want to know how much credit Queen El’Jyiurma had spent.  
 
    “Okay, Sofia, you have work to do; get to it,” she coached herself. She adjusted the chair and displays to her liking and quickly browsed the queue from Neithea. She didn’t see anything of importance, so she clicked on a small icon in the lower corner of the screen marked ‘Eyes Only.’ 
 
    The first page that came up was an entry from El’Jyiurma, headed with today’s date. 
 
    For the records of the archive. The information in these documents is, in short, disturbing to me. I have given them much thought and consideration. By my order, I have released them for review by a human, Ambassador Sofia Pallesen, Strorix ambassador to Neithea, formerly my assistant. It is my judgment that Miss Pallesen’s objective lens on these items will be of use in determining the future of the knowledge contained herein. 
 
    That the queen had made an official entry told her she was leaning heavily toward releasing the information. With that in mind, she dove in and began studying the logs of the first humans who landed on Strorix Prime. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yafi was up early and ready when the call came that someone had arrived to take him to Fort Linia. He carried his newly purchased travel case downstairs and spotted his ride immediately. A man in uniform waved as soon as he exited the elevator, then approached. 
 
    “Yafi? I’m Lieutenant Ulmer. I’ll be taking you to Fort Linia this morning. Would you like me to get that?” he asked, gesturing to the case. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Lieutenant Ulmer. No, thank you, I can carry it,” Yafi answered with a smile. 
 
    “Alrighty. Follow me then.” 
 
    They walked outside to what was obviously, even to Yafi, a military vehicle. It looked big and sturdy, but the real giveaway was the small turret mounted on top of it. Having never seen one up close, Yafi stopped and stared at it. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I’ve just never seen one of these up close.” 
 
    Ulmer chuckled. “Most of our vehicles aren’t built for someone of your stature. They’d be cramped. You can put your case back here.” 
 
    Yafi did as instructed and climbed into the passenger seat of the vehicle, making sure to buckle the harness, just in case Ulmer drove like Tony. 
 
    “All buckled in? Good,” Ulmer said as he drove off. “I guess you’re ready to be home, huh?” 
 
    “Yes. The visit was good, but as a member of the council, my duties require me to return. And…yes, I miss home.” 
 
    “I bet. I’ve never been off planet, but I’ll be part of the group that goes to train your people, and we’ll be working together to train you first.” 
 
    “It will be…different…to be the one holding a weapon,” Yafi said quietly and looked down at his hands. He couldn’t help remembering the number of times they had pointed guns at him, including during the Serpentes liberation, when his own kind had tried to force him to be a civilian shield to be fed to the Serpentes. 
 
    Ulmer glanced over at him and frowned slightly. “You okay?” 
 
    Yafi nodded and clenched his hands into fists. “Yes, I will be fine.” He reminded himself that their time of being victims was over. Now, they were free. 
 
    He watched out the window as they drove through the gate and onto the base. They passed through another gate further into the base, and Ulmer parked the vehicle alongside others that looked similar. 
 
    “Here we are. I’ll take you to your room. You have a few hours before we need to head to the range to start your training.” 
 
    Yafi got out, retrieved his case, and followed Ulmer toward a set of buildings. He couldn’t help pausing now and then to look at another vehicle or aircraft. Ulmer obliged him each time, explaining what each one was, and what its role would be, should it ever be needed. 
 
    “Your planet seems so peaceful,” Yafi observed. “Why do you need so many of these machines?” 
 
    “Wasn’t always peaceful. It’s a big galaxy, with a lot of beings who don’t play nice. We have our naval fleet for the same reason. If we didn’t, the first Gnevusin scouting mission could have done more than destroy one of our ships, not to mention what would have happened the first time the Serps came into the system and launched poison gas at us.” 
 
    Yafi had read about it and watched recordings of the subsequent events. “Yes, I spent a bit of time studying that. Gratefully, the Serpentes stopped them, yes?” 
 
    “I guess. Anyway, here’s your room. Settle in, and someone will come get you when it’s time to head to the range.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant Ulmer.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After dropping Yafi off at his room, Ulmer walked back to his own quarters with a lot on his mind. He’d been briefed on the Gnevusin, but seeing Yafi made them a lot more real. Yafi was intimidating, but he had the curiosity of a young kid. Ulmer kicked off his boots and laid back on his bed to stare at the ceiling. The expression and feeling he got from Yafi when the other being talked about holding a weapon stuck with him. He’d heard they had it rough on Neithea but now he wondered how bad it really was. They had probably covered it in some of the material he was supposed to have reviewed but hadn’t. Much of his spare time had been wrapped up in planning against the Serpentes. 
 
    Curiosity got the better of him, so he got back up, sat down at his small desk, and began reviewing the material on Neithea. He browsed through it and then loaded the video provided by the Serpentes of the assault. He shuddered at the deadly efficiency of the Serpentes ground forces. Flying snakes came into the frame and found gaps in their opponents’ armor like homing beacons. Some of the cobras—Elapidae, he reminded himself—spat venom, while dodging the gunfire coming at them. Huge Boas dropped from buildings and crushed the Gnevusin underneath. Vipers coiled and launched at unbelievable distances to latch on to the closest Gnevusin with a weapon, then moved on to the next. 
 
    He watched the video again and noticed something he hadn’t seen the first time. Nearly every group the Serpentes attacked was fronted by unarmed, shabbily clothed Gnevusin. Some were bound at the wrists so they couldn’t fight back. The Gnevusin used their own people as shields, and the Serpentes, often taking losses, tried not to harm them. At least, that’s what it looked like.  
 
    As he leaned back to rub his temples, he saw someone familiar. He quickly leaned forward and paused the video. He checked the label; it was from a camera mounted on the armor of one of the Serpentes. He zoomed in the frame and waited for the image to rerender.  
 
    “Son of a…” There was Yafi, along with several others, guns at their backs as they were pushed toward the attacking Serpentes. He let it play again and watched as mambas, like the Dendro, who came to live on Gieliv first, wove through the unarmed Gnevusin to take out those with guns. The delay cost some of them their lives. They could easily have taken them all down, but they didn’t.  
 
    He backed up the recording and studied the frame showing Yafi. Ulmer could tell he was terrified. The Gnevusin differed greatly from humans, but that expression was universal. Tears streaked his face, otherwise covered in dirt, and his eyes were wide open as he faced what he probably thought was his last moment alive. Yafi had seen battle like Ulmer never had.  
 
    The frame remained frozen on the screen, but his mind wandered. Manning and others, including himself, had told people all Serpentes were dangerous. That they’d kill anyone. Not for the first time since he’d joined the resistance, he had doubts. The first time was when he’d been instructed to kill another Gielivian to further the cause. That hadn’t felt right, but he’d lost his little sister in the first encounter with the Serpentes on Gieliv and had sworn then to get revenge. What he saw on the video didn’t line up with everything he’d been told by the resistance.  
 
    It could be faked, he thought. Then he thought again about Yafi and sighed.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shawn walked out of his last class of the day and turned toward Melissa’s lecture hall but found she was already waiting for him. 
 
    “Got done early today?” 
 
    She nodded. “Just enough for me to get here. Should we get Bruce?” 
 
    “He dropped out,” he answered and shook his head. 
 
    “I figured he would. I’m not sure he was cut out for this, anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah. I just hate it. It shows them we can be scared off.” 
 
    “He could be scared off. Come on, let’s get back to quarters.” 
 
    They walked together toward their quarters, chatting about the classes they’d had during the day—mostly something to fill the time. Shawn had come to enjoy having another human to talk to. They stopped abruptly when an Elapidae he didn’t recognize blocked their way in an otherwise empty corridor. 
 
    Shawn instinctively pushed Melissa behind him and adjusted his stance, ready to dodge. 
 
    “Do not worry, humans. You are in no danger…from me. But be careful. There are those who are ready to kill to ensure you never make it through the academy.” 
 
    Shawn narrowed his eyes slightly, wishing he had the ability to sense the pheromones coming from the Serpentes. If what he’d read was true, that would have told him unequivocally whether the Elapidae was telling the truth. “We already know that.” 
 
    “A bite is only one way we can kill. Remember that,” the Elapidae said and then moved aside and slid past them. 
 
    “That was…odd,” Melissa said, slightly shaken. 
 
    “Very. But I’m not about to ignore it.” 
 
    “Come on, Let’s go,” she said and grabbed his hand as she took off at a jog. 
 
    They jogged all the way back to their quarters. Shawn’s was first, and they stopped. Their routine was that he would wait outside until she got to her door, and they would enter at the same time. Especially after that warning. He was ready to be as careful as he had to be. He thought about the research he’d been doing and made a snap decision. 
 
    “Wait,” he said as she was about to leave. “There’s something I want to show you.” 
 
    She tilted her head and looked at him oddly for a moment. “Okay…” 
 
    He reached for the keypad to unlock his door, and just as he was about to touch it, she slapped his hand away. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “Look,” she said and pointed. 
 
    He looked at the keypad and shrugged. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Stand here, so the light hits it.” 
 
    He shifted his position and felt a cold shiver run down his spine. There was a glaze of something on the keypad. “You don’t think…” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, his voice a bit shaky. He reached up to use his sleeve to wipe it off, but she stopped him again, this time more gently. 
 
    “No, it could seep through, whatever it is. We should report this. This is incontrovertible evidence that someone is trying to kill you. They might even be able to use it to track down exactly who.” 
 
    He licked his lips, then nodded. “Okay. Who do we call?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” she said and pulled out her comm device. She tapped the screen, then spoke. “Doctor Elliott? Yes, it’s Cadet Wade. Could you come to Cadet Savage’s quarters, with a specimen collection kit and some cleaner?” She listened for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, I know. I’d rather not go into details over comms. We’re fine, but—” Another pause. “Yes, we’ll wait here.” 
 
    They watched both ways anxiously while they waited for Doctor Elliott. Within a few minutes, she appeared from around the corner. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Shawn simply pointed at the keypad. 
 
    Doctor Elliott frowned, set her shoulder bag down, and pulled a small light from it. When she turned it on, it emitted a blueish light, and the keypad and area around it glowed green. “Did you touch it?” she asked quickly. 
 
    “No…Melissa stopped me just before I did.” 
 
    “Good thing,” she said and swapped the light for a few collection kits. She handed her comm device to Melissa. “Record the collection, please?” 
 
    Melissa nodded. “Recording.” 
 
    Doctor Elliott spoke the date and time. “Present are Cadet Melissa Wade, who is recording, and Cadet Shawn Savage, observing. Collecting a substance which appears to be venom from the keypad outside the quarters of Cadet Shawn Savage. The limited spread indicates this was not accidental.” She swabbed several collection devices over the keypad, then secured them. “I will send one kit, along with the report, to the lab for analysis and identification. I will keep the others for evidence.”  
 
    In turn, she held up each of the kits, which were individually numbered, to the camera. With that done, she took her comm back and stopped the recording. “I don’t have access to the Serpentes DNA files, so I’ll have to send it to their lab for analysis.” 
 
    “Isn’t that convenient?” Melissa asked sarcastically. 
 
    “That’s why the multiple tests,” she said. She sprayed the keypad liberally with cleaning solution. After wiping it down, checking it with the light, and repeating the process a few times, she nodded in satisfaction, then checked the entirety of the door and perimeter area with the light. “It’s safe. Let’s check yours, Cadet Wade.” 
 
    They walked together to the next door. Once again, she used her light to check the keypad and the door. “Nothing here.” 
 
    “Good, at least they’re only out to kill me,” Shawn grumbled. 
 
    “You’re both done for the day, right?” Elliott asked. 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Good. Stay in your quarters or stay together, like you have been,” she said. She handed her light to Shawn, then fished out another one to hand to Melissa. 
 
    “Keep those. Use them on your doors every time you come back. Might not hurt to check inside your quarters too.” 
 
    He accepted the light. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll get this processed as fast as I can and let the admiral know. Keep your heads up. Lots of eyes are on you two.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor Elliott,” Melissa said. 
 
    Elliott smiled a bit sadly. “You’re welcome. Stay safe,” she said, then walked away. 
 
    “So, what was it you wanted to show me?” 
 
    Shawn blinked, having completely forgotten. “Oh, right. Come on.” 
 
    Just to start establishing the habit, he checked the keypad with the light, then keyed his entry code. After the door slid open, he quickly panned the light over the surfaces in his room. Melissa used hers to help cover the room more quickly. 
 
     “Looks safe,” he said and sat at his desk. He pulled his secured tablet from a drawer and logged in. “So, for the past few years, I’ve done a lot of research, and some things don’t add up.” 
 
    Melissa sat on the edge of his bed and tilted her head. “Such as?” 
 
    “Well…look…this is what I’ve figured. I could be wrong.” 
 
    “Spit it out, Shawn.” 
 
    “Did you know the Serpentes don’t have a written language? Even the voice commands are translated to Earth Common before they’re executed? All the code is in Earth Common.” 
 
    “I’d kinda figured that.” 
 
    “Did you ever wonder why? And what about this? Look at the control schemes. Can you think of any way a Serpentes could have created these?” he asked, then handed over his tablet. 
 
    She looked at his tablet for a few moments and scrolled through a few pages. “Okay, sure, but—” 
 
    “And the shipyards, like where I grew up. There are so many humans, and the jobs they do are never done by Serpentes. Why wouldn’t they build things so they can maintain them without a human?” 
 
    “You’re asking dangerous questions, Shawn,” she said and looked at him seriously. 
 
    “Tell me I’m wrong,” he said and met her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Melissa paged through the entries on Shawn’s tablet. Some were obviously thoughts he’d jotted down, while others were more detailed. She stopped when she got to a hand drawn schematic showing details of the command poles and the interior circuitry of a station panel.  
 
    “You’ve seen these up close?” she asked and turned the tablet to show him. 
 
    He nodded. “When I went home over the break. I found out that being in the academy granted me access to a ship that was in the dock for maintenance. The bridge was empty, so I poked around.” 
 
    She considered as she looked through a few more screens. Someone had already recorded some of these thoughts with The Underground, but some of the nuances were new. It was obvious he’d put a lot of thought into it. “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why this?” she asked, holding up the tablet. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t like questions that don’t have an answer, I guess.” 
 
    It was the perfect opening. She couldn’t have planned on talking to him about The Underground any better if it had been scripted, but she didn’t want to do it here. 
 
    “How about we get off campus for a while? I know a local spot, human owned, for humans.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, hesitantly. 
 
    She stood and handed his tablet back to him. “I assume you have everything in there pretty much committed to memory?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Good,” she said, with a smile. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    He locked his tablet and tucked it into a drawer, then stood. “Lead the way.” 
 
    After they exited the room, he secured it and made sure he had the light provided by Doctor Elliott, then they left. Thankfully, most of the Serpentes were resting, studying, or feeding, so the corridors were empty.  
 
    “I wonder what whoever did it will do when they find out their plan failed,” he said as they walked down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Probably be pissed.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can do about how any other being will act?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I guess not.” 
 
    “Then don’t worry about it. Focus on what you can change.” 
 
    They walked the next few blocks in silence until they came to The Vault. It was small and had only opened in the last month. Melissa knew the owner was part of The Underground, and it would be a safe place to talk. She’d stopped by once, just long enough to make contact. 
 
    “How do you know about this place?” Shawn asked. 
 
    She smiled. His question was valid, since it was only identified by a small sign above the door. “You’ll see. Come on,” she said and opened the door for him. 
 
    His wary expression wasn’t hidden as he glanced at her, then walked slowly through the door.  
 
    She followed him in and let the door close behind them. The place was empty except for them and Kelly Oliver, the owner, who was behind the bar. 
 
    “Come on in! I’m Kelly, the owner of this lovely little establishment,” she said with a bright smile. 
 
    Melissa gave Shawn a moment to look around the room. It was small, but cozy. The interior was covered with posters for various vids and bands liked by humans, some from other planets, like Gieliv. Music played over speakers, just loud enough for ambient sound, but not so loud you couldn’t hear yourself think. The walls were lined with booths, and long tables filled the floor for large groups.  
 
    “Well, well, a couple of real-live service members!” Kelly said as she walked around the bar. “First round’s on me. Sit wherever you like. I’ve got a new import from Gieliv if you’d like to give it a try.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me!” Melissa said. “You?” she asked Shawn. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “Coming right up!” 
 
    Melissa led him over to a booth in the corner. The shadows from the room’s dim lighting fell in such a way that the booth was mostly dark. 
 
    “Nice place,” he said as he sat. 
 
    “Reminds me of home,” she said with a smile and sat across from him. 
 
    Kelly came over a moment later and set a bottle down in front of each of them. “It’s a bit early, so the cook won’t be in for about an hour.” 
 
    “No problem. Thanks, Kelly,” Melissa said and took a long drink. “Ahhh, that’s better.” 
 
    Shawn took a small sip and coughed. 
 
    “A little strong for you?” 
 
    “I haven’t had much like this…drinking isn’t exactly encouraged on the docks.” 
 
    “I guess not,” she mused. “Anyway, we can talk here. I want to talk more about the stuff on your tablet.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You certainly don’t think you’re the only person to ever ask these questions, do you?” 
 
    “Well, no. I mean, I asked my parents once about something, and…well…let’s just say it was clear it wasn’t a topic that was up for discussion.” 
 
    She nodded. “The indoctrination game is pretty strong, and it’s easy to buy into it if you don’t want to ask the hard questions.” 
 
    “I guess…” 
 
    He was obviously uncomfortable, and she didn’t want to scare him off, but she also didn’t want him to feel like he was alone. She took another drink to give herself a minute to reflect on her own motivations. Telling him about The Underground could either open his eyes to a whole new group of people or send him into a shell she’d never get him out of.  
 
    “You showed me that stuff back in your room for a reason. Why?” 
 
    “I guess I needed to tell someone.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did, Shawn,” she said and laid her hand on top of his on the table. 
 
    He met her eyes and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She patted his hand and withdrew hers to pick up her bottle. “Have you ever heard of The Underground?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have. That another bar?” 
 
    “No,” she said and chuckled. “It’s a group of humans who ask the same questions you do and look for answers.” 
 
    “Okay…that doesn’t sound sketchy at all.” 
 
    “I know. It’s not easy to explain. We’re not anti-Serpentes,” she said quickly. “I want to make that clear. I’m in the academy because I want to serve, just like you. We want to know the truth. We’re all taught the same things as we grow up, but some of it doesn’t jive. You know that already.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said and took another drink, this time without choking. 
 
    “That’s it, really. We look for answers and find other like-minded people. The more brains we have, the more we can figure out. Some of the stuff you have, we didn’t know. At least, as far as I know.” 
 
    She sat back and watched as he looked down at his bottle and turned it idly on the table. She’d only said a few sentences, but she knew they were a lot to absorb. 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “Why do you have all that stuff on your tablet?” 
 
    “My tablet is just for me.” 
 
    “Was. Until you showed it to me. You did that for a reason. I’m guessing it’s the same reason The Underground exists. To share information and try to get answers.” 
 
    “That’s different. I’m just one guy.” 
 
    “You’re one guy who has what is likely a very promising career in the SRN. Unless beings like Vi’Jyara get in your way. There’s safety in numbers, Shawn. I’ll be honest with you, okay? You’ve shown me your hand, I’ll show you mine.” 
 
    He looked at her, waiting. 
 
    “I had you checked out when I went home. I figured, maybe, you were already in, and I just didn’t know it. I only know about the people in my hometown. Obviously, you’re not. We also checked to see whether you could be a plant by the admiral, and you passed that check too. I was still trying to decide whether to tell you about this, then you showed me your tablet. You’re not alone, Shawn.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, and she could almost see him putting the pieces together. 
 
    “So, what do you want from me?” 
 
    “For you to keep doing what you already are. Ask questions and look for answers. Only you’d have other people to talk to about what you find. People you can trust.” 
 
    “This is a lot to absorb. I mean, it’s one thing when just putting things on my tablet, but…wow.” 
 
    She smiled sympathetically. “I know, and I’m sorry to dump this on you. But you’re the kind of person we look for, and I figured you’d like knowing you’re not alone.” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I do. But it’s kind of scary too.” 
 
    “You’ve survived an encounter with a Viperidae. Can’t be much scarier than that.” 
 
    He nodded and took another drink. “There’s that.” 
 
    Kelly walked up and cleared her throat to announce her presence. “Here, you look like you could use this,” she said and set another bottle down in front of him, along with another for Melissa. 
 
    He looked up at her and tilted his head. 
 
    “This is a safe place,” she said and winked before she left. 
 
    “Just think about it,” Melissa said. “If you want nothing to do with us, fair enough. That’s completely your decision. I’ll tell them you’re not interested, and that’ll be that. I’ll still have your back, no matter what.” 
 
    “I guess it makes sense. I mean, I figured I couldn’t be the only one wondering about this stuff. I just never imagined some secret organization like something out of a spy vid.” 
 
    She sat back while he worked his way through what she’d told him and picked up the fresh bottle. 
 
    “It is nice to know I’m not alone, but it makes things a lot more real. When it was just me, I could imagine I was just jumping at shadows. Now…” he said. He shook his head and picked up the first bottle. He looked surprised when he found it was empty, then he picked up the new one to take a long drink. 
 
    “Careful with that stuff. If you’re not used to it, it can quickly go to your head,” she said, with a grin. 
 
    “I said drinking wasn’t encouraged. Not that I hadn’t. I just said I hadn’t had anything like this.” 
 
    “I see,” she said and laughed. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you Cadet Savage?” 
 
    He smiled in response, then his expression quickly turned serious. “What do you think happens if the Serpentes get wind of your little organization?” 
 
    She shrugged. It wasn’t the first time that question had come up, and she’d even asked it herself. “We don’t know. No doubt there would be some, maybe most, who would want everything we’ve recorded destroyed to keep things the way they are. Others, like the queen, might listen to us. It’s why we stay compartmentalized. We all know the questions are dangerous and the answers might be even more dangerous, at least to the status quo. For all we know, they already know about The Underground. It’s their planet after all.” 
 
    “Our planet,” he said quickly.  
 
    “Is it?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yafi settled into the small, simple room and waited. It was not nearly as nice as the room he’d had. Even so, he reminded himself, it was better than what he’d had back home before the liberation. Soon someone came by and took him to the range. He’d been there before, when they’d let him hold different weapons to see what would fit him, but he hadn’t done anything other than hold them. 
 
    Five people in uniforms were there. He recognized Lieutenant Ulmer and smiled at him. One of the others, who seemed to be the leader, walked over and offered him her hand. “Nice to meet you, Yafi. I’m Colonel Brady. I’ll be leading the squad that will go to your planet and train your people.” 
 
    Yafi shook her hand. She had a firm grip for a human, which impressed him. “Nice to meet you, too.” 
 
    “Today, we’ll be getting you acquainted with the three different weapons we’ll be training with on Neithea. Our purpose is two-fold. First, so you can help your people be more comfortable. Second, so we can get a feel for how we need to execute the training. The people here are my platoon leaders, who are in direct charge of the men and women who will train your people. Make sense?” 
 
    He nodded as he looked at the three weapons laying on the table beside them and down the range at various targets. 
 
    “Good. Right now, they aren’t loaded. We’ll start with the laser pistol, the simplest of the three. If you would, pick it up and point it down range. We’ll begin with the basics.” 
 
    He picked up the pistol and, remembering what he had been told about trigger discipline, he kept his finger away from the firing stud as he pointed it awkwardly at a target. 
 
    A few of the soldiers chuckled. 
 
    “Shut your holes,” Brady said sharply. “I remember when some of you were in boot. You were more likely to shoot yourself than the target.” 
 
    Yafi jumped slightly at the harshness of her voice, and his hand shook slightly. He glanced back and saw that Ulmer was the only one not laughing. In fact, he was watching intently. 
 
    “Sorry, Yafi. They don’t get out much. Now, that’s good, but let me fix a few things, okay?” 
 
    He paid close attention as she had him hold it with two hands instead of one. She adjusted his stance with gentle pushes, then finally seemed satisfied. He felt better with the few adjustments she had him make, and steadier. 
 
    “Better?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    “Notice how I handled that?” she asked and looked at the soldiers. “Remember, these people have never held a weapon, but they’ve seen them from the business end. Some may hesitate, and some may be a bit overanxious. Be ready for anything.” 
 
    Yafi shifted uncomfortably. He’d gotten used to getting attention wherever he went because he was Gnevusin, but this felt different. Like he was being examined. 
 
    “Now, I’ll show you how to load it,” she said and gently took it from his hands. She picked up a small cylinder and held it up. “This is the power cell. It’s good for about fifty shots, then you have to change it out. It’ll also discharge by itself over time. We’ll be providing your people with all the appropriate racks and chargers.” She turned the gun over to show him the underside of the grip and slid the power cell in. It clicked. 
 
    “This stud will eject the cell,” she said and showed him as she pressed the stud, and the cell ejected into her ready hand. “Now, before you try, there are a few rules. First, treat every weapon you pick up as if it’s loaded. Second, don’t point it at anything you don’t want to shoot. Third, never put your finger on the firing stud unless you mean to shoot. Last, be sure of what you’re shooting at and what or who might be behind it. These are powerful, and some will punch a hole right through a being and hit whatever, or whoever, is behind them.” 
 
    Yafi gulped and looked at the pistol with a bit of fear. “I’m not sure about this…” 
 
    “You’ll do fine. Here, I want you to load it and keep it pointed downrange.” 
 
    He took the pistol and cell from her and mirrored her actions until he heard the click and felt a slight vibration. 
 
    “Good. That buzz tells you it’s loaded and charged. Now, look down the sights on the top and line them up on that first white target. When you’re ready, press the firing stud once.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we start them with training weapons first, Colonel?” one soldier asked. 
 
    “Good question. Unfortunately, that would add a whole lot of cost, since these are going to be customized, so the brass decided to go with live fire from the get-go.” 
 
    Yafi heard the question and answer but didn’t pay attention. He focused on assuming the stance and grip she had shown him. When it felt right, he squinted and aimed, then hesitantly pressed the stud. He didn’t see anything, but he felt a quick blast of heat near his hands. Before he could blink, the bottom corner of the target turned black and sparked. Part of him wanted nothing more than to drop the pistol and walk away, but he reminded himself he was doing this for his people. 
 
    “Hey, you hit the target. That’s better than some trainees do on their first day. Now, let’s go through what you did right and what you did wrong.” 
 
    They spent the rest of the day rotating through the two laser weapons—the pistol and the rifle. Brady eventually stepped back and allowed the other soldiers to take turns correcting and teaching him. Eventually, he always hit the target, though it was rarely where he thought the shot would go. 
 
    “Okay, I think that’s enough for today. Tomorrow, we’ll move to the ballistic rifle. I saved that one because, well, it’s loud and there’s some recoil you’ll have to learn to deal with. You did great, Yafi,” Brady said. “Dismissed, everyone.”  
 
    Her words were backed up by clapping from the rest of the squad, except for Ulmer, who put his hands in his pockets and walked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Queen El’Jyiurma rose early and went to her office. Later in the day she would meet with Sofia, but she wanted to go over anything that needed to be handled first, since the meeting would likely take the rest of the day. A priority report from the Academy caught her attention. Upon reading it, she growled dangerously. 
 
    “What is it, Mother?” El’Iroru asked and rose on his coils from his position in the corner on a heated stone platform. 
 
    “Another incident at the academy.” 
 
    “The human, Savage, again?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he dead this time?” 
 
    “No, thankfully. It was a cowardly attempt,” she said scornfully. She let him read the report so he would have the same information she had. 
 
    She watched as he read the report through several times, satisfied he was giving it the appropriate level of scrutiny. 
 
    “Now, let us assume this happened on a ship and you were its captain. What would your response be?” 
 
    “How reliable is this identification?” he asked, immediately. 
 
    “As reliable as it can be. I have never known this level of identification to be wrong.” 
 
    “One cadet attempted to kill another cadet. By the law, they are already serving members of the navy, so the crime would be punishable by consumption. Nothing less.” 
 
    In the Serpentes culture, they consumed those who were convicted of a serious crime. The philosophy was that they were unworthy of their own life but would serve to sustain another Serpentes in their death. The law extended to humans, as well, which was a subject of strife among some beings on Gieliv, but it was the Serpentes way. Typically, a Lampros would handle the deed, as was their role. To prevent summary consumptions, the laws had been changed when El’Jyiurma became Queen, requiring that the Fleet Admiral approve any consumptions dealing with naval beings. 
 
    “You have been studying.” 
 
    El’Iroru turned his head to face her and proudly rose slightly higher on his coils. “Of course.” 
 
    “You are correct. But would you not want to know why?” 
 
    “The reason is obvious. She doesn’t want humans in the navy.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” El’Jyiurma responded and looked again at the report on the venom analysis. It had traced back to a Cadet Vi’Pavema in the sensors track.  
 
    El’Jyiurma couldn’t have said what it was, if asked, but something about it made her scales itch. A hissed command brought up the cadet’s personnel record. Her family didn’t have a naval lineage, which was historically important to Viperidae above all others. In fact, she had come over from Strorix Den and easily passed the entrance exams. In less than a year, she had moved into the final phase of her training in the main academy in Capital City. For most, it was a two-year journey. If anything, logic dictated that her peers would likely shun her, just as they shunned the humans. Being from Strorix Den, she would have been more likely to have interactions with humans than those from Strorix Prime. 
 
    Just as all Serpentes knew the Elapidae were the superior species within the Viperidae, those with a traceable lineage of naval service knew themselves to be superior to those without. She was attempting to break down some of these ‘known facts,’ but she was also intelligent enough to know it would likely take a generation or more for changes to take hold. 
 
    “Look here and then tell me again what your decision would be,” she instructed him. 
 
    She considered her own training of her son against her goals. He would have a significant advantage as he grew older and joined the navy, which she knew he would. Was she contributing to the very thing she was trying to eliminate? Or was she simply preparing her offspring, as any parent would? 
 
    “This does change things, Mother,” he said after several moments. 
 
    “Doesn’t it? Now, what would your course of action be?” 
 
    “I would question her personally. Her pheromones cannot lie.” 
 
    “Very good. Now, we will wait to see what Admiral El’Arta does.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leon Ulmer sat up in his bed and sighed. It had been a restless night. He couldn’t get the image of Yafi at gunpoint out of his mind or the fact that the Serpentes sacrificed their own to avoid killing non-combatants. A quiet beep drew him from his thoughts, and he swore under his breath. It was the comm he used to communicate with Bobby Merritt. He’d forgotten to take it out of his civvies and put it away. He reached over to retrieve it from his pants pocket and looked at the message. 
 
    Three days, was all it said, but he knew what it meant.  
 
    In three days, there would be planet-wide protests against the presence of the Serpentes on Gieliv, but they would be a distraction from the real purpose. Chosen operatives of the resistance would set out to maim or kill as many Serpentes as possible. Plans were already in place, though he wasn’t privy to any of them. The only thing he knew for sure was that Merritt wasn’t concerned with collateral damage. It was possible, likely even, Gielivians would die as well as Serpentes.  
 
    As he reflected, his official comm device went off, and he quickly checked the message. They would leave for the Neithea system in three days. He frowned as he compared the two messages and wondered if Merritt had a source in the army he didn’t know about.  
 
    He got up to shower and get ready for the day’s training on the range with Yafi, but he was on autopilot. His mind was preoccupied and conflicted. For the first time, he considered turning himself in and coming clean. He had reason to hate the Serpentes; they’d killed his sister. But could it be that what they’d said on the news was right? That it was a rogue being acting on his own? The irony of his position was not lost on him as he fastened his belt. Was he any better than the rattler who had launched venom at Gieliv and then killed a family on the planet? 
 
    As he checked over his uniform in a full-length mirror, he looked himself in the eyes. “So, what’s it going to be John?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia startled awake and nearly screamed. She’d tossed and turned so much during the night that her blanket was woven around her, and the dream she’d woken up from, nightmare really, was about being trapped in the coils of a Viperidae. She struggled free and sat up, panting, as she reminded herself she was in the ambassador’s quarters on Strorix Prime and was perfectly safe. It had been one of many nightmare scenarios that had gone through her mind after she read the documents El’Jyiurma had given her access to.  
 
    Queen El’Jyiurma would expect her thoughts and, perhaps, recommendations on what to do, but she still wasn’t sure. There were basically two options—make the information available to everyone or keep it concealed for the next ruler to deal with. Knowing El’Jyiurma, Sofia felt sure she would lean toward publishing the previously well-kept secrets, but the potential consequences were deadly. She was certain the news wouldn’t cause much disruption among those who were considered the lesser-species, like the Thamno or Pantherop, but it would certainly be seen skeptically by most Viperidae and Elapidae. 
 
    She was deep in her thoughts as she made her way from her quarters to the planetary headquarters building, then up to her office. She entered the last secured door and saw Ayana smiling from her desk.  
 
    “Good morning, Sofia. The queen is ready to see you whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ayana. Could you let her know I’ll just be a few minutes? There are a few things I want to look at first.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Sofia walked into her office, sat down, and brought her terminal online. She focused on the first contact documents again and shook her head. There hadn’t been a report on specifics, but it was obvious the humans hadn’t stood a chance against the Serpentes and had lost many before they surrendered. Missing was much of the information on the transition from what was basically slavery to coexistence. She wondered again when this information had been lost to humans and become the property of the crown. In the end, though, it didn’t matter. What mattered was what happened from here forward. 
 
    She sighed as she rose and walked back out to the reception area an hour later. “I’m ready,” she told Ayana. 
 
    “Go on in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma looked up from her terminal when Sofia walked in, letting the door close behind her. “Sofia, it is good to see you.” 
 
    Sofia bowed deeply. “And you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Rest, Sofia. I would like you to meet Iroru, the strongest of my hatchlings,” she said and gestured in his direction with her head. 
 
    Sofia turned and bowed very slightly to him. “Good to meet you, El’Iroru.” 
 
    El’Iroru rose on his coils and bowed to Sofia. “I have heard much about you from mother. It is indeed a pleasure to meet you, Sofia Pallesen.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma tasted the air and sensed confusion from Sofia. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “If you’ll pardon my saying, I’ve never heard a Serpentes referred to without the prefix.” 
 
    She hissed in amusement. “Of course, you haven’t. It is only done among families and close associates and trusted ones.” 
 
    “I see. Well, we learn something new every day I suppose.” 
 
    “Please, sit. We have much to discuss. Would you like anything before we begin?” 
 
    Sofia shook her head. 
 
    “Very well. We’ve both read the same documents and accounts. I must determine the future of this information, and I would know your thoughts.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma and, she was sure, Sofia sensed the mood in the room change immediately from amusement and pleasure at meeting, to the same tension that arose before a battle. She could see the conflict in Sofia’s body language, which she’d learned to read over the years Sofia had served as her assistant. 
 
    “Speak freely here, Sofia. Just like the old days.” 
 
    Sofia smiled sadly. “I miss those days sometimes. This is unlike anything you’ve ever faced. As I’m sure you do, I only see two paths—release the information or pass the decision on to the next ruler. I considered partial release, but…I believe it would cause far too many questions. Have you had one of your advisers or anyone else weigh in?” 
 
    “No. You and I and Iroru are the only living beings aware of this information as far as I know. From what I have been able to tell, El’Xakelu never read the documents, which is not surprising, as deeply as they were buried in the archives.” 
 
    “And I saw you made official note of your and my, review, so there’s no denying you’ve seen them.” 
 
    “Yes, quite on purpose. I will not lie and say I haven’t been tempted to purge the documents from the system, but I fear I would not rest if I were to take such a course.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma wished she had not found the information when she had. It was a tense and pivotal time in the developing Strorix Empire, which some had begun calling it after she’d quashed referring to it as the Serpentes Empire. Including humans in the Navy was a decision she’d made before she found the documents, but there would be many, likely most, who would assume the information was the cause—her attempt at appeasement. Add to that the plans for launching a full-scale invasion of the Gnevusin home system in the near future, and stability became a significant concern. 
 
    “I will say that I am inclined to discuss this with Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri, who is on his way home.” 
 
    Sofia nodded. “I think that’s a wise course as well, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “But I would still like your thoughts.” 
 
    Sofia looked over at El’Iroru, then met El’Jyiurma’s eyes. “I believe you have no choice other than to release it, in full. You should accompany the release with plans to create even more equity for humans in the system. Your actions, and even some taken by King El’Xakelu, have gone a long way, but people will want more, and they’ll want it soon. You must consider the reactions from the galaxy, not just the system. This will cause some unrest and a renewal of fear on Gieliv, so you should also discuss it with President Frazier before you go public, if you do. Neithea isn’t as much of a concern. The beings there are already working well together.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma waited as she could sense Sofia wasn’t done. 
 
    “You should probably have ground forces on alert for potential uprisings from humans or Serpentes, both here and on the Den. I think the Den is less of a concern, since there is already respect and much collaboration there, but I wouldn’t discount anything. There will be humans, unhappy with their lot in life, who will be stirred to action by this news. There may also be Serpentes who point to it as proof of their superiority and seek a return to the past. I’m afraid no matter how you approach the situation, should you decide to release the information, there will be conflict.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma contemplated Sofia’s words for several long moments in silence. The silence was so absolute, the scrape of El’Iroru’s scales as he shifted caused her to jerk her head to look at him. “You have something to add?” 
 
    “I was simply thinking, I’m glad I don’t have to make such a decision. I do not fault our ancestors, but they are not us. I do not understand how their actions can cause so much discord. It makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I am glad it does,” she said without further explanation. She had no desire to go into such a lesson in front of Sofia.  
 
    She had already considered much of what Sofia said but had not considered the far-reaching implications, such as potential unrest on Gieliv. Her decision would not only impact her system but, potentially, two other systems as well. She had been so focused on Strorix and preparing for an invasion, she had fallen out of touch with the rest of the galaxy. She silently chided herself for losing focus on her role, not just as a queen, but as the leader of a multi-system empire. 
 
    “I admit, Sofia, you have brought some things to my attention I had not considered, and you have given me more to think about. I would like you to remain on Prime for a few more days until Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri arrives. I may need your perspective when I speak to him about this.” 
 
    “Of course. Anything I can do, as always.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sofia. You may go. I have much to ponder.” 
 
    She lowered her head and rested it on her coils after Sofia left.  
 
    El’Iroru slid down from his perch and coiled beside her. “What will you do, Mother?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “El’Kashtri will be home soon. I will consult him and then come to a decision.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harmon had spent the past few days learning everything he could about the Strorix system and the Serpentes, thanks to Jayneen and Bahroot’s digging. They’d been isolationists for a long time, which was probably why he’d never heard of them, but they had recently splashed onto the galactic scene. He’d reviewed their first contact with Gieliv with interest and decided Gieliv had made the right call. It would have been easy to go after the Serpentes when one of their squadrons launched a planetary attack on Gieliv, but it looked like the Serpentes had done everything they could to make it right. Interestingly, it had happened under the leadership of then Admiral El’Jyiurma. Even the Bith had decided not to act, which said a lot. Thanks to Bahroot, he knew El’Jyiurma had informed the Bith of the potential incident before it happened and had destroyed her own system’s ships to try to stop it. 
 
    “I think we’re ready to handle the Ahluic. Unless anyone thinks otherwise, I’ll reach out to Queen El’Jyiurma and offer them the ship to do with as they please.” 
 
    Clip nodded. “Sounds good to me. Having them here makes me itchy. Oh, does that mean I’ll get to meet one of ‘em?” 
 
    Harmon shook his head and chuckled. “Zerith?” 
 
    “I agree asss well,” he said just before he popped some fruit into his mouth and began chewing. 
 
    “We have ships that could get it to the system in case they can’t come get it?” 
 
    “We do, Harmon,” Jayneen replied. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see how this goes. Path, open a comm to Strorix Prime. Let’s meet the queen of the Serpentes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma was handling some of the routine paperwork that came with running two systems, including reviewing the timeline for weapons training for Gnevusin on Neithea, when Ayana’s voice came through her sub-scalar implant. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I have President Harmon Tomeral of Salvage System on a gate comm.” 
 
    “Put him through. Thank you, Ayana,” she said and rose a bit higher on her coils. She gave El’Iroru a quick warning glance to stay out of the pickup range. 
 
    She watched the screen as Harmon appeared, standing in front of what she quickly recognized as a command chair on the bridge of a ship.  
 
    “President Tomeral, I am Queen El’Jyiurma. I must admit, your communication comes as quite a surprise.” 
 
    “I kinda figured it might. Nice to speak to you, Your Majesty—” 
 
    “Wooow,” a disembodied voice said from off screen. 
 
    Harmon glanced to the side, then turned back to the screen with a grin. “You’ll have to forgive Clip. Commander Kolget. He has something of a…fascination with beings we haven’t encountered before.” 
 
    “It is better than some first impressions we have made. It’s understandable. In any case, is there something Strorix can do for you, President Tomeral?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s the other way around. I think I have something you would be interested in. There’s a ship called the Ahluic, commanded by a Grand Admiral Githen, in my system.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma growled dangerously and spread her hood at the very mention of the name. 
 
    “Frost!” 
 
    Harmon glanced off screen again, then turned back to the pickup. “Sorry if I’ve upset you, Your Majesty, but let me explain. They aren’t here as guests. They dropped in with a crippled ship and don’t have the power to get through the gate.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma slowly collapsed her hood and forced herself to calm down. “My apologies. That ship is responsible for the destruction of what was, until I was appointed Queen, my flagship. And the death of its crew.” 
 
    “I see. I wasn’t aware of that; I’m sorry to hear it. It’s a feeling I know well. I am aware of other things they, and the system they represent, have done, and I can tell you they’re no friends of mine. Salvage System has no tolerance for slavers. We’re also aware they bombarded your planet.” 
 
    If Serpentes could visually express surprise, she would have, and she was grateful they couldn’t. He had certainly done his homework. “Yes, they did,” she confirmed, not trusting herself to say more. 
 
    “I seriously considered turning the Ahluic into dust, but I figured it might be more right to turn ‘em over to you, since you’re the ones they wronged most recently.” 
 
    “I’m afraid, at the moment, I do not have ships to spare to retrieve them.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough to deal with; we can bring it to you,” he said and then glanced off screen. “Ah, right. There is, of course, the cost of the gate transits.” 
 
    “Those can easily be covered. Perhaps, though, there is something I have to offer that might interest you and would be of great assistance.” 
 
    “Now, I’m interessted,” another voice said. 
 
    “Both of my systems, Strorix and Neithea, have recently seen their share of battles, and the wreckage is becoming a burden, especially in Neithea, where trade traffic will hopefully be flowing soon. We have moved it aside as best we can, but we are hardly equipped for such things.” 
 
    “If there’s one thing we know a thing or two about, it’s salvage. I’m certain we can get some folks over there to take care of that for you, and one of the salvage ships can clamp on to the Ahluic and bring it along.” 
 
    “Excellent. That is one thing less to worry about. I do appreciate your reaching out, President Tomeral.” 
 
    “Glad to help. One can never have too many friends.” 
 
    “On that, we agree.” 
 
    “We’ll get a roster of ships and a schedule to you as soon as we figure out who’s going so you know who to expect and when.” 
 
    “Thank you again.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma rested on her coils when the transmission ended. “Isn’t that convenient?” 
 
    “Which part?” El’Iroru asked. 
 
    “All of it. The Ahluic, even if the crew isn’t cooperative, will hold a wealth of intelligence data on the Gnevusin. It will probably have details on their home world and fleet dispositions.” 
 
    “To plan the attack.” 
 
    “Yes. And there will be one, but, first, we must acquire the new ships and get the crews fully trained and ready to face a fleet that is no stranger to battle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Grand Admiral Githen clenched his jaw as he stared at his blank screen after viewing the message he had just received from Grand Emperor Atho. It had taken days for Atho to respond, and the response was not good. He’d known the emperor wouldn’t be pleased, but he had never imagined this. He had been bred for his role. His parents had both been high-ranking officers with recognized command skills. Since he was a young child, he’d been on ships, learning every aspect of their operation. Now, his emperor had turned his back on him. He had been stripped of his rank and position in the Gnevusin Home Fleet and left to fend for himself. It wasn’t uncommon in Gnevusin culture for someone incapable of service to be outcast, banished, or sent to the arena or slave pens, but he never imagined it would happen to him. 
 
    He could not let his crew find out. The grand emperor’s message had been specifically for him; it had not included his crew. If they were to find out, there would be a mutiny, and they would attempt to return home, triumphant in having dealt with the failure. He looked around his office as he plotted his next move. The bulkheads were covered with mounted trophies from his conquests. From each planet he had conquered or ship he had defeated and captured the crew as slaves, he had kept something to remind him of his success.  
 
    Before he could decide on a course of action, Lieutenant Shardii’s voice came over his comm. “Grand Admiral Githen, I am sorry to bother you, but President Tomeral wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    Githen raised an eyebrow. “Put him through,” he said and thought, perhaps, his problems were about to be solved. 
 
    “It’s about time, President Tomeral. I assume you are prepared to repair my ship?” 
 
    “Actually, no,” Tomeral said and smiled, though Githen saw that the smile did not reach his eyes. “Within the day, one of my ships will approach you, and you will clamp on to it. That ship will take you out of my system.” 
 
    “To where?” he demanded. 
 
    “Does it matter? You either do as you’re told, or I will turn your ship into dust without thinking twice about it. Salvage Title out.” 
 
    Githen snarled as the screen went blank, and he slammed his fist on the table so hard he winced and wondered absentmindedly if he’d broken something. He didn’t care. The pain simply fueled his anger.  
 
    He stormed onto the bridge. “Commander Sulla, what is the status of our reactors?” he asked harshly. 
 
    Sulla looked up from his station. “Grand Admiral, they are trying. Best estimate on attempting to restart reactor two is a thirty percent chance of success. Failure would lead to detonation that would likely split the ship.” 
 
    “Tell them to try harder, or I will flay them one by one until I find someone capable of doing their job!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yafi woke early the next morning and dressed. He was eager to get on with his training, but also ready to return home. He smiled as he read a message he’d received from Zameeh, telling him about the new city names and progress on the planet. It didn’t seem real that only months ago they had been just short of slaves, and now they were running their own planet with the help of the Serpentes and humans from Strorix. He walked over and opened the door when someone knocked, and he smiled when he saw Lieutenant Ulmer.  
 
    “Good morning, Lieutenant Ulmer. Time to go?” 
 
    Ulmer nodded. “Yep. Come on.” 
 
    Yafi glanced down at him as they walked down the corridor. Something seemed different about Ulmer this morning, but he wasn’t sure if it would be polite to ask. He tried to remember all his interactions during his time on Gieliv, then reached a decision. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Yeah, just tired.” 
 
    “Oh. I had some trouble sleeping when I first got here. Doctor Gibson made me some tea, I think she called it. That seemed to help. Perhaps I can find out what it was?” 
 
    “That’s okay. Thanks, Yafi.” 
 
    Yafi shrugged and remained silent until they reached the range. Colonel Brady and the others from the previous training session were already there. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant Ulmer. Take your position please,” she said. “Yafi, good morning. I hope you slept well; it’s going to be a busy day.” 
 
    “Yes, I did, thank you,” he responded with a smile. 
 
    “Excellent. Today we’ll be tackling a whole different beast,” she said and picked up a human-sized version of the rifle Yafi saw on the table before him. “This is the BC-50 ballistic rifle. It’s capable of single fire, burst fire, or fully automatic fire.” 
 
    Yafi looked at her, completely confused. “I do not know what that means. Isn’t the laser rifle good enough?” 
 
    “Good question. In a word, no. There are some materials and beings lasers aren’t effective against. That’s when you have to go with a ballistic round.” 
 
    “What does ballistic mean?” 
 
    There were some chuckles from the assembled platoon leaders. 
 
    “Shut your holes!” she commanded, and silence fell quickly. She picked up a bullet from the table. “This is a ballistic round. A small explosive charge propels a solid slug of metal at the target, rather than a beam of focused light. If you’ll put on your ear protection, I’ll demonstrate.” 
 
    Yafi picked up a set of ear coverings and put them over his ears, while the humans put plugs in their ears. 
 
    “Range hot!” she yelled as she aimed and fired a few rounds on single-fire. 
 
    He jumped at each shot as he felt the concussion waves hit his chest. He looked down range and squinted at the farthest target. It had several holes in the middle black mark. 
 
    “That was single fire,” she shouted. “This is fully automatic.” 
 
    She aimed again and pulled the trigger.  
 
    Yafi took a few steps back at the barrage of sound from the rifle. When she stopped and ejected the magazine, the barrel was smoking. He looked down range again and saw that the holes were all over the target. He shuddered as he remembered what his people looked like. These were the kinds of guns the enforcers on Neithea had used, and he knew what they could do to the Gnevusin body. He shook his head and backed away further as the memories flooded his mind.  
 
    “No…I can’t,” he said.  
 
    Before he knew it, he was running away from the range. He didn’t stop until he was back in his quarters, where he curled up on his bed and hugged his pillow. When he closed his eyes, all he could see were the bodies of his friends and family, who had been executed for one reason or another by the enforcers, rather than being sent to the arena. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ulmer watched Yafi while Colonel Brady fired, and the look on Yafi’s face hurt. Panic and fear overtook the Gnevusin, and he ran away as though she were about to turn the rifle on him.  
 
    Brady sighed and pulled out her earplugs. “Ulmer, go see if you can calm him down.” 
 
    “Actually, Colonel…I need to speak to you privately about something.” 
 
    “Can’t it wait?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Fine. Bailey, you go.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Bailey, Ulmer’s friend, said and jogged off after Yafi. 
 
    “Alright. Everyone else, dismissed. We’ll try again later. Ulmer, with me.” 
 
    He walked with her to her office, still not quite sure what he was going to say. 
 
    She dropped her earplugs on her desk and sat heavily in her chair while Ulmer stood at attention. “Never expected that…” she said and shook her head. “Have a seat, Lieutenant. What’s so urgent?” 
 
    Ulmer sat and looked at the ground while he tried to figure out where to start. 
 
    “I doubt the answer to my question is on the ground, Lieutenant.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded to himself before he looked up at her, but he couldn’t meet her eyes. “Ma’am, it started when the Serpentes first attacked us. I lost my little sister in that attack.” 
 
    After that start, the words came flowing out. He told her how he was recruited by Representative Manning’s people to be a part of a resistance when the first Serpentes came to the planet. He explained his role in the attack on Spencer Green’s property and admitted that he’d fired the shot that killed Cora Green. Without stopping, he explained what he knew of the organization of the resistance, but there wasn’t much he could tell since it was so compartmentalized. 
 
    “The only other thing I know is that it appears to be run, at least locally, by Bobby Merritt, who I know as Steve. He’s the one who organized the attack on the Green property. I think they may have more people inside the military, but I swear, I don’t know who.” 
 
    When he finished, he expected her to yell, or scream, or shoot him. Something. But she never said a word or made a move. 
 
    “I know I can’t undo what I’ve done. But…I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    She shook her head. “Son, do you realize how deep the shit you’re in is?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said and stared down at his hands. 
 
    “I don’t know whether to feel sorry for you or beat you to within an inch of your life. Fortunately for you, the law is clear. You’re under arrest for murder and conspiracy against allies of Gieliv. I’m sure the intel folks will want to have lots of talks with you, and any information you can provide might just save your life, but that’s not my decision.” 
 
    After a quick call from Brady, two soldiers showed up and took him to the brig where he would be kept, probably for what little time remained of his life. He went along without argument or comment. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Frazier leaned back in his chair, though he was anything but relaxed. When he received a call from General Stevens asking to see him immediately, he knew it wouldn’t be good news. Stevens had also brought Colonel Brady, who he had not met before. They’d turned down any refreshment and wanted to get straight to business. 
 
    “General Stevens, Colonel Brady, you have my attention.” 
 
    “Thank you for seeing us so quickly. I’m afraid this couldn’t wait. Colonel, you talked to him, please summarize the situation.” 
 
    Brady explained the events of the morning and went into full detail about Ulmer’s confession and the information he had provided. 
 
    “You see why I wanted to discuss this in person,” Stevens said after Brady finished. 
 
    “I certainly do. Thank you for bringing this to my attention. I had a feeling Manning wasn’t done, but…” He shook his head and sighed.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You believe him? This…what was his name? Ulmer?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. This isn’t the sort of thing someone would lie about. He’s pretty much signed up to die. I’ve already got our intelligence teams tearing apart his life to try to find contacts. We’re also tracking down Bobby Merritt and doing the same with him.” 
 
    Frazier nodded. Stevens was good at his job, but this went beyond the purview of the military. “You’ll need to loop in civilian intelligence. I’m guessing Merritt isn’t military?” 
 
    “No, he’s not. Never has been.” 
 
    “Do you realize how complicated life just got?” 
 
    “I believe I have an idea, sir.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to tell the Serpentes about this, not to mention breaking it to Spencer Green that a member of our own military killed his wife. People are going to be out for blood.” 
 
    “I’m more concerned there’s another mole somewhere. I’d like to request we delay the training mission to Neithea. I know you promised it, and I agreed, but Ulmer was supposed to be on that team.” 
 
    “And he could have done a lot of damage,” Frazier said, finishing Stevens’ thought. “I get it, Bryan. No offense, Colonel, but I’m afraid some of the discussions we’re going to have are above your pay grade, so to speak. Can you think of anything else to add?” 
 
    “Only that I never suspected Lieutenant Ulmer, sir. He’s always been a stand-up soldier. A little off sometimes, but he always got the job done.” 
 
    “Are you defending him, Colonel?” 
 
    “No, sir! I’m saying that if he had me fooled…” 
 
    Frazier nodded. “Understood. If he had you fooled, there might be another member of the resistance in your unit. Is there anything else you need her here for, Bryan?” 
 
    “No, sir. Dismissed, Colonel. Thank you for bringing this to my attention immediately. For now, proceed as if the mission is still on. We don’t want to tip our hand. Let’s also make an excuse for Ulmer’s absence and keep his arrest under wraps if it isn’t already out.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it, sir,” Brady said as she stood, saluted, and turned on her heel to march out of the office. 
 
    Frazier relaxed a bit and ran his hand over his close-cropped hair. “This is a real shit-show, Bryan.” 
 
    “I believe that may be the understatement of the century.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yafi sat on the floor with his back to the corner of the room, his knees pulled up to his chest, with his arms wrapped around them. He had his head down on his knees and his eyes clenched shut. The sound wouldn’t go away. His ears rang, and he wept for the Gnevusin he had seen die over his lifetime.  
 
    There was a light tap-tap-tap on the door, and he jerked his head up, shivering. In his mind, it wasn’t a tap; it was the booming of a fist hitting the door of his hovel. His eyes wide, he tried to say ‘come in’ but no sound emerged. He did his best to calm his breathing, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, and looked around the room to remind himself of where he was. 
 
    Finally, after he cleared his throat a few times, he could speak. “Come in.” 
 
    The door opened slowly, and his guide around the city, Tony Puch, stuck his head in. “Hey Yafi. Can I come in?” 
 
    Yafi nodded, not yet fully trusting his voice. 
 
    Tony walked in and closed the door softly behind him. “Colonel Brady gave me a call and told me what happened. She sent Lieutenant Bailey to check on you, but you didn’t answer. She thought you might want to see a familiar face.” 
 
    He smiled weakly and sniffled. “Thank you. I didn’t hear anyone else. I…” 
 
    “May I sit?” Tony asked as he gestured to the lone chair in the room. 
 
    Yafi nodded. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tony said, and moved slowly to the chair. “So, I heard you had a rough time out there today. You want to talk about it?” 
 
    Yafi laid his head back down on his knees. “You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t. I’ve seen the briefings of the conditions you lived in, and I’ve seen vids of the battle that took place in the city where you lived. But seeing it pales in comparison to having lived it. No one on Gieliv could possibly relate to what you’ve been through, Yafi, but we’re here to help.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, his voice threatening to break. 
 
    “Sometimes, saying what’s on your mind helps to kinda clear it out.” 
 
    Yafi looked up and met Tony’s eyes. From what he knew of his interactions with Tony, the man was being sincere. “That sound. The gun. It brought back many bad images.” 
 
    Tony nodded. “It’s okay, Yafi. You can tell me. I’ve got big shoulders.” 
 
    Yafi furrowed his brows, not sure what that expression meant, but he suddenly wanted to tell him about the horrors he had witnessed.  
 
    “Those types of guns, they are what the goons used a lot. I think they knew the sound would…have the effect it did. Sometimes, they would shoot someone in the street for some minor infraction. But never to kill. Only to stop them, so they would be alive for the arena. That’s where I heard it the most. The arena. They forced us to watch. If anyone dared to look away or close their eyes, they struck them until they looked. They wanted us to see what would happen to us if we didn’t obey. Mostly, the combatants were humans or whatever other beings they had brought in as slaves. But sometimes, it was one of us. If the fights didn’t go the way the high emperor wanted, he would have one of his goons shoot the combatant over, and over, and over again.” 
 
    Yafi squeezed his eyes shut against tears that threatened to start anew. 
 
    “Damn…I had no idea,” Tony said softly.  
 
    “I can still hear it,” Yafi said, his head back down on his knees, so his voice was muffled. “Over and over.” 
 
    He heard Tony’s soft footfalls approach him. 
 
    “Come on, lay down and get some rest.” 
 
    Yafi looked up and took Tony’s outstretched hand. He leveraged himself to his feet, careful not to pull Tony over. “Thank you,” he said and walked over to lie down. “I don’t know if I can rest…” 
 
    “Hey, I’ll sit here with you if you want. You know nothing is gonna get by Tony, right?” 
 
    Yafi smiled weakly and closed his eyes. “Right.” 
 
    Within moments, because of the emotional drain of reliving so much, he drifted into a fitful slumber. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Kashtri hissed in satisfaction as the Exzisa left the alter-reality between the Bith gates and arrived in Strorix. He had been in Neithea for quite a while and was ready to be in his home system. Not that he would spend much time on the planet, but as the Fleet Admiral, he had things he wanted to be more actively involved in, such as the academy and the planning for their invasion of the Gnevusin home system. From his command pole on the bridge, he observed with satisfaction as his ship, which was well known, was properly challenged by the picket force. 
 
    “Pass along my compliments to the captain, Vi’Harshesh. Well done.” 
 
    “Of course, Fleet Admiral. We are cleared to dock with Prime Station for replenishment upon arrival in orbit. There is a packet for your eyes from the queen in your queue.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” he said and made his way directly to his office to review the message. 
 
    Once he was in his office, and the door was secure, he pulled up his queue and listened to the audio-only recorded message. 
 
    “Welcome home, Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. Job well done in Neithea, but there is more work to be done. The Gnevusin cannot be allowed to remain a threat to us or anyone else. The training programs you began before you left have been going well, and I have taken a personal interest in observing them from afar. Unfortunately, there are issues there, and elsewhere, that must be dealt with before planning the action against the Gnevusin can be pursued. They will notify me upon your arrival, and by the time you dock with Prime Station, my schedule will be clear. Once you have docked Exzisa, report immediately to Planetary Headquarters. We have much to discuss.” 
 
    He considered for a moment and then listened to the message again to make sure he had missed nothing. He, like many in the navy, had known Queen El’Jyiurma before El’Xakelu had selected her to ascend to the position of queen and rule the Serpentes. Because of that, he understood that she would want to take a direct hand in the planning of any military operations. Normally, a fleet admiral would not want meddling from a ruler, but in this case, he sought to absorb and learn everything he could from his queen.  
 
    He moved back to the bridge and assumed his place on the command platform. 
 
    “Proceed at best speed to Prime Station. Once we are docked, I will be going down to the planet. Standard watch rotation until you hear otherwise.” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral,” Commander Vi’Uku responded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma received word from Ayana that the Exzisa had arrived in system, and she immediately cleared the rest of her day. There were some semi-important matters she needed to deal with, but nothing more important than the future of the system.  
 
    “Send him in as soon as he arrives. Thank you, Ayana. And inform Sofia I may be calling on her today, so she should be close.” 
 
    “Should I leave, Mother?” El’Iroru asked.  
 
    “No. You already know what we will discuss, but do remain silent.” 
 
    El’Iroru hissed understanding and coiled loosely in the corner of the room, laying his head on his coils. 
 
    El’Jyiurma spent the time until El’Kashtri arrived in quiet meditation to clear her mind before what she knew would be a long and difficult discussion. 
 
    Several hours later, Ayana’s voice came over the speakers on her desk. “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri has arrived, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Send him in,” she said after a moment and rose on her coils. 
 
    El’Kashtri slid into the office and bowed low. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Rest, Fleet Admiral. Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. It is good to be home,” he said as he rose. 
 
    “Before we move on to other matters, I have read your reports, but I would hear from you, how are things in Neithea?” 
 
    “As well as can be expected, Your Majesty,” El’Kashtri responded. “Many of the Gnevusin are nervous, scared even, that those from their home world will return in greater force to destroy the planet. The crews from Sparks Unlimited are progressing at speed on the station and the new trade city on the surface.” 
 
    “Yes, Sofia’s reports have made that clear as well. There is little we can do about the native fears, I’m afraid, except make sure the Gnevusin’s fears don’t come true. Which, of course, is exactly what we will do. The new ships will be of great help once they are completed and arrive. Of course, it will be a lot of ships to staff at once.” 
 
    His eagerness for the ships’ arrival was evident from the pheromones coming from El’Kashtri. He wanted revenge for what had happened to the Parya, as did she.  
 
    “I’m afraid there have been some incidents at the academy which have caused me concern.” 
 
    “Yes. I have reviewed the reports, though I wanted to wait until I was home to take any actions, so I could evaluate the situation in person. The most recent, which I reviewed on the way to Prime Station, strikes me as somewhat odd.” 
 
    “Agreed. Have you considered what course you will take?” 
 
    “I will likely spend the next few days at the academy reviewing things for myself. I may also ask Commander Vi’Uku to accompany me. He was integral in setting up some of the programs to incorporate the humans.” 
 
    “Very good,” she said and considered the other matter she knew she had to discuss with him. Immediate needs overcame large ones. 
 
    “There are other matters we will discuss, but I would like for you to focus first on the academy. The rest can wait, for a short while at least.” 
 
    She could tell he wanted to ask, but wouldn’t, because she had made her instructions clear. 
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty. Is there anything related to the academy you can tell me that isn’t in the reports? I’m sure you’ve taken more than a passing interest.” 
 
    Some would have taken that as an accusation, but she understood that he simply wanted as much perspective as he could get. “I’m afraid this may be some organized effort against the humans, rather than the actions of some individuals. But I have no direct evidence.” 
 
    “Sadly, it would not come as a surprise. I will summon Commander Vi’Uku, and we will begin our investigation immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fleet Admiral. I can rest knowing you have your scales on the matter. I have an office in the building prepared for you, should you wish to use it, or you may base your operations from your ship. I leave the decision to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. I believe it will be simpler to work from the planet for the time being, though I will keep my shuttle on standby.” 
 
    “Of course. Let me know if I can help in any way.” 
 
    El’Kashtri bowed and left her office. 
 
    “You did not tell him,” El’Iroru said. 
 
    “No. I need him to focus on the academy first. It would not do to have his judgment clouded. The rest can wait.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Kashtri went down one floor to his office in the headquarters building. It was a combination office and conference setting, which was perfect for his purposes. He turned up the heat on the pad behind his desk with a command and sent a quick message up to the Exzisa to have Vi’Uku come down and meet him, then he began reviewing the reports from the academy. Before he focused on the problems, he read the overall status reports from Admiral El’Arta. Interestingly, they made no mention of the encounters that would reflect negatively on him or the academy and focused on Serpentes who were excelling in their progression.  
 
    He was glad to see that the simulators for the new ship designs would be functional within a day and took a moment to hiss in frustration that the delivery of their new ships had been delayed. Though, he reasoned, even if they had the new ships, they wouldn’t have the crews for them. So, perhaps it was best they were not sitting idle in space without crews. He broadened his review to all the academy locations across the planet. There were a surprising number of humans in various phases of progression. As he drilled down, he noted every campus had its own share of reports of problems with actions taken against humans and even lower castes of Serpentes who were now permitted to serve in functional combat roles. The incidents at the Capital City campus were the most severe by far, though.  
 
    A side display lit up to show Commander Vi’Uku approaching the door to his office. Interesting system, he thought. He hissed a command to open the door, and Vi’Uku slid in and snapped to attention, his body perfectly perpendicular to the floor, with his head parallel. 
 
    “Rest, Commander,” he said as the door slid closed behind Vi’Uku. 
 
    “I came as soon as I received your summons, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Thank you, Vi’Uku. It seems there is an issue with the academy, both here and around the planet.” 
 
    “The humans?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said and gave Vi’Uku a high-level overview, focusing on the problems he wanted to investigate. 
 
    “What would you like me to do, Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “I’d like you to pay a visit to the academy, without me. El’Arta is no doubt aware I am on the planet and will be looking into these incidents. He may feel less threatened if you begin the direct investigation on my behalf.” 
 
    “Very well. I would like some time to read the reports, of course.” 
 
    “Take your time. You may use a station here,” he said, indicating the small conference area. “I would like you to be at the academy tomorrow, though.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fleet Admiral. I’m sure that will be sufficient time.” 
 
    He watched Vi’Uku as he immediately went to a station and used the small interface pole to manipulate the display, rather than using vocal commands. As he did, he reflected on how far his own perception had come in the past year. He, like most Elapidae, was certain of his superiority. But the events upon El’Jyiurma’s rise to fleet admiral and her discovery of the plot deep within the navy against Gieliv and humans, in general, had shaken his core beliefs. It was those revelations that caused him to view beings by their actions and loyalties more than their species. No longer could he assume everyone was automatically loyal to the navy or the queen. Vi’Uku, however, he had no doubts about. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Frazier rubbed his eyes after spending hours looking over the growing file on Leon Ulmer and the resistance cells the intelligence experts had assembled. They had identified no less than eight cells across the planet, so far, and were still investigating. The one thing they had determined, based on what they knew, was that there was one purpose for the organization—to get rid of the Serpentes.  
 
    “Minister La’Kema has arrived, President Frazier,” Edward Taylor, his secretary, said from the doorway. 
 
    He sighed and nodded. He had been dreading this conversation and had wanted to wait until he had more information, but he couldn’t, in good conscience, hold it any longer, given the risk. “Send him in.” 
 
    Frazier rose as La’Kema slid in and coiled loosely in front of his desk. “Glad you could come on such brief notice, Minister.” 
 
    “Of course, Mister President. How can Strorix serve?” 
 
    He sat, forgoing his usual offer of refreshment, as they really didn’t have anything to offer a Serpentes. He could see from the bulge along La’Kema’s body that he had recently fed. Even though he’d rehearsed this encounter several times in his mind, he pursed his lips as he went through the many ways he could broach the subject. 
 
    “Minister La’Kema, I’m afraid I have some disturbing news. We had hoped, with the arrest of Macey Manning, the anti-Serpentes rhetoric would die down, and for the most part it has…publicly. It has come to our attention, however, that there is a covert resistance movement intent on action against Serpentes on Gieliv.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Unlike with humans, Serpentes didn’t exhibit body language he could interpret. He didn’t know if La’Kema was upset, disappointed, or angry, unless he chose to show it.  
 
    “The first information about this, resistance, came from a member of the military, who confessed.” 
 
    Still, there was no visible reaction from La’Kema. 
 
    “That is indeed disturbing, Mister President. Though, I admit, I am not surprised by the revelation. We knew there would always be those who would object to our presence, no matter how much we did to appease them.” 
 
    The statement made Frazier even more uncomfortable. He thought it was meant to make him feel better, but it made him feel worse for not finding out before someone who was part of it came forward. 
 
    “I’m not ready to go public with this yet, but I felt you deserved to know and, of course, Queen El’Jyiurma. I have our best intelligence gathering people working non-stop to trace down every member of this resistance we can.” 
 
    “That is reassuring. How would you measure the threat against us?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know. The one member we have in custody was on a mission to sabotage the training of Gnevusin forces on Neithea. His reasoning was to make them distrust us, so perhaps the queen would re-consider our alliance.” 
 
    “I see,” he said again. “As you are aware, Queen El’Jyiurma is quite familiar with internal bad actors who work against the desires of the leadership of a system.” 
 
    He nodded, knowing La’Kema referred to the first contact Gieliv had with the Serpentes, where a rogue captain had launched an attack on his planet directly. Queen, then Admiral, El’Jyiurma had been the one who chased them down and killed them. “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to assist your investigation?” 
 
    This discussion wasn’t going anything like he had imagined. He had expected rage or frustration; anything but the apparent calm acceptance of the situation. 
 
    “Not at the moment. Though I do want to let you know we’ve delayed the departure of the training mission to Neithea until we sort this out.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate, but understandable. I will inform the queen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Minister. You may also want to, quietly, let the Serpentes on planet know they should be on alert.” 
 
    “I think you underestimate our ability to sense danger, Mister President, but I will pass on the word. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, thank you again. I’ll keep you in the loop on anything else we find.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that. Thank you, Mister President,” he said and slid out of the office as calmly as he’d entered. 
 
    Frazier shook his head, unable to understand how calmly La’Kema had taken the news. After a quick stretch, he turned his attention back to his display and stabbed the acceptance stud on a call coming in from General Stevens. 
 
    “How did it go?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “Better than I expected. He seemed perfectly calm.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’d wager he’s a bit more upset than he’d let you know. Anyway, we have a complication.” 
 
    Frazier rolled his eyes. “Of course, we do. What now?” 
 
    “Other than Ulmer and, of course, Merritt, even if we track down the rest, there’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    “What?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “I just got off a call with the legal folks. These resistance people have broken no laws. Gathering and talking aren’t crimes. Unless we can prove they have a specific plan to commit violence that they’re ready to carry out, we can’t do a thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda figured that. But we can at least identify them and put them under surveillance.” 
 
    “Sure. How many people do you have to commit to that?” 
 
    Frazier sighed. “Probably not enough.” 
 
    Stevens nodded. “Look, we’ll work with the intel folks to identify as many as we can, but…” He left the rest unsaid as he shrugged. 
 
    “I get it. Thanks, Bryan. Keep me informed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Githen shifted in his command chair on the bridge of the Ahluic. He felt as if he were awaiting his turn to be executed. Without knowing where the human intended to take his ship, he had no intention of going peacefully, but he knew he was in a no-win situation. He decided the next best thing would be to make them pay for their insolence. The best way he could think of was to take out the one thing any system would dread to lose. 
 
    “Commander Sulla, tell engineering to prepare to bring reactor two online.” 
 
    “Grand Admiral, if we do that—” 
 
    “I know what will happen! This human intends to take us somewhere without telling us where. Do you imagine it will be somewhere pleasant? Look at the sensor returns. If they were going to help us, they could do so right here! So, we will go out in glory and cripple this insignificant system in the process.” 
 
    Sulla was silent for a few seconds, then nodded once. “Yes, Grand Admiral!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alright, that’s set,” Harmon said after closing comms with the Heavy Task Force, which would deliver the Ahluic to Strorix and handle the salvage work. “They’ll get in position and start moving in a few hours.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Clip said. “Just having them here makes me itchy.” 
 
    “Harmon, sensor platforms are detecting energy fluctuations from the Ahluic,” Jayneen said. 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    “I can show you, Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot answered. 
 
    “Well, do it.” 
 
    The main display on the bridge of Salvage Title lit up with the view from one of the many platforms seeded around the system entry point. The video zoomed in and showed weapon hatches opening on the side of the ship. 
 
    “Frost! What are they thinking?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Path, raise the Ahluic.” 
 
    “They’re not responding, sir,” she said after a moment. “Incoming from Captain Urlak.” 
 
    Harmon accepted the communication voice only so he could watch the Ahluic. “I see it, Urlak.” 
 
    “Orders?” 
 
    “They have engaged their maneuvering thrusters,” Bahroot reported. 
 
    He opened a second comm to the Ahluic, keeping Urlak’s channel open as well. “Ahluic, this is Harmon Tomeral. I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish, but if you don’t shut down right now, we will fire.” 
 
    “Diamond squadron is in position.” 
 
    “Main engines are online. They are headed toward the gate,” Jayneen said. 
 
    “They managed to get their other reactor up?” 
 
    “No, Harmon. They’re pointed at the edge of the gate.” 
 
    “Frost, they mean to damage the gate. Release the platforms. Urlak, fire when ready. Turn them into dust before they get close to the gate.” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure.” 
 
    On the display, the fury of the three closest weapon platforms, as well as Diamond Squadron’s attack, converged on the Ahluic. A second later, there was nothing but debris.  
 
    “Probably a waste of time, but do a sweep for survivors, Urlak.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Let’s look for any projectiles they might have gotten off. They like to attack planets.” 
 
    He waited for several anxious moments until Clip finally looked up. “Looks clear. We got ‘em before they got anything off.” 
 
    Harmon sighed. “Jayneen, put the sensor information and footage from the platforms into a package. I want to send it to the queen of Strorix to explain why we couldn’t deliver the Ahluic as agreed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I understand, President Tomeral. I’m afraid I am not surprised,” El’Jyiurma said after Harmon summarized the destruction of the Ahluic. “I admit, I had hoped to gain some intelligence from them. Do you believe there is a chance of recovering anything from the wreckage?” 
 
    “I’m afraid the destruction was pretty much total, but we’ll certainly keep an eye out.” 
 
    “Thank you; that is appreciated. Will you still be able to handle our salvage needs?” 
 
    “We’ll be glad to. They’re going to clean up what’s left of the Ahluic, small pieces mostly, then the Heavy Task Force will be on the way.” 
 
    “I will have Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri alert the pickets to expect your arrival.” 
 
    She hissed a sigh after the comm closed. 
 
    “This doesn’t change anything, does it?” El’Iroru asked. 
 
    “No, of course not. We are no better or worse off than we were before.” 
 
    “Hnn.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma jerked up on her coils and tasted the air with her tongue. The sound had a human-like quality and had come from near El’Iroru, but there was no one else present. She focused on El’Iroru. Fear and confusion permeated the air around him. 
 
    “Did you make that sound?” 
 
    He nodded his head in a distinctly human fashion. 
 
    “How? Are you feeling well?” 
 
    “I am fine, Mother. I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Commander Vi’Uku slid through the halls of the academy in Capital City after completing his review of the reports from the various campuses around the planet. Every campus had its share of complaints, not only from humans, but also from lower caste Serpentes. He was among those who had no problem with the changes. Vi’Uku believed any being who wanted to serve the queen should be allowed to do so in whatever role suited their capabilities. It was not long ago that El’Jyiurma had purged the navy of those who had plotted to spoil the upcoming alliance with Gieliv, and he had agreed with her actions. Their alliance with Gieliv could be nothing but good for their systems, he felt, as proved by their assistance in Neithea. 
 
    The cadets he passed in the corridors did not know who he was, which worked in his favor. Quietly hissed conversations reached his membranes, and he took careful note of anything out of the ordinary. The Serpentes, unlike the snakes humans were accustomed to, could hear, though they also had the high sensitivity to vibrations their Earth analogues had. He had initially been heading straight to El’Arta’s office, but he decided to take a detour. He slid into the medical bay and looked around the room.  
 
    “Doctor Elliott?” he asked the lone human in the room. 
 
    “Yes? Can I help you…” 
 
    “Commander Vi’Uku from the Exzisa. I’m here on behalf of Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri to investigate the reports, all of which you have been involved in, by humans against Serpentes at the academy.” 
 
    “I wondered if anyone would ever actually look into them,” she said. 
 
    “We have just returned to the system, and the fleet admiral is making it one of his top priorities. I have reviewed your reports in detail, but I am interested in what was not in them.” 
 
    “My reports are always complete and fully detailed,” she said and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I do not doubt that Doctor Elliott, but I assume you leave out any impressions that cannot be proved by fact. I would like to hear them.” 
 
    “Oh…well, yes. Where would you like to start?” 
 
    He spent the next hour reviewing the reports with Doctor Elliott, and much of what she said agreed with his own thoughts.  
 
    “Based on your observations, do you believe there is a coordinated effort against the two remaining humans at Capital City?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I think it’s one or two particularly disgruntled Serpentes, or there would have been a lot more incidents, and they’d probably already be dead.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you for your time, Doctor Elliott. Your cooperation will be noted to the fleet admiral.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this for praise, Commander. I did it because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    Vi’Uku did not respond as he slid out of the medical bay, but he approved of her position. He made a mental note to recommend to El’Kashtri that she be transferred to one of the new ships when they were crewed. Many current ships also had human doctors since there were often humans on board, but up until now, they hadn’t been serving members of the navy. In some cases, such as on the Exzisa, they would also tend to injuries to Serpentes, if the Serpentes desired. Generally speaking, they did not have medical staff of their own. The overall belief was that any wound was either mortal or something that would naturally heal with time. There were exceptions, but most Serpentes accepted it as the way of things.  
 
    He thought about that as he slid through the corridors to Admiral El’Arta’s office and wondered what might change in the Serpentes perspective of ‘the way of things’ under El’Jyiurma’s leadership. Spending his life on a ship, he did not know what the average resident of Strorix thought of the changes, or if they thought of them at all. He had to catch himself, once, when he saw a Thamno in the corridor and almost asked what she was doing there. They had as much right to serve as any other.  
 
    Upon entering the anteroom of El’Arta’s office, the first thing that occurred to Vi’Uku was that it was odd for a Dendro to be an assistant. They were among the deadliest of the Serpentes— their venom was extremely potent and even deadly to other Serpentes. A quick review of the room proved that El’Arta had been grounded for quite a while. The materialistic collections on display were disturbing. Vi’Uku knew most officers who ended their careers on the ground tended to live as they had on board a ship. Spartan and simple. El’Arta seemed to be an exception. 
 
    “Can I help you, Commander?” the Dendro asked. 
 
    “I am here to see Admiral El’Arta on behalf of Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri.” He knew there were recognition systems, so the Dendro already knew who he was. 
 
    Vi’Uku could feel the growl that came from beyond El’Arta’s office door through the vibrations in the floor. It would likely offend him that a mere commander had come, rather than the fleet admiral, which was likely part of El’Kashtri’s plan to throw the admiral off guard.  
 
    “Go right in, Commander.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said and slid through the door that opened as he approached. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Uku, I’m busy. What can I do for you?” El’Arta asked as Vi’Uku came to attention. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri has concerns over the incidents at the academy, Admiral, and he asked me to look into them,” he responded, allowing El’Arta the obvious insult of not immediately releasing him from his position. 
 
    “Rest, Commander,” El’Arta said finally. “Which incidents?” 
 
    “The fleet admiral is specifically concerned with the attacks on human cadets, Admiral,” Vi’Uku answered in a level voice. Only his ingrained respect for rank and authority prevented him from saying what immediately came to his mind.  
 
    “I see. I do wish El’Kashtri had come to see me personally as we could have easily dispensed with this.” 
 
    Another intended offense. Vi’Uku was aware El’Arta did not know El’Kashtri well enough to omit his rank.  
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri is, as you can imagine, busy preparing for new vessels and upcoming operations. He asked me to investigate as I was part of the planning for integrating humans into the academy structure.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time, Commander. My reports are complete. Of the two reported incidents, the first was an accident, and the second is resolved, with the offender already in the cooler, pending trial and consumption.” 
 
    Vi’Uku considered his next words carefully. While he had already developed a dislike for El’Arta, he was still an Admiral in the SRN.  
 
    “I’m sure it is as you say, Admiral. Still, I must complete my investigation per my orders from the fleet admiral. I would like to speak to Cadet Vi’Pavema if that would be convenient. I’m sure you understand. Orders are orders.” 
 
    “Yes, that is something I do indeed understand, Commander Vi’Uku. She is in the basement. I’ll notify the guards you are cleared to speak to her.” 
 
    “Thank you for your cooperation, Admiral. I’ll be out of your scales as soon as I conclude the necessary interviews.” 
 
    “Interviews? Who else do you need to speak with?” 
 
    “To be thorough, for the fleet admiral, I’ll need to speak to all cadets involved in both incidents. Cadet Savage, Cadet Wade, and Cadet Vi’Jyara. I’ve already spoken with Doctor Elliott.” 
 
    The last had the desired result, and he sensed a small amount of anger from El’Arta’s pheromones. 
 
    “I see. I would prefer you not interrupt their training just to chase down issues that are already resolved, Commander.” 
 
    “Of course, Admiral. I will speak to them after their classes for the day are completed.” 
 
    El’Arta held him, waiting for several moments before he hissed his acceptance. “Dismissed.” 
 
    Vi’Uku came to attention before he slid out of the office and headed down to the cooler. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shawn knocked on Melissa’s door after securing his quarters. They were scheduled to get a first look at the new simulator today, and he couldn’t have been more excited. For the Serpentes, not much would change, but this would be the first time in the history of Strorix that a human could sit on the bridge and work a station. At least, the first time they knew of, he thought. 
 
    She came out and secured her door. “All ready?” 
 
    “You have no idea,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Oh, I think I have some idea,” she said and laughed as they walked down the corridor. 
 
    He turned a bit red. He’d been unable to contain his exuberance over getting to see the simulator when they’d received their orders, and he probably looked more like a boy getting his first toy than a cadet in the SRN. They had spent most of their spare time together after she’d let him in on the secret of The Underground. He’d shared more of his theories, and she’d shared some of hers. While he still wasn’t completely in and wasn’t sure he wanted to be, he was intrigued by what else they might know that he didn’t. 
 
    Since the incident with the venom on his keypad, there had been no more problems. Not major ones anyway. The occasional snide remark or accidental tail swing that nearly tripped one of them, but he could deal with those. He also wasn’t oblivious to the fact that they weren’t the only ones being singled out. Thamno and Pantherops who hadn’t historically held ranks in the navy moved in groups, just as he and Melissa did, and he assumed they were facing some sort of pressure as well.  
 
    On the way to Simulator One, a lone Viperidae passed them in the corridor. Shawn felt like the Serpentes had looked through his skin into his soul before they passed each other, and he frowned slightly. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “He looked familiar, but I can’t place him. Never seen him around here before.” 
 
    She shrugged. “They all look pretty much the same to me.” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess I’ve got more practice telling them apart.” 
 
    He was silent the rest of the way to the simulator as he tried to remember where he’d seen that Viperidae, but he didn’t figure it out before they arrived. They walked through the wide door to the bridge, and he stopped to look around. 
 
    “You must be Cadets Savage and Wade,” Nicole Burke said. “Welcome to the bridge.” 
 
    “Close your mouth before it dries out,” Melissa said and grinned. 
 
    Shawn flushed. “Sorry. It’s just…wow.” 
 
    Every station on the bridge was configured for a human officer. He eyed the command chair before he looked at where the tactical station should be. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting my entire life for this,” he said to no one particular. 
 
    “Well, let’s not keep you waiting any longer,” Nicole said. “Tactical is here, communication is there. If you’ll take your seats, I’ll guide you through the interfaces. My understanding is that you’re cross-trained, so you’ll each sit every station to see the structure, but we’ll focus first on your specialty.” 
 
    They spent the entire day rotating through each station and learning the interfaces, which weren’t completely foreign since they’d had displays in their classes that were similar. Being on the bridge felt different though, and he was glad they were getting a look before they had to practice in an actual simulation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vi’Uku slid down the textured pole into the basement and immediately thought the large Boa coiled in the center of the chamber was overkill. The cooler was used as punishment for all sorts of infractions, with incarceration times ranging from a few hours, to days, to more in the event of severe infractions. There were ten cells, each with controls that could be used to lower the temperature enough to send a Serpentes into torpor. The cells were carved out of the ground, and the doors were anchored to the rock walls. All of the cell doors but one were open. The Boa lifted his head from his coils as Vi’Uku approached. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Uku?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “I assumed you would want her lucid, so the temperature in prisoner Vi’Pavema’s cell is coming up.” 
 
    “Thank you. I would like to speak to her privately.” 
 
    “I served with Queen El’Jyiurma, you know, on the Parya.” 
 
    Vi’Uku was caught off guard by the non sequitur and waited to see where the conversation was going. As the Boa uncoiled, Vi’Uku saw several scars from wounds he’d received at some point in his life along his scales. 
 
    “I hope you are on the right side of history, Commander,” he said as he slithered toward the pole after hissing a command that caused Vi’Pavema’s cell door to slide open.  
 
    Vi’Uku watched the Boa’s massive muscles propel him more quickly up the pole than seemed possible for his size, and he reflected on his words. Were it not for the pheromones of dedication and pride he sensed, the Boa’s words could have been taken several ways. The Boa had also used a foreboding tone that caused Vi’Uku to rattle his tail in what a human might have considered a shiver. 
 
    Vi’Pavema poked her head out of the door to her cell and stared at him. Her scales were dull, and Vi’Uku felt pained at her appearance. He looked around and finally found a feeder chute. With a hissed command, a door in the wall slid open to allow a bedraggled animal to wander into the room. It wasn’t much, but they did not deem prisoners worthy of the best food. 
 
    “Feed,” he said. 
 
    She struck clumsily, but desperately, and coiled herself around the animal, positioning it so she could consume it headfirst. It took only moments for the venom to do its job, and she took her time consuming the creature after she unlocked her jaws to allow it to pass.  
 
    He waited patiently. She was on the smaller side for a Viperidae, and he imagined she would have been bullied in her youth. Only when she had fully consumed the meal did he proceed to the point of his visit. 
 
    “I am Commander Vi’Uku, Executive Officer of the SRN Exzisa.” 
 
    The name obviously meant something to her, as she snapped immediately to attention. “I’m sorry, Commander,” she said and expressed pheromones of fear. 
 
    “Rest, Cadet. I’m here on behalf of Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri to investigate the crime of which you are accused.” 
 
    She relaxed only slightly. “Permission to speak freely, Commander?” 
 
    “Please do, Cadet.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it,” she protested immediately. “I am a loyal servant of the queen and would never do anything against any citizen of Strorix.” 
 
    He paid careful attention and sensed no deceit as he tasted the air. 
 
    “Can you explain how your venom came to be where it had no business being?” 
 
    “I don’t remember ever going down that branch of corridors. No path I need takes me that way.” 
 
    “Uncoil please, Cadet,” he ordered as he spied some missing scales along her length.  
 
    They were more evident once he could see her fully. Whatever had removed the scales had not breached the skin, but she would have a scar for life. He could also tell the attack had been recent. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she hissed softly. “An accident while training.” 
 
    All Serpentes trained to fight, it was a part of their culture, and accidents did happen, but he could tell there was more to the story. He moved over to examine the missing scales more carefully. The meal she had just consumed made the wound more obvious, or he might not have spotted the missing scales.  
 
    “Cadet. I cannot help you if you will not be forthcoming. Would you like me to report your lack of cooperation to the Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “No, Commander.” 
 
    “Who did this and why?” 
 
    He could tell she was becoming uncomfortable. Being fully laid out, uncoiled, was the most vulnerable position a Serpentes could be in, but it was a position used to remind a lower ranking Serpentes of their place. 
 
    She hissed so quietly he couldn’t hear her, and he rattled his tail. 
 
    “Cadet…” 
 
    “It was Cadet Vi’Jyara.” 
 
    “Coil yourself.” 
 
    Relieved, she coiled herself loosely and faced him. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    She looked down at the ground in deference or shame. “It was while training. He struck hard when one of his friends distracted me. I managed to avoid his fangs, mostly.” 
 
    “He exposed his fangs?” Vi’Uku asked and rattled his tail. Training was just that, training. Viperidae could control their fangs, and they were supposed to remain folded during training. 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure it was an accident,” she added quickly. 
 
    “If you will not defend yourself, Cadet, I can have a Lampros come and finish this right now.” 
 
    He let that settle in. Lampros fulfilled many roles in the Serpentes culture, and one of them was the consumption of Serpentes, or humans, found guilty of a severe crime. 
 
    “How did you respond when you were struck?” 
 
    “I prepared to defend my life.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Her tail rattled fiercely for a moment. “I exposed my fangs. I was scared, and my venom flowed freely. The instructor made us leave the training grounds. He made me leave first. That must be it. Right?” 
 
    “Do you hold any ill feelings toward humans in the navy?” 
 
    The question obviously caught her off guard, as he intended it to.  
 
    “I don’t really think about it. I’m a runt; I never thought I’d have a chance. I’ve never had a problem with humans. They’re just different beings, right?” 
 
    “Very forward thinking, Cadet. Perhaps you have heard others who feel differently?” 
 
    She lifted her head and met his eyes. “They’ll kill me.” 
 
    “No, Cadet. They won’t.” 
 
    Vi’Uku allowed her time to consider her next statement. It was obvious she knew something, and he needed her to tell him.  
 
    “Vi’Jyara. It’s mostly him. He has a few friends who are always near him. Well, not friends maybe. They seem to do whatever he says because of his lineage.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “He bragged once about how he scared a human so badly they released their bowels, and he swore he would never serve on a ship with a human.” 
 
    “I see. And his friends?” 
 
    She gave him a list of names, which he recorded with his sub-scalar implant. 
 
    “Is there anything else you can think of?” 
 
    “I just want to serve in the navy, Commander. I was destined to be shipped off to Strorix Den for animal control, but…that’s not what I want.” 
 
    “I believe you may yet get your chance, Cadet. I’m afraid you’re going to have to return to your cell for now though.” 
 
    She hissed in resignation and slid slowly into the cell before he hissed the command to seal the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yafi walked into Colonel Brady’s office after being escorted there by one of the platoon leaders he knew from the range. “You wanted to see me, Colonel?” 
 
    “Rachel is fine, Yafi. Please, sit.” 
 
    He nodded and sat. 
 
    “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Better, I guess. I’m sorry about how I acted. It’s just—” 
 
    “Tony explained the situation, somewhat. He didn’t go into detail, but I understand it was a bit too much for you. No need to apologize.” 
 
    Yafi was relieved, but the thought of trying again caused him to shudder. 
 
    “I think it might be best not to take those weapons…at least not at first. I’m not the only one who will feel this way.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve already come to that conclusion. We’ve already ordered them, so we’ll take them along, but we’ll skip the training for a while. You need to understand, though, that your people will eventually have to get past their fear.” 
 
    He flinched slightly. 
 
    “I don’t mean to be harsh, but should it ever come down to a genuine need to defend yourself, if all the enemy has to do is fire a few shots to throw you off…” 
 
    “Yes,” he said after he thought about it. “That does make sense.” 
 
    “The SRN transport to Neithea will be here tomorrow. We won’t be going just yet. I’m afraid we have some other matters to handle, but you’re welcome to go ahead and return home.” 
 
    “I would like that. I have much to tell the council.” 
 
    “I have no doubt. I do hope that, aside from the range, you found your visit enjoyable.” 
 
    “Oh, very much,” he said, with a smile. 
 
    “Good to hear,” she said as she stood and walked around her desk. “I just wanted to make sure you are doing okay. We’ll send someone to get you when the shuttle is ready to take you up in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rachel,” he said as she walked over and opened the door for him. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Yafi. We’ll see you again soon. Oh, and Yafi…don’t mention to anyone else that we’re not going with you.” 
 
    He looked at her, confused, but nodded. “As you wish.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bobby Merritt opened the front door and laughed as his daughter ran in from the dining room and jumped into his arms as soon as he closed the door behind him. “Ambushed at the door!” 
 
    She giggled uncontrollably as he tickled her. “Daddy! Stop!” she squealed. 
 
    He chuckled and set her down. “Good to see you too.” 
 
    “Dinner’s almost ready. I helped!” 
 
    “Is that so? Well, I guess it’ll be good then, huh?” he asked as he took her hand so she could guide him to the dining room.  
 
    As he expected, the house was clean and tidy. Though it wasn’t part of the nanny’s job, she always made sure the home was in good shape. He walked through the hallway to the dining room and smiled as he passed cheap image displays, most of which showed the entire family, back when his wife had been alive. At first, he’d turned them off, but as time went on, Lily had wanted them on again, so she could remember.  
 
    “Hey, Brenda,” he said to the nanny he’d hired to look after his daughter while he worked. 
 
    “Welcome home, Mr. Merritt. Lily’s already finished her homework and was a great help in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Well, well. Look at you. Are you ready to move out already?” he asked and reached for Lily, who dodged his tickle attempt. 
 
    “Daaad. Stop.” 
 
    He grinned and sat down at the head of the table. “Joining us tonight, Brenda?” 
 
    “I wish I could, but I need to get home if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Of course. Thanks for everything.” 
 
    She smiled and set the last dish of food on the table. “That’s everything. Kitchen’s cleaned up and desert is in the fridge. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Be safe out there, Brenda.” 
 
    He served himself and Lily plates of food, and they ate while he let Lily tell him all about her day. He listened, mostly, but his mind was on other things. She was the reason for everything he did. He wanted her to grow up on a safe planet, free of the risk of snakes.  
 
    “Then a Serpentes came to visit the class.” 
 
    “What?!” he yelled, spewing a mouthful of food across the table. 
 
    “Ewwwwww.” 
 
    “What about one of those snakes?” 
 
    “He didn’t seem that scary, Daddy. He was nice, and he let us touch his scales and everything. They weren’t slimy like I thought they would be.” 
 
    “Don’t ever, ever touch one of those things again, Lily. I’m serious. They can kill you. You’re lucky you didn’t end up as a snack.” 
 
    She cowed back in her chair; the excitement gone from her voice and her face. “I’m sorry, Daddy.” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry, baby,” he said. “I’m sorry I yelled. I just…I want you to be safe. Okay?” 
 
    She nodded, and the tears threatening to fall from her eyes stabbed into his heart. 
 
    He sighed and walked around the table to pick her up. “I’m sorry, baby,” he said and stroked her hair. 
 
    As she laid her head on his shoulder, he could feel the wetness of her tears soak through his shirt. He closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure how long he stood that way, holding her tight. Finally, as children do, she wiggled free, and he set her down. 
 
    “I’m going to watch some vids, okay?”  
 
    “Sure, baby. I’ve got some work to do upstairs. I’ll be down in a little bit, and we can watch together.” 
 
    “Okay!” she said and skipped off to the living room. 
 
    He smiled and walked upstairs to his home office, where the smile faded quickly. He entered a code on the keypad to disable the alarm and pushed his thumb down on the fingerprint reader, then the lock on the door clicked. After he closed the door behind him, he sat down and activated his workstation.  
 
    A single message popped up on his screen. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    So, they were leaving on schedule. That was good. He trusted John, sort of, but he was glad to have secondary confirmation that the training groups were indeed leaving for Neithea. If everything went according to plan, they would arrive and set up on Neithea in about six days. In seven days, it would be time. A coordinated action across two systems would let everyone know the snakes weren’t welcome in Gieliv. Blood would spill, but it would be for the greater good. Before he went downstairs to spend the evening with Lily, he double checked the instructions he had in place in the event of his death. His wife, and any other family he had, had died in the snakes’ venom attack, so he was all Lily had left. If he died in action, Lily would go to Brenda.  
 
    Satisfied, he left his office, activated the alarms, and went downstairs and found his daughter watching some ancient vid about a purple dinosaur. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked as he sat down beside her. 
 
    “It’s funny!” she said. 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    She sighed, content, and snuggled against his side. “I love you, Daddy.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby,” he said as he wrapped his arm around her. He meant those words more than any other words he had ever spoken. And I hope one day you understand, he thought to himself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In a house across the street from the Merritt residence, a man turned to the woman next to him. “What do you see?” 
 
    “There’s definitely some kind of screened room upstairs. He disappeared from thermal for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Just him and the kid again?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, note the time. Next shift will be here soon to relieve us.” 
 
    “Is what I hear right about that guy? He’s some sort of terrorist?” 
 
    “We just know what we’re told. Surveil and report.” 
 
    “I know, I know. But look at him. He’s home every night, spends time with his kid. That could be anyone.” 
 
    “That’s what makes the terrorists dangerous. They look normal. Keep your eyes on the target.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vi’Uku coiled at the front of an empty lecture hall after classes ended and used the terminal to record his notes. There was definitely an organized, but loose, effort against humans at the academy, but there was no evidence anyone other than Vi’Jyara was behind it. The others could potentially be trained once his influence was removed, which Vi’Uku was convinced needed to happen.  
 
    The disposition of Admiral El’Arta was another concern. Had El’Arta completed a full investigation, the facts Vi’Uku had uncovered would have been recorded. Curious, Vi’Uku did some digging into El’Arta’s file, and he finally understood. Vi’Jyara’s mother had served with the admiral. Favoritism was not a foreign concept to the Serpentes, and it wasn’t openly discouraged. But covering up for the attempted killing of another being went beyond that to the level of conspiracy. Before he brought that to El’Kashtri, though, he wanted more information. To that end, he summoned Vi’Jyara to the lecture hall. 
 
    Only moments later, Vi’Jyara slid into the hall, approached Vi’Uku, and snapped to perfect attention. 
 
    “Rest, Cadet. You know who I am?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. It is an honor to meet the executive officer for Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri.” 
 
    “I’m investigating incidents that have occurred here at the academy that target human cadets. Your name has come up several times. Do you have any idea why that would be?” 
 
    “I know Cadet Savage mistook an accident for an attack in a corridor, Commander. He tripped over my tail. Humans can be clumsy, as I’m sure you’re aware.” 
 
    “Can they? Seeing as they are responsible for much of the maintenance on our ships, evidence would seem to lean to the contrary, Cadet.” 
 
    Vi’Jyara did not respond, but he didn’t have to. 
 
    “What is your feeling about humans serving as members of the navy, Cadet? Speak freely.” 
 
    “I believe it is a mistake, Commander. But, as it is the order of the queen, I will accept it.” 
 
    Vi’Uku made a show of looking down at the terminal, but he really had no need to. 
 
    “I also see there was a training incident where you locked your fangs during a rotation and wounded another Cadet.” 
 
    “An unfortunate accident.” 
 
    “Odd that accident was not reported, as it should have been. Can you explain that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I cannot answer to what the instructor did or did not report, Commander.” 
 
    “Are you aware venom was found on Cadet Savage’s entry pad?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. I heard about that. It’s unfortunate how far some will go in defiance of the queen’s orders. I understand Vi’Pavema was responsible.” 
 
    “She claims she has never been down that corridor.” 
 
    “The evidence contradicts that, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    He could see the tension in the muscles of Vi’Jyara’s coils and knew his line of questioning had hit home. He also knew the odds of Vi’Jyara confessing were about the same as those of the Gnevusin delivering an apology for their attack on Strorix and giving up slaving.  
 
    “Thank you for your time, Cadet. Dismissed.” 
 
    After Vi’Jyara braced to attention, turned, and slid out of the hall, Vi’Uku hissed in frustration. Some decisions he could make, but the course he was on would require El’Kashtri. He wanted to question El’Arta. He packaged all the information he had, along with his own observations, and sent it to El’Kashtri for review. In the meantime, he decided to remain on campus and observe the next day of classes. The schedule showed it would be the first run in the new simulators, and he wanted to observe. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma looked between El’Kashtri and Sofia, whom she had summoned once she learned the investigation at the academy was being handled by Commander Vi’Uku. El’Kashtri knew Sofia well from working with her in Neithea, so he would not immediately question her presence, but the subject of the conversation would come as quite a surprise. He coiled loosely, and Sofia sat in the lone chair in the room after the initial pleasantries were out of the way. 
 
    “Thank you both for coming so soon. Fleet Admiral, what we are going to discuss holds the highest level of classification. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” he answered and bowed. 
 
    “There is no simple way to delve into this, so I will be blunt. It appears we have been misled about the past.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Over the next hour, El’Jyiurma showed him the documents she and Sofia had already discussed. Since she wanted to have the discussion on the disposition of the documents immediately, she took her time and fielded questions, some of which Sofia answered.  
 
    “Your Majesty, if this is all true…” 
 
    “We have no reason to think it is not.” 
 
    “When do you plan to release this information?” 
 
    She leaned back slightly in surprise. “We are actually here to discuss whether or not to release them at all.” 
 
    “Do you have a choice?” he asked. 
 
    “If I may, Your Majesty?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “Of course, Sofia.” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, there are concerns over the reactions releasing this information might bring. From a human perspective, it could go several ways, and not many of them are good. And think about the Serpentes’ response. I mean no offense, but I’m sure there are many who would see this as some sort of lie the queen concocted to support her position on equity for humans, or worse, proof the Serpentes should rule more harshly.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said.  
 
    Some might have interpreted his statement as showing contempt for the obvious, but El’Jyiurma sensed no such attitude, and Sofia did not appear bothered. 
 
    “Please go on, El’Kashtri,” El’Jyiurma prompted. 
 
    “Holding back this information would be…” He paused, likely searching for a phrase that wouldn’t offend. He hissed, apparently unable to find it. 
 
    “As bad as those who forced humans to work to begin with?” Sofia suggested. 
 
    “Not quite as diplomatic as I was hoping for, but yes. I believe you have summed up my thoughts accurately, Sofia. I understand the potential for unrest this could cause, but, I believe for future generations, it is best that we are honest about who we all are.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not ready to transfer to the diplomatic corps, Fleet Admiral?” El’Jyiurma asked. 
 
    Sofia grinned, and El’Kashtri went rigid for a moment before hissing in amusement.  
 
    “I have attempted to learn from my most capable predecessor, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Sofia covered her mouth, which El’Jyiurma recognized as her reaction when she wanted to laugh but thought better of it. 
 
    “I believe Sofia might have been a bad influence on you, Fleet Admiral,” she said. “Back to the issue at hand, though. We are in the planning phase of what could be a war as well as significant culture changes. I am concerned about the distraction this may cause, not only among the navy, but here in Strorix and in Gieliv. Neithea, I am not concerned with. Sofia tells me the integration of all beings there is going better than we could have hoped.” 
 
    “I have to agree with that assessment. I believe witnessing that integration has had a positive impact on the crews who have rotated through the system. Sofia had the idea of ensuring every being on the ships took leave on the planet at some point, and that seems to have had the desired effect.” 
 
    “Yes. Sofia has always been good at…what is the expression…reading the room?” 
 
    Sofia bowed her head in recognition. “I try, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I suppose, now, it’s down to when.” 
 
    “Have you considered speaking to President Frazier first?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “I have, and I believe you are right. The potential backlash against us is plain, and I will speak to him before I announce anything. I will also speak to Zameeh, though I expect any impact there will be negligible.” 
 
    “I would also like to brief certain officers ahead of time, Your Majesty,” El’Kashtri said. “I would like for our security forces to be on alert and ready to dispatch anywhere in the system if the need arises.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma considered that request more carefully. Each being briefed ahead of time increased the possibility of a leak exponentially.  
 
    “Send the list of those you would inform to intel so they can rule out any potential pattern of resistance. I trust your judgment, Fleet Admiral, but I’ve been wrong in the past, so let’s be sure. Consider presenting it as an exercise, rather than giving them everything.” 
 
    “I understand, Your Majesty. I will do so.” 
 
    “On to other matters. How is your investigation at the academy proceeding?” 
 
    El’Kashtri looked pointedly at Sofia, then back at El’Jyiurma. 
 
    “Sofia has my full confidence, Fleet Admiral. Anything you can say to me, you can say in front of her.” 
 
    “I don’t mind leaving, Your Majesty,” Sofia said. 
 
    “No, it is all right. If the queen trusts you, so shall I,” he said immediately. “Commander Vi’Uku is performing the initial investigation and has come up with some interesting information. It appears Cadet Vi’Pavema was framed for the venom deposit on Cadet Savage’s keypad, though we still cannot prove it. Yet. He is going to remain on campus and observe the first simulation run in the new design tomorrow. Then I will join him later to question Admiral El’Arta.” 
 
    “You believe the admiral is complicit?” 
 
    “I cannot make any judgments yet, but Vi’Uku clearly believes the admiral has not pursued the issue as vigorously as he should have.” 
 
    “The academy is your purview, so I will not interfere. Do what you deem best for the future of the system.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Sofia cleared her throat. “Sorry, I know it’s really none of my business but, sometimes, humans feel better talking to other humans. I’ll be glad to offer my assistance, since I’m here on planet anyway, if you think it would help, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “I just may call upon you to do that, Sofia. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you both for your time. I have much to prepare for.” 
 
    After they left her office, El’Jyiurma rested her head on her coils. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mother?” El’Iroru asked from his perch in the corner. 
 
    “Yes. I just fear what may be coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shawn had two hours until his next class, so he made his way to his quarters and fell on the bed to catch a couple hours of sleep. He’d spent much of the last night with Melissa at The Vault and had been up far too late. As soon as he closed his eyes, his comm device went off. 
 
    He sighed and answered. “Cadet Savage.” 
 
    A standard prerecorded message executed as soon as it detected his voice. “Cadet Savage, report to Simulation Room 1 immediately.” 
 
    Suddenly exhilarated, he stood and straightened his uniform. It was the first run in the new simulators, and he was ready. They had set the expectation even before he’d arrived at the academy. Simulation runs could be called at any time, night or day, even if you were in the middle of a class. It was meant to show the unpredictability of being on a ship. He wondered what role he would be filling as he walked to the simulators. 
 
    In the Ready Room, he took a seat and waited for the assignments. At some point, a list would appear on the monitors around the room, and everyone would report to their stations. The training bridge and other stations, such as engineering and medical, would all be staffed. 
 
    After ten minutes of waiting, the list appeared, and his jaw dropped. He couldn’t believe it, but there it was at the top of the list. ‘CAPTAIN: CADET SAVAGE’ 
 
    He glanced quickly over the bridge crew. One name popped out, and his eyes grew wide. ‘TACTICAL: COMMANDER VI’UKU’ 
 
    It wasn’t the first time a serving officer had come to the academy to assist with training and show them how a serving officer handled things, but this name, he recognized. He knew of Commander Vi’Uku from his personal studies and wondered as he walked to the bridge section of the simulator why the XO of the flagship of the SRN would be in a light battlecruiser simulator. 
 
    The other name on the list that caught his attention was going to be at the sensor station. Cadet Vi’Jyara. 
 
    Okay, Shawn. This is your chance. Show them what you’ve got, he thought to himself. 
 
    He walked confidently to the command chair, and, after he took his seat, he accessed the ship’s systems on his screen and waited for status reports. Though he felt like there was a swarm of bees in his stomach, he refused to let his nerves show. He’d studied all his life for this opportunity. 
 
    Part of him wanted to tell Commander Vi’Uku how much he admired his tactical senses, but, right now, he was in command. Maybe that was part of the test? How would he react to someone like Vi’Uku being a subordinate?  
 
    Stop questioning yourself, Shawn. Do your job, he mentally chastised himself. 
 
    “Status report, XO?” he asked. 
 
    “All stations report ready, Captain Savage,” Vi’Uku answered. 
 
    Shawn nodded. As was normal in simulations, personnel were referred to by their station, rather than by name, except for the captain. “Thank you, XO. Comms, report ship ready for orders to fleet command.” 
 
    The main screen came online, and Admiral El’Arta appeared. “Welcome to your first simulation. There are four ships on picket in the Strorix system. Fang, a Rilu light battlecruiser, is in command of the picket. They are accompanied by Dart, Fortitude, and Comet, all Nava-class destroyers. Simulation begins.” 
 
    “Do not ruin my scores, human,” Vi’Jyara hissed quietly at Shawn. 
 
    Shawn knew some would think it, but it surprised him Vi’Jyara had said it. “Attention to your station, sensors,” he said.  
 
    He wanted to look at Vi’Uku to see what he thought of the way he had handled the situation but resisted the urge. You’re in command, Shawn, he reminded himself. 
 
    The stations came to life, then they were in space. Shawn quickly evaluated the formation of the ships and nodded to himself. It was a standard gate picket, so there was nothing for him to fix at the start. 
 
    “Comms, confirm squadron readiness.” 
 
    Less than a moment later, Melissa, who was at the comms station, nodded. “All ships report status green, Captain.” She added a wink before she turned back to her station. 
 
    “Very good. Maintain formation and patrol pattern.” 
 
    He sat back and watched the displays. This was always the hard part of a simulation, or so he had been told. They might be there for hours, patrolling, before something happened. Or maybe nothing would happen. Even the boring part of the navy was simulated. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As Shawn expected, the patrol was uneventful for the first two hours and then it looked like it might get interesting. 
 
    “Four ships have arrived in system, Captain,” Vi’Jyara reported. 
 
    “Get the details from the platforms, sensors. Comms, initiate challenge,” Shawn ordered calmly. 
 
    He waited a few moments for them to carry out his orders. He had been told that, sometimes, there would be friendly arrivals in the simulations—more reality—but Shawn tightened his harness, anyway. 
 
    “No response to communication attempts, Captain,” Melissa reported. 
 
    Quickly, Vi’Jyara reported as well. “Unknown ship type and configuration. Size puts them at four light battlecruisers.” 
 
    Shawn opened his mouth to give an order, but Vi’Jyara rattled his tail quickly. “Separation! Smaller craft are launching from all four ships, likely fighters. I count a total of 20.” 
 
    “Activate the defensive platforms, weapons free. Shift the Navas to screen and overlap defense coverage, load with ship killers. Comms, notify Prime Station.” 
 
    “Unable to communicate with the defense platforms, Captain,” Vi’Uku responded. “Something is jamming our connection.” 
 
    “Prime Station acknowledges; support will arrive in two hours,” Melissa reported. 
 
    “Launch the Ashikas. Time to missile range?” 
 
    “Ten minutes to missile range. Fighters launching.” 
 
    Shawn watched on the tactical plot as his five Ashika fighters flew toward the enemy formation. The Viperidae pilots could withstand gravities a human would never survive, and he understood why humans would still not be allowed to pilot them. They simply wouldn’t be as effective, and Strorix naval doctrine relied heavily on their capabilities. They each carried four missiles and two large lasers, and they were fast. Unfortunately, their fighters were not equipped or highly trained in fighter verses fighter combat. Their role was killing ships from a distance. 
 
    “Pull the Ashikas back and hold them on station. Let’s see what theirs do first.” 
 
    “Captain?” Vi’Uku asked and turned to face him. 
 
    “Our fighters aren’t equipped to face superior numbers. We’d waste them if they went in.” 
 
    “They are quite capable, Captain.” 
 
    Shawn doubted himself for a moment, but he had to follow his gut. Being questioned didn’t faze him. That’s what a tactical officer, usually the ship’s XO, was supposed to do. In this case, he felt it was the right call. “That’s my call, tactical. Spread our missiles between all enemy ships as soon as they are in range. Maximum rate of fire. They all bleed.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Vi’Uku said and turned back to his station. 
 
    Shawn watched as Vi’Uku tightened specific muscles along his length on the control pole that sent orders to the ship’s computers.  
 
    Minutes passed, and he watched as half the enemy fighters took out the system defense platforms with no resistance, since he had been unable to send the arming order. Those fighters appeared to be going back to re-arm, but that left ten coming at their formation. 
 
    “Missile launch from the fighters. Twenty missiles incoming. Defense clusters activated.” 
 
    Shawn frowned. That missile range was greater than his, which did not bode well. He was confident they could stop the enemy missiles, but if their ships could fire more at that range, they could overwhelm their defenses. He considered loosening the formation but discarded the idea immediately. Overlapping the coverage would improve their survivability. 
 
    “Maintain formation. Send the Ashikas. Target the two lead enemy battlecruisers.” 
 
    He tightened his grip on the arms of his command chair as the enemy missiles approached. As he expected, the defense clusters were able to shoot down all 20, but it was close. 
 
    “Ashikas will fire in two minutes. Missile range for our formation in five. Anticipate we will be in their formation’s missile range in three minutes.” 
 
    The enemy formation spread out, much to his surprise. He had expected them to maintain an overlapping defense as well. It didn’t make sense until… 
 
    “Ashikas have fired and are returning to re-arm, no resistance,” Vi’Uku reported, then quickly added, “Enemy missile separation. Sixty missiles incoming.” 
 
    “Enemy ships are changing vector, they are turning toward Strorix Prime,” sensors reported. 
 
    “One minute to missile range.” 
 
    “Fire as soon as they are in range. Get the Ashikas reloaded.” 
 
    “Enemy fighters are returning to their ships.” 
 
    “Ashika squadron commander requesting permission to pursue enemy fighters,” comms said. 
 
    “Denied. Get them back and rearmed,” Shawn responded quickly. 
 
    “Missiles away,” Vi’Uku reported. 
 
    The report was unnecessary. There was a slight vibration when a missile left its tube, and it could be felt anywhere in the ship. Based on his classes, the simulator had done an excellent job of reproducing it. The missiles were large and powerful, especially coming from such a relatively small ship. 
 
    Shawn watched in satisfaction as 52 missiles launched from his ships in a broad formation, which would tighten as they got closer to their targets. They had been spread out, so 13 missiles would hit each of the four enemy ships. That didn’t count the 20 missiles from the Ashikas, which were nearing the enemy.  
 
    “Two ships hit by missiles from the Ashikas. They do not appear to be critically damaged, Captain.” 
 
    He mentally cursed himself. He should have held back the Ashikas’ missiles until his own were ready to overwhelm the enemy’s defenses. His attention remained on the tactical plot as their missiles approached the enemy ships. 
 
    “Adjust to an intercept vector.” 
 
    Shawn grunted as the ship changed course quickly. He could feel the weight of the gravities deep in his chest and forced himself to breathe through it. It was part of the physical conditioning every human went through to serve in the navy. He hoped the maneuver would throw off some of the 60 missiles that were just coming into range of their defensive clusters. 
 
    The action was too chaotic to follow, even on the tactical plot, but he knew some of the missiles had gotten through as the ship shook violently from impacts. 
 
    “Shields are down, we’re on half power. Reactors had to be shut down to prevent overload. We’ve lost two Navas completely; one more is heavily injured.” 
 
    “Good impacts on the enemy ships. Two are falling behind. Engines either disabled or powered down.” 
 
    “Comms, send the surrender demand. Tactical, hold fire.” 
 
    “Captain, they have attacked our system, they have destroyed our ships, we should destroy them,” Vi’Uku said and rattled his tail.  
 
    Vi’Jyara rattled his tail as well and turned to stare at Shawn, showing a bit of his fangs. 
 
    “Hold fire and send the surrender demand. Now!” Shawn ordered. 
 
    “You fool,” Vi’Jyara hissed angrily. 
 
    The second wave of missiles from the Strorix ships struck the enemy hard. The two ships that had fallen behind were reduced to scrap, and one of the remaining ships stopped accelerating. Only the last maintained its speed, but it was obviously bleeding atmosphere. 
 
    “Lead ship indicates surrender, Captain.” 
 
    “Sensors, verify enemy weapons systems shutting down,” Shawn said. 
 
    The Viperidae was still staring at him, and his fangs were now fully in view. 
 
    “Confirmed, Captain. Enemy ships have cut thrust. Weapons systems are offline,” Vi’Uku said. 
 
    “Have the Ashikas begin search and rescue for our crews. The attackers can freeze for all I care.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    The lights in the simulator went to full, and the screens shut down. 
 
    “Simulation ended. Return to your quarters. You will be summoned individually for your evaluations. That is all,” Admiral El’Arta’s voice said over the speakers. 
 
    Shawn remained in his chair as the bridge crew filed out of the simulator. He had no intention of turning his back on Vi’Jyara. 
 
    “You did great, Shawn,” Melissa said with a smile as she walked by. 
 
    Shawn nodded and let out a sigh of relief when he was alone on the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vi’Uku went outside after the simulation and rested on a basking rock to soak in the heat. Savage had done well in his first simulation, especially having been thrown into the deep end as the acting captain. It had been El’Arta’s plan, but Vi’Uku thought he might have disturbed the admiral’s intent by placing himself on the bridge at tactical. Normally, in the first few simulations, an active serving officer would have commanded the ship, as was the case in the other ships involved in the simulation, but he believed El’Arta had set the human up to fail. Fortunately for Cadet Savage, the plan had backfired tremendously.  
 
    He had even attempted to lure Savage into attacking a disabled ship, but he had refused, which in Vi’Uku’s estimation, took significant courage. Vi’Jyara, on the other hand, had showed his true scales. He had bared his fangs at a superior officer. Even though it was a simulation, everything was supposed to be handled as if it were a real action, including deference to command. In his mind, Vi’Jyara had failed miserably when Vi’Uku had to handle an order that should have been handled at the sensors’ station. 
 
    Sensing another Serpentes approaching, he turned to look and came to attention when he saw Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. 
 
    “Rest, Vi’Uku. How was the simulation?” 
 
    Vi’Uku recounted the events of the simulation in detail. 
 
    “Interesting. He put the human in command of his first simulation?” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral. I believe Admiral El’Arta set him up to fail.” 
 
    “I agree, but it sounds like it was quite the opposite result.” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “Let’s go speak with El’Arta. I would like to hear his explanations for this and his inaction on the attacks against Cadet Savage. I have asked Sofia to speak with Cadets Savage and Wade to get the human perspective.” 
 
    “I’m sure Sofia will perform the role well, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Uku replied. He fell in behind El’Kashtri as they made their way to the admiral’s office. The corridors were full of cadets on their way to their next class, and all recognized the fleet admiral and came to their version of attention, Serpentes and human alike. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Kashtri did not stop in the reception area. He proceeded directly into El’Arta’s office without waiting to be announced. 
 
    “Who barges into my—” El’Arta demanded, but then saw who it was. “Fleet Admiral, I beg your pardon,” he said and came to attention. 
 
    “Rest, Admiral El’Arta. I believe you know Commander Vi’Uku.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Good to see you again, Commander.” 
 
    El’Kashtri tasted the contempt Vi’Uku had reported sensing from El’Arta for himself. El’Arta definitely felt himself far above the judgment of a Viperidae. 
 
    “As you know, Vi’Uku has been investigating on my behalf. He also took a post in your first run of the new simulators. Before we get to the simulators, though, I have a few questions about the attacks on Cadet Savage.” 
 
    “As I informed the commander, both of those situations have been investigated and closed.” 
 
    “So I was informed. It seems your investigations were perfunctory, at best, according to Commander Vi’Uku.” 
 
    “Then I would submit he is not suited to the job, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    El’Kashtri’s hood partially spread in reflexive defense of his XO. “Take care with what you say, El’Arta. Commander Vi’Uku and I have weathered battles together and destroyed the enemies of Strorix. I trust him implicitly, as does my crew.” 
 
    The open contradiction of an Admiral in front of a junior officer was something El’Kashtri rarely did, but in this case, his contempt for El’Arta was growing. 
 
    “Tell me, Admiral, are you aware of an incident in combat training, where a cadet locked his fangs and injured another cadet?” 
 
    “I see many reports, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “Can you explain why there is no such report in the system?” 
 
    “If there is no report, obviously, I cannot explain what I haven’t seen. I will, of course, follow up with the combat instructor involved. Thank you for bringing this to my attention.” 
 
    El’Kashtri watched the admiral closely and observed a slight undulation of muscles down El’Arta’s length, a sign of discomfort and self-calming.  
 
    “So, it would surprise you to know Cadet Vi’Jyara was involved?” 
 
    “Of course, if I haven’t seen the report…” 
 
    “And was Cadet Vi’Jyara not involved in a previous incident involving Cadet Savage?” 
 
    “The accident in the corridor. I’ve already discussed this with Vi’Uku,” El’Arta said and twitched his tail in annoyance. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Uku,” El’Kashtri corrected him. 
 
    “Apologies.” 
 
    “We’ll come back to that. Let’s discuss the simulation. Why would you put a cadet in command of a light battlecruiser in his first simulation? That is unorthodox, to say the least.” 
 
    “To judge his capabilities, just like any other test.” 
 
    “And your judgment?” 
 
    El’Arta looked at Vi’Uku, then back to El’Kashtri. “His performance was adequate.” 
 
    “And Vi’Jyara?” 
 
    “He performed well, of course.” 
 
    “Commander, what is your assessment of Cadet Savage’s performance?” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, I believe he has exactly what it takes to serve in the navy. I would gladly serve on a ship with him.” 
 
    “High praise from my commander on what you call an adequate performance, El’Arta. And what do you think of Cadet Vi’Jyara, Commander?” 
 
    “If it were my choice, Fleet Admiral, he would not be here. He does not have the appropriate temperament to be on the bridge of one of the queen’s ships. He is reckless, dangerous, and will get beings killed. That was obvious to me just in the time of this simulation. I would question, with all due respect, how Vi’Jyara’s attitude has been overlooked for his entire time at the academy.” 
 
    “Commander Vi’Uku’s observations seem on point, Admiral. The queen’s directives are clear. Humans will be a part of the future of the Strorix Royal Navy, and those who cannot work with them have no place in my fleet. Your response?” 
 
    El’Arta shifted his coils. “Fleet Admiral, certainly you understand. His lineage—” 
 
    “Is irrelevant! Those days are gone!” El’Kashtri cut off his protest and rose on tight coils and spread his hood. “How many others like him have you allowed through my academy? How many others are here now, as we speak?” 
 
    Vi’Uku had expected El’Kashtri to be upset, but he had not expected this. He tensed his own body, ready to strike if the need arose. His tail rattled dangerously. 
 
    El’Arta immediately lowered his head to a position of submission. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sofia walked through the main doors of the academy in Capital City, accompanied by a Dendro escort, Major De’Sriva. Given the recent incidents against humans, both Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri and Queen El’Jyiurma thought it a prudent precaution. Plus, as the Ambassador to Neithea, she was technically supposed to always have security with her, anyway. They walked through the corridors unchallenged, though she did get more than one sideways glance from a passing Serpentes. She knew Vi’Uku was already on the grounds, pursuing his own investigation, but Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri had asked her to speak to the human cadets.  
 
    She planned to start with Cadet Wade, but when she knocked on her quarters’ door, she received no answer. She shrugged at the Dendro and moved on to Cadet Savage’s door and knocked. This time, there was a response. 
 
    “Yes?” his voice said through the speaker on the keypad. 
 
    “Cadet Savage? I’m Sofia Pallesen, could I have a few moments of your time?” 
 
    “Um. Sure. One sec.” 
 
    A few seconds later, the door opened to reveal Shawn Savage, still in uniform. Over his shoulder she could see a female she recognized as Melissa Wade. 
 
    “Sofia Pallesen? Ambassador to Neithea and Queen El’Jyiurma’s assistant when she was an admiral?” he asked. 
 
    Sofia blushed a bit, not used to being recognized. “That would be me.” 
 
    Shawn glanced at the Dendro. 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I am merely along as Ambassador Pallesen’s escort, Cadet.” 
 
    “Well, come on in then,” he said and stood aside. 
 
    Sofia walked in, and De’Sriva coiled just outside the door and watched the corridor alertly.  
 
    “I’m guessing you’re Cadet Melissa Wade?” 
 
    Melissa nodded. 
 
    “Please, sit Ambassador Pallesen,” Shawn said and gestured at the lone chair in the room. He sat on his bed while Melissa leaned against the wall.  
 
    “Just Sofia, please,” she said with a smile. “I happened to be back in Strorix for some other business when recent events at the academy came to Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri’s attention. He asked me to speak to both of you about them. He thought you might be more comfortable talking to another human.” 
 
    “Why you?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “Fair question. Probably because I’ve known the queen for a long time, and I worked closely with the fleet admiral in Neithea, so they both trust me.” 
 
    Sofia looked at each of them for a moment to make sure there were no other questions. 
 
    “Basically, I need for you to tell me, in your own words, what happened with the two incidents on file, and if you’ve noticed anything else that causes you concern.” 
 
    She listened as they told their stories and mentally checked off the boxes comparing their accounts to the filed reports. She could detect no inconsistencies, and the frustration was real. She had no doubt the Viperidae cadet, Vi’Jyara, had intentionally tripped Shawn. Unfortunately, they didn’t know who might have placed the venom on the keypad, though they both felt certain Vi’Jyara had something to do with it. 
 
    “Wait,” Shawn suddenly said as Sofia was getting up to leave. “Does this have anything to do with why Commander Vi’Uku is on campus?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Sofia said and walked to the door. “Just keep doing what you’ve been doing. Be careful and good luck.” 
 
    Sofia opened the door and waited for De’Sriva to move aside before she exited. 
 
    “I’d like to try an experiment, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course, how can I help?” 
 
    “I’m going to walk around the corner, out of sight.” De’Sriva immediately hissed disapproval. “Wait. I won’t be going far. I just want you to let me know when you can no longer sense the vibrations of my footsteps.” 
 
    He considered for a moment, then hissed assent. “Very well.” 
 
    She walked down the corridor and around the corner. She had only walked about twenty paces before he commed. “Now.” 
 
    “Thank you. There’s one more thing,” she said after she walked back to him. “Let me check something.” 
 
    Sofia pulled out her comm and reviewed the notes from Vi’Uku’s interviews and his conclusions. She pulled a section of cloth from her pocket and dropped it on the floor. 
 
    “Would you be able to retrieve that cloth, carry it a distance, and rub it against that keypad?” she asked and pointed. 
 
    “Move it further away, and I will show you,” he said after a moment of silence. 
 
    With a nod, she picked it up, walked to Cadet Wade’s door, and dropped it there before returning to him. 
 
    De’Sriva uncoiled, slid down the corridor past the cloth, then turned his length to face her. He slid toward her, and as he passed the cloth, it seemed to disappear into a small coil near his tail, which he was able to hold as he moved. When he reached the door, he easily manipulated his muscles to bring the cloth up to the keypad, then tucked it back down and slid off a short distance. Not once while he was moving did she catch a glimpse of the cloth, even though it was white against his dark green scales. 
 
    “Impressive. I have everything I need,” she said once he was back at her side. “Next stop, Admiral El’Arta’s office. Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri should already be there.” 
 
    “Of course, Ambassador. This way.” 
 
    Upon entering the reception area, she heard a loud growl that could only have come from an angry Elapidae and rattling from a Viperidae, the intensity of which she had never heard. 
 
    De’Sriva quickly took up a defensive position between her and the door. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Kashtri fought the instinct to strike and end El’Arta’s life on the spot. Not only was he the administrator of the Capital City Academy, but he also oversaw operations at all the other branch campuses around the planet. Each of them would have to be reviewed to determine how many other problems had been covered up and discarded like shed skin. He decided, on the spot, a group of humans would have to be collected, specifically to handle the human aspect of the investigations. 
 
    “Ambassador Pallesen is outside, Fleet Admiral,” Major De’Sriva reported to him through his sub-scalar implant. “Do you require assistance?” 
 
    “No. Send her in, please, Major. Everything is under control.” 
 
    “Ambassador Pallesen has arrived,” he announced and collapsed his hood. 
 
    Vi’Uku lowered himself from his strike position, and his tail abruptly stopped rattling. 
 
    El’Kashtri turned his head as Sofia tentatively took a step inside the office so the door could close behind her. 
 
    “I was concerned,” she said and tilted her head. 
 
    “Everything is under control. Thank you, Ambassador. Have you concluded your interviews?” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral,” she said and glanced toward El’Arta, whose head was barely visible as it was tucked low against his coils. 
 
    “Rise, Admiral. Ambassador Pallesen has, at my request, spoken to Cadets Savage and Wade,” El’Kashtri explained. 
 
    He tasted the air and knew El’Arta’s contempt was back. It was so thick, it was overwhelming. 
 
    “What is your opinion of the matter, Ambassador?” 
 
    “I believe, in the matter of the corridor incident involving Cadet Vi’Jyara and Cadet Savage, Cadet Savage’s life was indeed in danger, and his accident was an intentional attack meant to do harm. I had Major De’Sriva assist me with a couple of experiments. Based on the results, Cadet Vi’Jyara would clearly have had ample warning of Cadet Wade’s approach to change his course of action. Major De’Sriva was also able to demonstrate how a Serpentes could apply venom to an area without leaving a trace of his presence.” 
 
    El’Kashtri stared at El’Arta and considered Sofia’s wording. She had been careful to use specific language that was part of the regulations concerning serving naval beings. 
 
    “Two beings I trust have contradicted your assessment of the situation, Admiral. Your thoughts?” 
 
    “They view things in a light that suits what they want to be true, Fleet Admiral. Simple as that,” he said, attempting to project confidence. “Obviously, they have some scales to shed with Cadet Vi’Jyara, though I don’t know why.” 
 
    El’Kashtri found himself in disbelief that, even with the mounting evidence, El’Arta was attempting to defend his ineptitude. “It is my conclusion that you are intentionally disregarding the safety of certain cadets to the benefit of others, up to and including prosecuting an innocent Serpentes. You are relieved of command of the academy, effective immediately. For the moment, you will maintain your rank, though I recommend you consider filing your resignation. Rapidly.” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral. You can’t be serious!” he objected and rose on his coils. 
 
    Vi’Uku immediately resumed a position of attack, ready to strike, and rattled his tail. 
 
    Sofia took a step back and bumped into the door. 
 
    “Consider your next action carefully, El’Arta,” El’Kashtri said, intentionally leaving out his rank as he fully spread his hood. 
 
    El’Arta obviously considered his odds and found them not in his favor. He lowered himself again to a position of submission. 
 
    “Major De’Sriva. Come in, please. You will escort Admiral El’Arta off campus. He is not to return.” 
 
    The door slid open behind Sofia, and she almost fell backward. De’Sriva lowered his head, so she ended leaning on him. Quickly, she righted herself and stepped aside. 
 
    “Sorry,” she mumbled. 
 
    “It is fine, Ambassador,” he said and slid into the room. “Admiral El’Arta, you will come with me, please.” 
 
    “If he resists, you are authorized to use your discretion, Major,” El’Kashtri said, essentially giving the Dendro permission to strike. 
 
    “Understood, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    El’Arta slowly slid from behind his desk with a growl and preceded De’Sriva out of the office. 
 
    “Are you okay, Ambassador?” El’Kashtri asked. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you, Fleet Admiral. Just a bit out of my element. I’ve been through battles on a ship, but…” 
 
    “I apologize for putting you in danger.” 
 
    “Just a part of the job, Fleet Admiral. I’m sure Shawn and Melissa will feel a little safer.” 
 
    “I believe we can do better than that. Cadet Vi’Jyara will also be dismissed with no chance of returning to service. There is no place for him in my navy. The coming days are likely to be even more tumultuous. It is best he is gone.” 
 
    Sofia nodded. 
 
    “Perhaps it is best that you leave before I handle Vi’Jyara. I’m afraid he might find the presence of a human too tempting to resist when he hears he is being dismissed.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re right. Do be careful and thank you both.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Juan Frazier stared at his display after Queen El’Jyiurma finished explaining the information that would become public in the coming days and shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t envy your position, Your Majesty, and I thank you for letting me know ahead of time. I’m sure you’ve received a briefing from Minister La’Kema on the resistance effort we’re trying to crack here on Gieliv.” 
 
    “Yes, I have. It was actually Sofia who suggested I brief you prior to the public release, and now, I’m glad she did.” 
 
    Frazier raised his eyebrows, again surprised at El’Jyiurma’s willingness to openly admit something wasn’t her idea. It certainly wasn’t what he was used to from people in leadership positions, but the Serpentes were brutally open about such things. The good ones, at least. 
 
    “I assume Minister La’Kema will give the other Serpentes on the planet a heads up as well?” 
 
    “Yes, he will. If you have concerns about your investigation, I can delay the release of the information, but I would prefer not to delay it for long. It has been secret for far too long already.” 
 
    Frazier sighed, leaned back in his chair, and rubbed his chin as he considered. Normally, when talking to another system leader, he would maintain a professional appearance, but he had become comfortable enough with El’Jyiurma to let his guard down. A little. 
 
    “Honestly, I would probably sit on this as long as I could if I were you. It’s to your credit you’re ready to get it out there quickly. If you can give me a week, my time, we should be able to wrap up as much of our investigation as we can and arrest those we have charges for. On Gieliv, most of these people haven’t actually committed a crime yet.” 
 
    “I understand. I see no trouble delaying another week. Thank you for your efforts on behalf of our beings.” 
 
    “It’s no less than I’m sure you would do, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “With that out of the way, there is another issue I would like to broach. I would like to have some of our personnel trained by your technology experts. Specifically, those such as Lieutenant Jarvis.” 
 
    Frazier wracked his brain. He knew that name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. 
 
    “He was instrumental in finding the location of the Gnevusin home world,” she said, when Frazier didn’t respond.” 
 
    “Ahh, right. Sorry. I don’t see an issue with that, but I’ll bring it up with General Stevens, and he can pass the request down to the specialist schools. They’ll have to make the decision on their side.” 
 
    “Thank you. And if there is anything we can do for you, Mister President, please do not hesitate to ask.” 
 
    So he didn’t forget, he immediately sent a message to General Stevens about the queen’s inquiry into technical training for her beings. Then he sent a separate message, including the intelligence leadership, to get a briefing on the situation with the resistance. He wasn’t ready to tell them why, but they needed to act quickly. He wanted Merritt in custody before the news broke. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Attention all Cadets, this is Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. Effective immediately, Admiral El’Arta has been dismissed as the commander of the Capital City Naval Academy. Commander Vi’Uku will assume interim command of the academy, pending appointment of El’Arta’s replacement. Classes are canceled for the next two days while administrative planning is taken care of. That is all.” 
 
    Shawn and Melissa’s jaws both dropped as the message that had been broadcast throughout the academy ended. 
 
    “He doesn’t mess around,” Melissa said. 
 
    Shawn shook his head. He’d studied El’Kashtri’s career, as he’d studied most prominent commanders in the navy. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t. He came up through the ranks pretty quickly after the Gnevusin attacked Strorix.” 
 
    “I suppose you know about the new commander too?” 
 
    “Commander Vi’Uku? Of course! He’s the fleet admiral’s XO and tactical officer on the Exzisa.” 
 
    She held up her hand, and he stopped what was about to be a dissertation on Vi’Uku’s career. 
 
    “I get it,” she said, with a grin. 
 
    He chuckled and shrugged. “What can I say? I study those I want to emulate.” 
 
    “I’d say this calls for a celebration. Drinks at The Vault? My treat.” 
 
    “Sure, why not.” 
 
    As they walked through the corridors of the academy, they passed Vi’Jyara, who was being escorted by a Dendro and a Lampros. Shawn stepped to the side and instinctively pushed Melissa behind him. As the group passed, Vi’Jyara glared at Shawn and rattled his tail.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” the Dendro said.  
 
    Vi’Jyara kept moving but turned his head to keep Shawn in his sight until they rounded a corner. 
 
    “Well, I guess we know what’s next,” Melissa said. “And I really don’t need a bodyguard.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay…it’s sweet, in a naïve spacer boy sort of way,” she said and grinned to take the sting out of the remark. 
 
    “Come on, I think I really could use that drink now.” 
 
    “Same here. I’d say we probably have more to celebrate, too,” she said as they continued out of the academy. 
 
    They walked in silence the few blocks to The Vault, and Shawn looked to the horizon at the setting sun. He saw it as a metaphor for the end of a troublesome time. Tomorrow’s sun would rise on a new day and a new feeling of safety at the academy. The culture really was changing, and El’Kashtri was proving he was aligned with the queen’s vision of equity in the navy.  
 
    “Strorix to Shawn,” she said. “We’re here.” 
 
    He blinked rapidly and shook his head. “Sorry, just thinking about what tomorrow might be like.” 
 
    “Better, I’d say. Now come on, I’m thirsty.” 
 
    Shawn chuckled as they walked inside. It seemed more and more humans had discovered The Vault, and it was bustling with activity.  
 
    “Hey, you two,” Kelly Oliver said as she walked by with a tray full of drinks. “Be right with you. I think you might find a seat over there,” she said and pointed to a booth along the wall. 
 
    He looked over and saw someone already sitting there, but Melissa smiled and motioned for him to follow. 
 
    “Come on. I know him. He’s good people.” 
 
    The man rose as they approached, and Melissa hugged him tightly. “Clyde! What are you doing in Capital City?” 
 
    “In town on business,” he said, with a smile. 
 
    “Clyde, this is Shawn. Shawn, Clyde. Clyde’s a friend from back home,” she said and gave him a meaningful look. 
 
    “I see. Nice to meet you, Clyde,” Shawn said and extended his hand. 
 
    They shook, and Clyde gestured to the table. “Care to join me?” 
 
    “Sure,” Melissa said and slid into the booth. Clyde sat beside her, and Shawn sat on the other side, facing them. 
 
    “Don’t you two have classes tomorrow?” he asked after Kelly came by and took their orders. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Melissa said. “Admiral El’Arta just got sacked, and I think there’s more to come.” 
 
    Shawn raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t sure if that information was supposed to be public yet, but it was now. 
 
    Clyde nodded. “El’Kashtri, I guess?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Shawn shifted in his seat, feeling a bit uncomfortable. Shawn had grown to like and trust Melissa, but the addition of someone he didn’t know to the conversation was unexpected. Rationally, he knew he had to get used to it, especially since he would be serving on a ship with many beings he didn’t know well, but he was still working on it. Being at the academy had helped, but he and Melissa, and Bruce when he had been there, had mostly stayed to themselves as the only humans there. 
 
    “I wish Bruce had stuck around.” 
 
    “I know,” Melissa said. “But he wasn’t cut out for it. You, on the other hand…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You should have seen yourself in the simulation.” 
 
    “Simulation?” Clyde asked. “Nice.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Cadet Savage was put in command of our first sim and did amazing.” 
 
    Shawn shrugged. “I’m sure you would have done the same.” 
 
    “Hah! I have no such aspirations.” 
 
    “You’ll get put in the seat, eventually, you know.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s not my thing. I don’t want that responsibility.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate how important communications are,” Shawn said. 
 
    “Oh, I know, I know. But, still,” she said with a shrug. “Anyway, how are things back home?” 
 
    “About the same as always,” Clyde answered, with a shrug. “I heard about some new imports from Gieliv and wanted to come to Capital City to try ‘em out before we order them,” he said and held up his half-empty glass. 
 
    “Melissa tells me you pretty much grew up on stations?” 
 
    Shawn nodded, feeling slightly more at ease as the minutes ticked by. 
 
    “Yeah. My parents work in the yards.” 
 
    “Must be something, seeing those big ships up close.” 
 
    “It is. I even went on board a Rilu last time I went home.” 
 
    “Nice! One of the old ones, I guess?” 
 
    “Right. The new ships aren’t here yet, but I can’t wait to see them. The simulator is great, but, the real thing…” he said with a grin, his discomfort fading completely away as they got into topics of conversation that stoked his passions. 
 
    “Dream come true, huh?” Clyde asked. 
 
    “You have no idea!” 
 
    “Oh, I think I do,” he said, with a grin, and glanced at Melissa. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as they finished their drinks. Shawn could feel Clyde staring at him, almost like a predator considering prey. 
 
    “You think he’s ready?” 
 
    “Clyde, not now.” 
 
    “What better time?” 
 
    He stood up. “Come on, Shawn. There’s something I want to show you.” 
 
    Shawn’s eyes widened as he realized what was happening. This was about The Underground Melissa had told him about. He wasn’t sure he wanted to get any deeper into it, but he also felt like he didn’t have much of a choice. He’d done some research in the little bit of downtime he had, and he had determined that the gathering of information, through legal means, didn’t break any laws or military codes. So, technically, there was nothing wrong with it. Still, the secrecy made him uncomfortable. 
 
    “Okay,” he said and stood, looking pointedly at Melissa. 
 
    She looked down at the table for a second, then nodded and slid out of the booth. 
 
    Kelly smiled at them as Clyde led them into the kitchen and down a set of stairs. At the bottom of the stairs, he opened the door and passed through, holding it open for Shawn and Melissa. 
 
    Shawn walked in slowly and looked to each side to make sure no one was waiting for them. Once he was sure they were alone, he took in the contents of the small room. It was simple, with two desks set up with data terminals and a table that would seat no more than four comfortably. He stood with his back against the wall while Melissa walked in, and Clyde closed the door behind her. There was a sudden change when the door closed, and the noise and music from The Vault was silenced. 
 
    “As you might have guessed, this is The Underground location in Capital City,” Clyde said as he sat down at the table. “I know you haven’t agreed to join us, and that’s okay. As I’m sure Melissa has explained, we’re not doing anything illegal, but I’m sure there are more than a few who wouldn’t like what we do. Given what you’ve been through, I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    Melissa walked over to sit at the table but didn’t look up at Shawn.  
 
    Shawn crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Just to talk. That’s it,” Clyde said and gestured toward a chair. “I’m curious about some things, and I’d like to include some of what you’ve observed in our data set. Melissa told me you’ve got some pretty interesting notes but didn’t say what.” 
 
    “Really,” he said but didn’t move to accept Clyde’s invitation. 
 
    Melissa looked up at him with a pained expression. “I’m sorry, Shawn. We were going to talk to you in a few days. I didn’t know Clyde was going to be here tonight; I swear. I was going to ask you if you would be okay talking to him, but…” She sighed and shrugged.  
 
    Shawn considered as he looked at them. Hadn’t he wanted to know he wasn’t the only one with all these questions? Now, he knew, and he was being given the opportunity to talk about them with someone other than Melissa. Potentially, lots of people who might have differing points of view. 
 
    “I don’t have my tablet with me, but what do you want to know?” Shawn asked as he joined them at the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    President Frazier looked at the two men on the teleconference. On one side, General Stevens, on the other, Edward Rivera, his head of intelligence.  
 
    “Where are we, gentlemen?” 
 
    “I believe we’ve identified the other mole here at Fort Linia, sir. He’s in operations and logistics, so he would be able to gather a lot of intel. We’re ready to bring him in any time.” 
 
    “How confident are you he’s the only one?” 
 
    “About as confident as we can be, sir. We’ve worked with Ed’s team for an outside opinion, and we’re confident he’s it. At this base anyway.” 
 
    Frazier frowned. “You’re not filling me with confidence, Bryan.” 
 
    “We haven’t had much time, Mister President,” Rivera said. “We’re still following up on leads around the planet, plus those who have left the system for Strorix or Neithea. It takes time.” 
 
    “I know, I know. But we’re on the clock. I can’t go into why, but we need to move fast. Within the week.” 
 
    “A week?” Rivera protested. “All due respect, but that’s crazy. That’s not nearly enough time to finish gathering and analyzing the intelligence.” 
 
    Frazier held up his hand to stall further protests. 
 
    “I know, but it’s what we have. There are external factors I can’t bring you in on that are forcing our timeline. What I will say, is that it’s imperative we have as many operatives as possible in the field and ready. Now.” 
 
    Stevens shook his head. “Sir, you’re really tying our hands here. We’ve already discussed the fact that other than those in the military and Merritt, no one has committed a crime.” 
 
    Rivera nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry, but it’s beyond my control. I’ve told you as much as I can.” 
 
    “We’ll do our best,” Rivera said. “But no promises.” 
 
    “I understand. That’s all I can ask. Has Ulmer continued to be forthcoming?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. He’s an open book, I’m told,” Stevens responded. “I don’t know what got to him, but he’s done a complete 180 and is telling us everything he can, even though all he’s doing is digging his own grave deeper and deeper. I assume he’s hoping for leniency because of his cooperation.” 
 
    “My people tell me they think he truly had a change of heart,” Rivera added.  
 
    Stevens shrugged. “He killed someone. That seals his fate in my book.” 
 
    Frazier waved the discussion away. “The courts will decide all that. How many people do we have on the list now?” 
 
    “Sir, I’ve got every agent we have trained in field ops out and some that are just barely trained. At this moment, I have 50 teams across the planet actively conducting surveillance on over 120 possible targets but, as General Stevens said, very few of them have done anything that breaks the law. We’re just now getting undercover agents into place.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have that kind of time, Ed. When can we bring the ones that have broken the law into custody?” 
 
    “Just give the word. My teams can move at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Okay. I want you two to coordinate that. If you even think they might have done something illegal, bring them in for questioning. I’m not suggesting we make new laws on the fly,” he said quickly when he saw that Rivera was about to protest. “But anyone who might know something about someone who has is a person of interest.” 
 
    “You know the GBN is going to eat this up,” Stevens said. 
 
    Frazier nodded. He was preparing for that already. The Gieliv Broadcasting Network was typically impartial, but they latched onto anything that screamed conspiracy with vigor, especially their star reporter, Maxine Hanson. 
 
    “I know, and we’ll have to be ready to respond to anything they throw at us. Make sure everything is as clean as possible. I’ll leave the coordination of timing to you two.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Through the afternoon and into the evening, El’Kashtri spoke to and dismissed several cadets, as well as Vi’Jyara. He had sent Vi’Uku to another office to review complaints and reports at the other academy branches around the planet. He was surprised there had only been four to dismiss, though it was possible there were some he had missed. They would spend the next two days diving deeper to try to root out any further threats to the stability of the navy before classes resumed. Vi’Pavema was released from the cooler and was recovering in her quarters. 
 
    He had also briefed Queen El’Jyiurma on the status of the academy. Though it was his purview, the briefing was a courtesy since he felt there might be repercussions, especially when she went public with the information on the past relationship between humans and Serpentes.  
 
    “Fleet Admiral, Commander Vi’Uku to see you,” the new Thamno assistant he had brought in said over the intercom. 
 
    “Send him in. Thank you.” 
 
    Vi’Uku slid in and coiled to attention. 
 
    “Rest, Commander. What news?” 
 
    “There is one location that bears examination more closely. The rest appear to have taken their tasks seriously and dismissed those who caused problems.” 
 
    “That is reassuring. Thank you. Will you be comfortable taking care of things here while I go deal with that?” 
 
    “Of course, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    El’Kashtri studied Vi’Uku for a moment and pondered the situation again. Vi’Uku was an excellent executive officer and a better tactician. El’Kashtri wondered if he had held back Vi’Uku’s progression because he didn’t want to lose him, but times were rapidly changing, and even he would have to make sacrifices. 
 
    “Since you will assume interim command of the academy, I feel your rank no longer suits your status. I am promoting you immediately to the rank of captain. In addition, after I have found a replacement for El’Arta here at the academy, you will assume command of your own ship once the delivery comes in.” 
 
    Vi’Uku bowed low. “I am honored, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “You’ve more than earned it, Vi’Uku. I confess, I will miss you on the Exzisa, but you are certainly ready to take on your own ship. Given the staffing limitations we will have, your presence here will give you an opportunity to evaluate future crew members, which you will have your pick of.” 
 
    “I will do my best.” 
 
    “I would expect no less,” El’Kashtri said and hissed his approval. “Now, I suppose I should get out of your office and let you get to work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vi’Jyara moved through one of the newer parts of the outskirts of the capital city of Strorix Prime and did his best to conceal his disdain. The area used to be hunting fields, populated from Strorix Den, but now it had been developed as a place for visitors to Strorix to reside. Hotels, they were called, though he had no idea what the root of the word was, and it had no equivalent in Serpentes. Humans were everywhere around him, and it took every bit of restraint he possessed not to strike. Humans had cost him what was rightfully his—a position in the navy that would lead to a command, as every other member of his lineage had. He had not been the only cadet removed from the academy, but none deserved the place as much as he did. That, he knew. Now, Shawn Savage, the human who had led to his removal, was getting command of a Rilu, and the traitor to his race, Vi’Uku, would be his second.  
 
    He respected the military prowess of Queen El’Jyiurma, but something had obviously happened that had skewed her perspective on the superiority of the Serpentes. She was even allowing Pantherop and Thamno to serve above their place. Everyone knew they were too stupid to handle the responsibilities of serving in the navy, but there they were. At least Admiral El’Arta had done the right thing in standing up for the way things were meant to be. Vi’Jyara’s circuitous route through this human area would lead to a meeting with the admiral. There was some fear they would be watched, so the long route was meant to throw off any surveillance or pursuit.  
 
    Comfortable that he was not being followed, he returned to a Serpentes area of the city and entered an underground den crudely carved out of the soil. It did not extend down to the bedrock and was likely the most crudely made den he had ever entered, but it would be enough. To speak to the admiral, he would accept lowered standards, for now. After several twists and turns, he entered a large room, where Admiral El’Arta and several other Elapidae and Viperidae were already gathered. 
 
    “Cadet Vi’Jyara, welcome,” El’Arta said. 
 
    Vi’Jyara came to attention, his body perpendicular to the ground and his head parallel. “I apologize for being late. I took a long route around.” 
 
    “Rest, Cadet.” 
 
    Vi’Jyara relaxed his pose and coiled loosely, as was appropriate. It felt good to be referred to as a cadet, rather than…nothing. He recognized the other Serpentes present, mostly. They had all been cadets and had been dismissed from the academy, but he had never bothered to learn any of their names, which might have been a good thing. 
 
    “I should not need to express, though I will, that this meeting must not be spoken of anywhere else,” El’Arta began. “There are others I am in communication with, who you do not need to know. Suffice it to say, they are in various positions around the city and in the navy. None of them are satisfied with the new, lower standards being imposed by the queen.” 
 
    Hisses and light rattles of agreement filled the room. 
 
    “What can we do, Admiral?” Vi’Jyara asked. “She has powerful support. Even Commander Vi’Uku has turned traitor.” 
 
    El’Arta fixed his gaze on Vi’Jyara in a way that made him lower his head in submission.  
 
    “For now, you will do nothing. Plans are being made to prove to the queen that we are the superior race and should be treated as such. Sacrifices will, unfortunately, have to be made along the way.” 
 
    “So, we hide in the shadows and do nothing?” another Elapidae asked. 
 
    “For now, yes. Open action would only get us killed, or worse. The new power she has given to the Boas and Dendro to rise to higher positions has them much in her favor and would eliminate any open uprising quite effectively. They must be reminded of their place in more…persuasive ways. There are times when, during a hunt, a stealthy approach is the most appropriate. This is one of those times. Be silent and be patient. Your time will come. Not all battles are won with outward bravado. Sometimes, we must feign submission before we strike.” 
 
    Vi’Jyara considered his words and found wisdom in them. Though his instincts were to strike hard and fast, there were some prey that were so dangerous, they deserved respect. El’Jyiurma, who he had once looked up to when she recognized the command skill of the Viperidae, had become such a foe. 
 
    “Now, go about your business as usual. Do nothing that will raise suspicion. I will reach out to you when you are needed.” 
 
    They left the den one at a time, spaced out. When it was Vi’Jyara’s turn, he bowed to El’Arta then went to his den to think about El’Arta’s words and make his own plans. The humans would pay. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bobby Merritt frowned as he read the latest message from his source at Fort Linia. They had delayed the mission to Neithea for unknown reasons. It wasn’t transportation because the Gnevusin had left on the Serpentes transport on schedule.  
 
    He closed the message and opened a document he’d been working on since the day Representative Manning had been arrested. In it was a list of Serpentes sympathizers who were key in their presence on Gieliv. It wasn’t inclusive, but it hit the key beings, from the farmer, Ervin West, all the way up to President Juan Frazier. Merritt knew trying to take out the Serpentes would be difficult, so he had come up with a plan to focus on those who helped and harbored them.  
 
    Like many in the resistance, he blamed West and Kelsey Maddox, who was the head of the Council of Farmers, for introducing the dangerous snakes to Gieliv. Stevens and that damned admiral had played a part too, and they were also on the list of targets, but they were harder to reach. The Serps may not have acted yet, but he had no doubt they were waiting for the right time to take over. Maybe Frazier would listen if people started dying. 
 
    “Daaad, are you almost done? It’s time to go,” his daughter said over the intercom. He’d set it up so even when he was in his secured room, he’d know what was happening in the house. He looked at the array of surveillance images and saw she was in the living room, looking up at the camera with a well-practiced pout on her face. 
 
    “Just a few more minutes, sweetie,” he said and turned his attention back to the list. 
 
    Over time, several members who had active roles in various industries and the military had stockpiled everything from weapons to explosives, knowing this day would come. He hadn’t asked how. He didn’t want to know. But he knew what was available, and it was more than enough to send the message. He wasn’t one to lead from the rear. Merritt would get his hands dirty by leading the operation against Ervin West, the primary target in his area.  
 
    He typed two words and sent them to the list of cell leaders around the planet before leaving the room.  
 
    “Activate Zulu.” 
 
    After the door closed behind him, he took a moment to change his mindset and put a smile on his face before he went downstairs. 
 
    “Ready to go?” he asked after he walked into the living room. 
 
    “Well, yeah!” 
 
    “Okay, don’t slow us down then,” he said with a grin and a wink as he opened the front door. 
 
    They got into his hover car, which was old, but functional, and drove toward the West Farm. The festival was a semi-annual event put on by Ervin West and other farmers around the planet. It was an opportunity for everyone to see where much of their food came from. They also had games and events set up for the kids to enjoy. He’d taken her to the festival almost every time, since he thought it was important that she be in touch with everything about her home. 
 
    “It’s so nice out here,” she said once they’d gotten out of the suburbs and into open country where there was nothing as far as the eye could see but trees and open land. 
 
    “That it is. Maybe, one day, we can live out here, huh?” 
 
    “You say that every time.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because I mean it.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” she said, as she did every time. 
 
    As much as he tried not to be, he was distracted and couldn’t enjoy the view. This visit to Ervin West’s farm wasn’t just for enjoyment and education for Lily, it was an advance scouting mission for him. 
 
    He hadn’t brought Lily out since the snakes had come to live on the planet, and, as they approached the farm, he could immediately see changes. Vehicles were being let through, but he could see barricades that could be moved into place to block the road and several armed guards standing on the sides of the road.  
 
    “Why are they here, Daddy? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Dunno, sweetie.” 
 
    He parked the hover car, and it settled softly to the ground. Lily was out of the car before he could open his door. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    Her excitement didn’t raise his spirits, but he pasted a smile on his face and got out. There were more people than he remembered from previous trips, and the reason why hit him as they approached the cordoned off area where all the activities were set up. 
 
    Two giant mambas were coiled side by side, overseeing several smaller, but still big, mambas. Their size was menacing to him. He was tall, but their heads were still above his, and based on his research, they weren’t as high as they could be. 
 
    “Ooo! Look! Baby Serpentes! I want to see!” she squealed and ran off before he could stop her. 
 
    Every bone in his body screamed to grab her arm, put her back in the car, and leave, but he needed to maintain appearances and not draw attention to himself.  
 
    There was no barricade between the dangerous beings and the public. Most of the Gielivians were being smart and keeping their distance, but Lily, with the innocence of youth, ran right up to them and knelt down. 
 
    “They’re so cute!” he heard her say as he approached. 
 
    He shuddered, and his skin crawled, but he forced himself to smile and watch. Still, he brushed the inside of his right arm against the grip of the laser pistol that was concealed on his right hip, just to reassure himself. 
 
    “They are hatchlings, though we understand your term baby is suitable,” one snake said.  
 
    “Hatched right here on the farm,” Janice Small said with a smile. He recognized her from their previous trips to the farm. 
 
    “Indeed. The first Serpentes hatched on another world,” the snake said. 
 
    “Will they get as big as you?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Most assuredly. There is no lack of prey for them.” 
 
    “Which benefits all of us,” Janice added. “Thanks to De’Sirizso, De’Suhlas, and their hatchlings, crop yields are up because less is lost to rodents and predators. Same for the livestock, and other farmers across the planet are seeing the same benefits.” 
 
    He was starting to understand. This was their way of brainwashing more people into believing the snakes were harmless, but he knew better. 
 
    “They’re something, aren’t they?”  
 
    Bobby jumped slightly. He hadn’t noticed Ervin West, the owner of the property, walk up to stand beside him. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Scared the sun out of some of my hands for a while, even Janice there. But now, they get along great. You’ve been out here with your little girl almost every year, haven’t you?” 
 
    Bobby looked at West and raised an eyebrow, surprised he would remember them. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    West smiled. “It’s the kids. I always remember ‘em. Don’t you usually have your wife with you?” 
 
    Bobby’s jaw clenched for a moment, and he turned his head back to keep an eye on Lily. 
 
    “She died when the snakes attacked us. It’s just me and her now.” 
 
    “Oh, damn. I’m sorry,” West said and patted his shoulder. “Well, good for you that you don’t hold it against De’Sirizso and De’Suhlas. Too many people do, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Right,” Bobby said, but what he really wanted to do was tell West exactly what he thought of his harboring dangerous beings. 
 
    “Well, enjoy the day,” West said, with a bright smile, and walked off to talk to a couple who had just arrived. 
 
    Suddenly, Bobby felt watched and looked up to see both the mature snakes staring at him. His blood ran cold. It was like they knew what he was thinking. He’d read something about their being able to sense people’s moods in the air and wondered how accurate that was. 
 
    “Come on, Lily. Don’t you want to ride the horses?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” she exclaimed and jumped to her feet. “Bye!” 
 
    He took her hand and walked with her toward the horse pen, but he could still feel the snakes watching his back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma preferred speaking freely, but for this, she had decided a prepared text was more appropriate. It was her fifth pass at what she would announce in less than a week, and she still wasn’t satisfied. She couldn’t think of a positive way to tell the story of the information she was going to release, no matter how she phrased it. She looked over to where El’Iroru typically coiled while she was working, but he wasn’t there. After the strange sound that had come from him, she’d had both human and Serpentes medical experts brought in to examine him. The results of the examination were still pending. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri to see you, Your Majesty,” Ayana said over her sub-scalar implant. 
 
    “Send him in. Thank you.” 
 
    She rippled the muscles along her length to try to relax as El’Kashtri slid in and bowed. 
 
    “Rest, El’Kashtri. What news from the academy?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it was a bit worse than I expected, Your Majesty.” 
 
    She listened as he detailed what had been discovered, as well as the dismissal of El’Arta and several cadets. When he had concluded his report, she hissed a sigh.  
 
    “I have no doubt Captain Vi’Uku is well suited to the task while you find a permanent replacement,” she said. 
 
    “He is. Meanwhile, I will travel to the other campuses to evaluate the conditions.” 
 
    “I would like you back in Capital City, at my side, when the announcement is made.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “That is, if I can find a way to do it.” 
 
    She tasted the air and sensed his confusion. 
 
    “Try as I might, there is no way to put a positive spin on this information.” 
 
    “If I may, Your Majesty…” 
 
    “Please speak freely, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “How would you address it if you were still a fleet admiral? How would you break uncomfortable news to your crews?” 
 
    “I would simply tell them and expect them to follow orders,” she replied immediately. 
 
    “There you are then.” 
 
    “If only it were so simple. I must consider the reactions of multiple systems, even the galaxy, not to mention the financial future of our trade on Neithea.” 
 
    “Perhaps, this is why those before you never released the information—fear of the consequences.” 
 
    The bluntness of his statement struck her. Others may have heard it as an accusation, but she understood immediately what he meant. Silence held the office for several long moments, and El’Kashtri shifted his coils in discomfort. He was right, and she knew it. She had considered changing her mind and locking the information away, but things had already gone too far for her to back out. It was like an attack she knew would result in losses. She had committed and had to follow through. The trick was to minimize the losses as much as possible. Her approach would have to change from trying to put a positive note on the release to minimizing the effects. If that was even possible. 
 
    “You have nothing to prove to anyone, Your Majesty,” he finally said to break the silence. “You have defended this system, been instrumental in forging an alliance, and freed an entire system from the clutches of slavers. You have secured reinforcements that will make our navy stronger than it has ever been, and you have already changed life for many in your care for the better. Anyone who doubts your motives is unworthy of your attention or respect.” 
 
    The confidence in his statements was like a structural brace on a ship, and she rose slightly higher on her coils. 
 
    “Thank you, El’Kashtri.” 
 
    “I simply state the truth, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You have many things to do before I need you back here.” 
 
    “I do. Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said and bowed before uncoiling and sliding out of her office. 
 
    With renewed purpose, she started to draft her speech again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had been two days since the visit to the farm, and Bobby still couldn’t get the feeling of those two snakes staring at him out of his mind. Even his sleep had been troubled with nightmares of them striking out—one attacking him and the other clamping its mouth around Lily. He thought through his plans again as he drove home. He would have dinner with Lily and Brenda, then go back out to execute his part of the resistance effort. Across the planet, ten cells would carry out their attacks simultaneously, and it would be clearer than ever to Frazier and the rest of the snake lovers that they wouldn’t be tolerated on Gieliv. A part of him regretted the lengths they were having to go in order to make their point, but sometimes lives had to be forfeited for the greater good. 
 
    He smiled, and thoughts of his mission took a back seat as he saw Lily and Brenda playing in the small front yard when he pulled up. Before he could get out of his hover car, Lily began beaming and ran toward him. 
 
    The world around him crashed in the next few seconds. Uniformed men and women raced out from behind other houses and from inside the house across the street. All of them were armed, and they pointed the weapons at him. 
 
    “On the ground! Everyone on the ground! Now!” Shouted orders came from every direction. 
 
    “Daddy!” Lily screamed as one soldier grabbed her from behind, picked her up, and kept moving toward an approaching vehicle.  
 
    His insides turned, and bile rose in his throat as he froze. Brenda reached for Lily but was knocked aside, turned around, and cuffed in an instant.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Bobby. Get on the ground,” one of them said. They had covered the ground quickly, and he knew if he did anything other than what he was told, he would die. Only the thought of Lily seeing that stopped him from going for his gun. 
 
    He looked up and down the street and noticed it was unusually empty. No one was out, watching to see what was going on. There was no one to help him. Lily’s screams filled his ears as she fought to free herself.  
 
    Bobby fell to his knees, then lay face first on the ground. As soon as he was down, there was a knee on his back, and his hands were roughly pulled behind him and cuffed. 
 
    “Target Alpha in custody,” he heard a woman say. 
 
    “Where are you taking my daughter?” he demanded. 
 
    “Somewhere safe. Don’t worry; she’ll be fine,” the same woman said. “Okay, do it.” 
 
    He felt a needle enter his arm, and his eyes closed. The last sound he heard before he was unconscious was his daughter screaming for him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Frazier paced anxiously at the back of the operations center at Fort Linia. Given the scope of the operation, the military was the natural choice to handle it. Working in coordination with other agencies across the planet, arrests were executed simultaneously. 
 
    “Two targets eluded our teams, but we’re in pursuit, Mister President,” Edward Rivera said. 
 
    “I don’t want any civilian casualties, Ed. If it gets too dangerous, call them off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Target Alpha is en route. We’ll be able to question him within the hour. They’re searching the house now.” 
 
    Frazier nodded. 
 
    One of four large screens at the front of the room shifted to a shoulder-mounted camera view, and audio was piped in through speakers. “We’re at the door. Got a keypad. Could be booby trapped,” a male agent said. 
 
    “Clear the area, bring in the techs.” 
 
    A man in a naval uniform appeared and began working on the keypad using a hand-held computer.  
 
    “It’s good, but I can crack it. I need a few minutes.” 
 
    “Take your time, Lieutenant Jarvis. We’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, could you at least stand back? I don’t know you that well, and you haven’t even bought me a drink.” 
 
    “Give him some room Alpha team,” he heard the op leader say. 
 
    “Crack this, and the first round’s on me, Lieutenant,” the person wearing the camera said and backed away. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Admiral Gallagher says he’s one of their best,” General Stevens said. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Last two in custody, no injuries.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ed,” Frazier said, finally able to release the breath he’d been holding.  
 
    There was still a lot of work to do but getting the ringleaders into custody was a big first step and would hopefully avert any immediate consequences of Queen El’Jyiurma’s upcoming announcement. 
 
    “Got it,” Jarvis said and stepped aside as the door opened. 
 
    “Thanks, Lieutenant. Please step back but stay nearby. I have a feeling we’ll be needing you again.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Frazier watched the screen as a handheld computer came up. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “Scanning for traps, explosives, anything. The device checks across the light spectrum and searches for any out of the ordinary transmitters or receivers. Some explosives give off residue, and he would see that too,” Rivera explained without taking his eyes off the screen. 
 
    “You really think he’d put explosives in the house with his kid?” 
 
    “People like this have no limits, Mister President. We must be ready for anything. We already know he’s responsible for one innocent death.” 
 
    Frazier sighed and shook his head. He couldn’t wrap his mind around it. He understood pain and anger after losing family members, but they had proven that those responsible didn’t represent all Serpentes.  
 
    “Looks clear. Got a computer. You’re up again, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Jarvis reappeared in the picture and sat down to activate the terminal. He looked up toward the camera. “This is going to take a while. I don’t want to risk triggering a wipe.” 
 
    Frazier looked at Rivera with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Merritt could have set something up to wipe out the data. He’s going to need to take his time to make sure we get all the intelligence we need.” 
 
    “Okay. Makes sense.” 
 
    “All operations are wrapping up. We’ve got similar secure rooms in several locations, and techs are doing their jobs. It might be a few days before we get much more unless someone breaks in interrogation,” Rivera explained. 
 
    “So, you’re telling me to go away and let you work?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He nodded and patted Rivera on the back. “Excellent work, Ed. You too, Bryan. Keep me informed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Merritt slowly opened his eyes and squinted against the bright light. He tried to reach up to rub his eyes but found that he couldn’t move his arms. In a panic, he struggled and found he was unable to move his legs either. He forced his eyes open and looked down at himself, then around the room. He was in a metal chair with his wrists and ankles in clamps to prevent him from moving. The walls of the room were glossy white, which reflected the light and explained the brightness. In front of him were a metal table and two chairs on the other side of the table that sat empty.  
 
    He was able to crane his neck just far enough to see that the table and his chair were secured to the floor. In a rush, he remembered what had happened, and why he was here. 
 
    “Where is my daughter?” he screamed. 
 
    “She’s with your nanny, Ms. Foster, which I believe was your wish?” a disembodied voice said from speakers somewhere in the room. 
 
    “You’re lying! I saw your thugs arrest her too!” 
 
    “We determined she has no knowledge of your activities, so she was released.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. I don’t care what you do to me. You hurt one hair on my daughter’s head, and you’ll pay.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, rage built inside him, and he struggled again against the restraints until both his wrists and ankles hurt badly enough to stop him. 
 
    “The restraints are made from the same steel we use to build the hulls of our navy ships, Mr. Merritt, but if you want to hurt yourself, be my guest,” a woman said as she walked into the room.  
 
    He recognized the voice as the one he had heard when he was lying face down on the ground, and he stared at the woman. She was tall and had close cropped hair. She was probably military, in one way or another, given the way she walked. 
 
    “Before we begin, let me tell you what I already know, so we can save some time,” she said as she sat down and raised a screen that was recessed into the table. “Unless you want to keep wasting energy and struggle some more. If that’s the case, I can come back later.” 
 
    He glared at her when she looked up at him and met his eyes, but he stopped struggling. He believed her about the metal, and he had never been the strongest physically, anyway. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no. First, you need to know that you are under arrest for the murder of Cora Green and conspiracy to commit crimes against the people of Gieliv. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Screw you, lady.” 
 
    “No chance. We’ll be spending a lot of time together, so I suppose an introduction is in order. My name is Julie Duran. You can call me Julie or Agent Duran. Obviously, I already know you are Bobby Merritt, AKA Steve. I also know you lost your family in the incident with the Serpentes traitor, which is what likely led you down the path you find yourself on. We think you were probably brainwashed by Manning’s people, but how we got here is less important than where we go from here.” 
 
    He wasn’t surprised she knew his alias. The mere fact they had arrested him was evidence they knew more than he wished they did, but they didn’t know everything, or they wouldn’t be talking. That gave him some hope that some of the operation would still go forward. Unfortunately, he did not know what time it was or how long he’d been out. It could have been minutes, or it could have been a month. He rubbed his cheek against the collar of his shirt, and it felt like the stubble he would expect after a day of not shaving. So, it hadn’t been a long time. That was good. 
 
    “Before we go any further, as a measure of good faith, I’m going to let you talk to your daughter.” 
 
    “Daddy?” Lily’s voice said over the speakers. 
 
    “Lily? Are you okay?” he asked, and everything else in his mind faded into the background. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m with Ms. Brenda. When can we go home?” 
 
    He closed his eyes, knowing the answer was probably never. 
 
    “I don’t know, baby. For now, be good for Brenda. She’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    “Okay, but when?” 
 
    “I don’t know, baby. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Daddy.” 
 
    There was a click, letting him know the communication had ended. 
 
    “Satisfied?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Not until I’m home with my girl.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen, Mr. Merritt. Are you ready to begin?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Let’s start with the assumption that any efforts by me to convince you that you’re wrong about the Serpentes would be a waste of our time. Would that be correct?” 
 
    “Aren’t you the smart one?” 
 
    The interview went on for hours, and she asked him the same questions in various ways, but he never answered her. They assumed something big was coming, and they were right, but they didn’t know when, and from everything she admitted through her questions, they didn’t know how many people were involved. By the time she stopped pelting him with questions, one after the other without a break, his eyes were drooping, and he could hear his stomach rumbling. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for today,” she said and stood. “You’ll be taken to a cell and given some food. I suggest you get some rest.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    General Stevens clenched his fists as another report came in, and the display at the front of the operations center split to show live images from a reaction force as they fought fires caused by the third major explosion across Gieliv in the past half hour.  
 
    “Casualties?” 
 
    “Too early to tell, sir,” Brigadier General Jan Copeland answered from the site in Stranta. “We know the building was in use and, like the others, was a business that hired Serpentes.” 
 
    “Alright. Do what needs to be done. Keep me informed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He sighed and rubbed his eyes. The day had started early with putting assets in place for the coordinated raids across the planet, and the sun had just set in Linia. None of the many people they had arrested had talked, and Lieutenant Jarvis was still working on the data systems at Bobby Merritt’s residence. Other techs across the planet were working on similar systems. They had discovered that every cell leader had the same kind of secured room set up with the same security system, so the effort was more coordinated than he had hoped. There was little doubt Merritt was the ringleader, but they had no way of getting him to talk without extreme measures, which they wouldn’t take. He knew he was likely going to spend the rest of his life in prison, so there was no motivation for him to confess and help them stop what was happening. The rest of the people detained had denied knowledge of anything, even when presented with the facts. 
 
    “Sir, you’re going to want to see this,” one of the intelligence people in the room said, and the main screen shifted to an image of Maxine Hanson sitting at a desk. 
 
    “Just what we need,” Stevens grumbled. 
 
    “This recording has just been delivered to GBN, and after review, we have decided it should be shared with all of Gieliv. We don’t know where it came from or who sent it.” 
 
    The screen went black, and a digitized voice spoke. 
 
    “We told you they were dangerous. We told you what would happen, but you didn’t listen. President Frazier, any blood spilled today is on your hands. We will not stop until the snakes are banned from our planet. Send them home. You have one day to get them out of the system, or it will get worse. You have no idea what a motivated populace can accomplish, even in the face of your soldiers. We’re willing to die for what we believe in. Are you?” 
 
    The view shifted back to Hanson, who looked into the camera. “This message came in after multiple deadly explosions rocked the planet. The most recent was in Stranta, the central site affected by the venom bomb attack waged by the Serpentes at first contact.” 
 
    She tilted her head for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “We’re going to take you live to President Frazier, who is about to address the system.” 
 
    Stevens could tell Frazier had gotten little rest since that morning, just as he had. He looked tired, but he also seemed dignified as he looked directly into the camera. 
 
    “People of Gieliv, I am once again addressing you as we are under attack. This time, it’s not from outside, but from within. We’ve all witnessed the destruction that has been wrought by a small number of dissatisfied Gielivians who feel their only voice is violence. They claim the attacks are against the Serpentes, but I can tell you, based on what I know, that lives other than those of the Serpentes have been lost. Late this afternoon, military and intelligence assets across the planet executed raids and arrested those who we knew were conspiring against you. We know we did not get them all. I ask you to reflect on and think about what you’re seeing. Think about your friends, your neighbors, your family, and consider whether their lives are worth silence. If you know anything about the attacks, or anyone who might be involved, reach out. Let us know, and we will investigate. You have my commitment that we will not rest until the threat against you is ended. If they’ve done nothing wrong, they have nothing to fear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several days later, after the first few days back in classes at the academy under Captain Vi’Uku’s leadership, Shawn and Melissa watched the news coming in from Gieliv. Tips from concerned citizens had led to more arrests, and the latest report said they had finally rounded up the last of the people involved in the bombings. The government was convinced the threat was over. The attacks had cost 20 Gielivians and 30 Serpentes their lives.  
 
    “This is insane,” Shawn said and shook his head. 
 
    “At least they got them all.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Nothing we can do about it, anyway.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Hey, we can’t control what happens in another system. We have our own problems to worry about.” 
 
    “Looks like those are over too. Today actually went pretty smoothly.” 
 
    He meant it. There were several cadets conspicuously missing, and a few instructors as well, and he no longer felt like he needed to be ready to dodge a strike at any minute.  
 
    “I know, I know. I just can’t shake the feeling we haven’t heard the last from Vi’Jyara and his ilk.” 
 
    “We can’t control that either,” he said, turning her words on her before he yawned. 
 
    “Not sleeping well?” 
 
    He shrugged. Ever since the meeting with Clyde Finley at The Vault, he’d been restless. They’d talked long into the night, and he’d returned the next day with his tablet. It was good to know he wasn’t alone in his thoughts, but it also felt dangerous. He was anxious about the new format of simulations. First thing that morning, all cadets had received permanent ship assignments for simulations. They would no longer be notified at the last minute where they were going. Melissa and he had both been assigned to the bridge of the SRN Fang light battlecruiser. Each simulation would be led by a serving officer as the captain, though there were hints it wasn’t beyond the scope of possibility that the captain might become injured during a simulation, forcing someone else to take the lead. The timing would still be random, but it was reassuring to know that he would serve with the same crew every time, with the goal being to build cohesion and teamwork. 
 
    “SRN Fang, report to duty stations.” 
 
    Shawn quickly stood, and he and Melissa checked over their uniforms in the mirror in his quarters. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    He grinned, his concerns about Clyde and The Underground a distant memory. “Always. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Frazier picked up his ever-present cup of coffee, which had barely been empty for more than a few minutes over the last two days. He had slept about an hour in the past 48 and wasn’t sure when he’d be able to catch up. Seated in his office were General Stevens, Ed Rivera, Minister La’Kema, and, via live communication from Neithea, Director Zameeh. 
 
    “Thanks everyone for coming,” he said, rubbing the stubble on his chin. “I know it’s early for you, Director, so I very much appreciate your time.” 
 
    “Of course, President Frazier,” Zameeh said. “We have all been watching the broadcasts with interest and concern.” 
 
    Moments before, President Frazier had addressed the system to let everyone know the threat was over. 
 
    “How much of what I just told the public is true?” he asked Rivera.  
 
    “All of it, as far as we know, sir. A few strings came loose, and the whole thing unraveled. We disarmed bombs at five locations that had been set in place to be detonated remotely by people we arrested. Thanks to Lieutenant Jarvis finally breaking into Merritt’s system, we know Merritt’s target was the West Farm. Agents and Serpentes have scoured the area and found nothing so far.” 
 
    “Confidence level?” 
 
    “As good as it can be, sir,” Stevens answered. 
 
    “I guess that’ll have to do. Minister La’Kema, I can’t apologize enough for what happened and the Serpentes lives lost. Rest assured those responsible are being brought to justice.” 
 
    “The queen and I are satisfied you are doing so, Mister President. Obviously, the lives lost are regrettable, but as you understand that our traitors’ actions do not represent us, we understand these beings do not represent you.” 
 
    He was surprised there was no anger from La’Kema but credited it to a different perspective on things. 
 
    “There are, however, several of our beings who wish to return home to Strorix, which we will accommodate.” 
 
    “I understand completely. If there’s anything we can do to facilitate the process, let my people know.” 
 
    La’Kema nodded in the human fashion. 
 
    “Director Zameeh, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner, but this is why the training unit was delayed. It turned out one of them was involved in this plot, and we needed time to make sure he was the only one. Now that this has passed, I’m sure we can get back on schedule,” he said and looked at Stevens. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Colonel Brady is already working on it.” 
 
    “I believe I understand,” Zameeh said. “I look forward to welcoming your people when they arrive. I’m afraid the news of late has caused some concern among my people. It will do them good to see representatives from Gieliv in a positive light.” 
 
    “I understand completely, Director, and we’ll do our best to reassure your people we’re on your side,” Stevens said. 
 
    “Okay, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m beat,” Frazier said and eyed his coffee. “I think I’m going to sleep for a few days. You all should do the same.” 
 
    “No rest for the weary, sir, but we’ll do our best,” Stevens said as he stood. 
 
    When everyone had left and the communication with Neithea was closed, Frazier leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, wondering what would happen when Queen El’Jyiurma made her announcement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma turned her attention away from the speech she was preparing as Doctor Elliott entered her office. Doctor Elliott had been the lead human expert on the diagnosis of El’Iroru. While she wasn’t an expert on the Serpentes, she was becoming one, since she would eventually serve on a deployed naval vessel.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Doctor Elliott.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” she said as she bowed. 
 
    “I’m afraid I have little time. What is your final diagnosis?” 
 
    “It’s actually simple, Your Majesty, but complicated at the same time. He has somehow developed vocal folds, something never before recorded in a Serpentes.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma was not educated on medical terms, so she stared at Elliott. She reasoned that vocal had something to do with how beings could talk or make sounds, but it made no sense for them to be present in a Serpentes. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “We honestly don’t know how or why. Our best guess is that it is a stage of evolution, brought on by living around humans for so long.” 
 
    “Why El’Iroru?” 
 
    “We don’t know that either, Your Majesty. We believe, if it has happened with him, it is incredibly likely there are others out there. We don’t know if it is restricted to Elapidae, or if it could happen to any Serpentes. Without more subjects, more data, we just don’t know. I’m sorry. I wish I had more.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma tasted the air and sensed Elliott was excited about this revelation, but she also sensed fear. As she asked her next question, she felt she knew the answer. If she was right, it was certainly something some could be excited about. Others might see it as a curse. 
 
    “What does this mean?” 
 
    “It means that, with practice, El’Iroru could learn to speak just as I do. He could learn to communicate in Earth Common without the use of a translator. Should he so desire,” she added quickly. 
 
    El’Jyiurma processed this information for several minutes of drawn out silence. Elliott’s discomfort was apparent, but she did an admirable job of not letting it show.  
 
    “There’s something else.” 
 
    “More?” 
 
    “We did some detailed scans and analysis. Probably more detailed than a medical expert has ever been allowed to do…” 
 
    “I’m short on time, Doctor. Please get to the point,” El’Jyiurma said impatiently. Elliott’s phrasing, been allowed, bit her because of her knowledge of the information yet to be released. It further reinforced the fact that humans were considered secondary in Strorix.  
 
    “There is evidence that another form of evolution may be happening. The data is very preliminary, and we would need to find multiple subjects with the same traits to be sure, but it looks like future generations could potentially develop limbs.” 
 
    That revelation caused El’Jyiurma to instinctively rise into a defensive posture and spread her hood. “What?” 
 
    Elliott took a few steps back, her eyes wide with fear. “It’s not immediate. In El’Iroru, it is likely it will never be noticeable, but there is definitely growth where none has previously been recorded. Of course, my knowledge of Serpentes anatomy is still growing, but my Serpentes colleagues agree it is a recent development,” she said, speaking quickly and holding her arms out to fend off an attack. 
 
    The fear was thick when El’Jyiurma tasted the air again. It was the same sensation she got when she hunted prey who knew it was about to die. Images flashed in her mind of Serpentes with human-like arms and hands and how they would be culled by those who would see them as an aberration to be eliminated. She flexed the muscles along her length and forced herself to collapse her hood and lower her body to a less threatening position. 
 
    Elliott lowered her arms slowly, though El’Jyiurma could still sense panic and fear. 
 
    “We believe it’s a gene that has always been there, suppressed, and has recently activated. Again, we would need to examine more subjects to really know for sure. If we could find more—” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor Elliott. You may return to your normal duties. I ask that you keep this information to yourself for now.” 
 
    “I understand, I think, but…” 
 
    Elliott hesitated, and El’Jyiurma tasted the fear and panic still thick in the air. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, we need to know if there are others. We, I, fear some might see this as a negative or some sort of defect.” 
 
    “I understand and share your concerns, and I apologize for my reaction but, for now, this must remain confidential. Thank you for your time, Doctor Elliott.” 
 
    After Elliott left, El’Jyiurma relaxed and laid her head on her coils. On top of everything else, this. The timing couldn’t have been worse. She understood the need for further study, and her desire to know more conflicted with her concerns over the public response.  
 
    She was drawn from her thoughts when El’Iroru slid into the office and went straight to his perch.  
 
    “Are you okay, Mother?” 
 
    “Yes, I am fine,” she lied. 
 
    “Mother…they wouldn’t tell me what was happening, but there is obviously something wrong,” he hissed with a near growl. 
 
    As much as she didn’t want to get into it, she knew she had to, so she told him everything Doctor Elliott had related to her. 
 
    His response was stunned silence. 
 
    “What do I do?” he asked in a rare display of uncertainty. 
 
    “What you have done since you emerged from your shell. Strive to be better than you were the day before.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zameeh smiled when Yafi, who had returned from his visit to Gieliv, walked in. 
 
    “Yafi! Welcome home! Please, sit.” 
 
    “Thank you, Director.” 
 
    “Oh, please, not you too.” 
 
    Yafi grinned as he sat. 
 
    “So, how was it? Tell me everything.” 
 
    “It was…different.” 
 
    Yafi spent the next several hours telling her about his experiences, finishing with the tough time he’d had at the weapons range. 
 
    “Oh, Yafi, I’m sorry. It must have been horrible.” 
 
    He shuddered and nodded, the smile he had worn when he entered completely erased. 
 
    “Well, you’re home now. Take some time to relax if you need to. There’s a lot going on, but it can wait if you need the time.” 
 
    “No, I think I’d rather get to work.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” she said and laid a data chip on the desk. “I’d like for you to look over the new city, Fortune, which should almost be done. The speed at which they can build things is amazing.” 
 
    He nodded and picked up the data chip. “That’s all?” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot to mention, that’ll be your city,” she said, with a grin. 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “You’re the only one of us who has been off the planet and interacted with beings on another planet. You’ve made yourself the most qualified Gnevusin on the planet for the job of running a city that will entertain beings from other systems.” 
 
    “Zameeh, I—” 
 
    “No arguing, Yafi. Seriously, I can’t do everything. I never wanted this job, but I’ve got it, and I’ve learned that part of it is delegating to others. So, that’s what I’m doing. Please tell me you’ll do this?” 
 
    He nodded. “When you put it like that, I can’t refuse.” 
 
    “Good! We’ve already set up an office for you, and you will have a residence all your own. Actually, it will belong to whoever the mayor is, but, for now, it’s yours. You’ll be paid as well.” 
 
    “Paid? A residence?” he asked and shook his head in awe.  
 
    She smiled, understanding. There was still much the Gnevusin of Neithea were getting used to. Being paid for work and having their own place to call home were two of them. Some Gnevusin still lived in common quarters with others, hesitant to be on their own. Independence, it seemed, took some time to grow accustomed to, and some fell into it easier than others. 
 
    “I know, it is another adjustment, but I feel your journey to Gieliv prepared you well for it.” 
 
    “If you say so. I will do my best.” 
 
    “I know you will, Yafi. Now, if you’re up for it, I’ve heard the new trade station is almost done, and I was thinking of going up to take a look.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zameeh and Yafi walked the short distance to the nearest shuttle landing pad and were cleared to the station almost immediately. Zameeh watched as Yafi buckled into the seat with practiced ease and mimicked his actions. 
 
    “This will be my first time off planet, you know,” she said as the shuttle rumbled and boosted from the pad. She gripped the arms of the seat tightly. 
 
    “You get used to it,” he said casually, then chuckled when he saw her hands. “Relax, it’s okay.” 
 
    She released her grip, slightly. “If you say so.” 
 
    “It’ll get rough in a bit, but don’t worry, it’s normal.” 
 
    “Look at you, the experienced system traveler.” 
 
    Yafi snorted.  
 
    “He’s right,” the Sparks Unlimited pilot, who could hear them through the open hatch, said.  
 
    As Yafi had said, it got rough. The shuttle buffeted, and the pilot assured Zameeh that it was just the craft leaving the atmosphere. Somehow, that didn’t set her mind at ease. The reality that the metal shell around them was the only thing between them and certain death hit her. 
 
    “What if it leaks? What if something hits us?” 
 
    “Zameeh…relax. We’ve survived everything we’ve gone through. You’ll survive this too,” Yafi assured her. 
 
    “Right,” she said, unconvinced. 
 
    During ascent, there had been metal shields over the clear-steel portals, but now that things had smoothed out, they slid open. 
 
    “There, look,” Yafi said. 
 
    The excitement in his voice was contagious, and she looked out at the pure blackness of space for the first time. 
 
    “It’s something, isn’t it?” 
 
    She barely heard him as the station came into view. 
 
    “I’m going to do a pass around so you can look at the outside before we dock,” the pilot said. 
 
    “It’s so big.” 
 
    “It’s fairly small, as trade stations go,” the pilot said. “It’s modular, so it can be expanded without too much trouble.” 
 
    Zameeh shook her head and stared at the structure as they flew slowly around it. It was taller than it was wide. Blinking lights seemed to outline it in space. She could see open doors larger than the shuttle at regular intervals. 
 
    “What are those?” she asked. “I mean, the openings,” she added when she realized the pilot couldn’t see her pointing. 
 
    “Mostly warehouse space, I think. Trade ships can offload cargo to be picked up by another ship or taken down to the surface. Or they can pick up cargo from the surface. If you’ve seen enough, I’ve got clearance to dock so you can see the inside.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “That’s fine, thank you,” Yafi said out loud. 
 
    “Okay, the panels will close for safety while we dock,” he said, and the panels over the clear steel slid shut. 
 
    There was a slight jolt and then a green light above the hatch they had boarded through lit up. 
 
    “Good seal, opening the hatch. I’ll be waiting here. Ms. Noble is waiting to show you around.” 
 
    “Thank you again,” Yafi said as he and Zameeh unbuckled and waited for the hatch to open. 
 
    When it finished, a short, human woman walked up and extended her hand. “Sonya Noble. You must be Director Zameeh and Yafi?” 
 
    “Yes. Nice to meet you, Ms. Noble,” Zameeh said. “Please, call me Zameeh.” 
 
    “Zameeh it is, and you can call me Sonya. Welcome to Neithea Trade Station,” she said and spread her arms wide. “If you’re ready, I’ll give you the grand tour.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful, thank you. I…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I thought we’d be floating. I read something about no gravity in space?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve had that beat for a long time, don’t you worry. Is it warm enough? Our construction crew are all humans, so we keep it comfortable for us.” 
 
    “Yes, we can accommodate a wide range of temperatures. Thank you.” 
 
    “Excellent! Right this way!” 
 
    It took a while for Zameeh to get used to the idea she was walking around in a big building in space, but after a while, it felt just like any other building, except that the walls and floors were all steel. Then they came to a large clear steel panel in the bulkhead, and she had to stop and look out. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Sonya asked. 
 
    “Yes. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, when you’re around it enough, it becomes as normal as anything else. I spend most of my time in space, either on a ship or a station. Honestly, I can’t remember the last time I set foot on a planet.” 
 
    “We’ll have to have you down to celebrate after you’re done here,” Zameeh turned to her and said. 
 
    “That would be great! If you’ll follow me, we’ll start with the control center, which is, well, at the center, and work our way out. That’s the most interesting part, anyway.” 
 
    They entered a lift, which Zameeh noticed was large enough for a few Serpentes.  
 
    “You think of everything,” she said. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “The lift, it is large. It could even fit the Serpentes.” 
 
    “This is pretty standard in our builds. You never know what species might decide they need to trade, and some traders bring a sizable entourage with them. So, we make sure there’s enough room as best we can.” 
 
    They exited the lift and went through a door with a keypad into a room with more technology than Zameeh had ever seen. There were stations with seats of various configurations around the room, each with at least two display panels. The walls were also lined with display panels, some showing images of construction under way, others with charts and graphs she didn’t understand. 
 
    “I know, it seems like a lot, but don’t worry, we have people who will train anyone who wants to work up here. Plus, we’ll keep a Sparks crew on board to manage the station for you, since we also have an office here. We have a vested interest in making sure this station is profitable.” 
 
    Zameeh nodded. 
 
    “Pretty cool,” Yafi said in Earth Common and grinned. 
 
    Sonya grinned back at him. “So, you’re the one who went to Gieliv?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Your Common is good.” 
 
    “Still working on it.” 
 
    “You’re doing great. Ready to see the rest of the station? I’m afraid the tour gets less impressive from here.” 
 
    “I think we will disagree on that, but yes, let’s go,” Zameeh said. 
 
    Zameeh was right. Everything about the station was impressive to her. There were places where refreshments would be served, and even full restaurants for those who did not want to go down to the planet. They went through the crew areas, which she understood were simple. Even so, everything was amazing to her. She did not know how much time had passed until she started feeling hungry as they arrived back at the hatch to the shuttle. 
 
    “That concludes the tour. We should be operational in a few days after we test the docking and transfer collars. Any questions?” 
 
    “No. Thank you very much for your time.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks!” Yafi added, still in Earth Common. 
 
    Zameeh grinned as they boarded the shuttle and made their way back down to Neithea. The buffeting as they passed through the atmosphere still unnerved her, but she was so preoccupied thinking about the station, it stayed in the back of her mind. 
 
    “Pretty exciting,” Yafi said as they landed. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” she asked with a smile. “Now, you should go see to your own little corner of Neithea.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Right. Okay, well, I’ll see you later?” 
 
    “Of course. Good luck!” she said and exited the shuttle when the hatch opened.  
 
    Yafi stayed on board, and she heard him ask the pilot to take him to Fortune. She stood back and watched as the shuttle lifted off again and smiled. Neithea was truly becoming something special. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    El’Jyiurma forced herself to relax on a heated rock in a secure location near her headquarters building as she mentally prepared herself. The time leading up to the announcement was disturbingly calm. Things on Gieliv had settled down, and there had been no more indications of trouble there, though emotions were still raw after so many lives lost. The training unit was on its way to Neithea, and the weapons had already arrived. The trade station had been completed, and the new city, to be called Fortune, would be open to visitors within days. Already, trade convoys were en route to Neithea to sample the new spices that had been widely advertised and to determine what else of value the new system might have to offer. Salvage System’s Heavy Task Force had been through Strorix and Neithea and was on the way home after collecting salvage for a week to clean up after the multiple engagements the systems had seen. 
 
    News of the big announcement had been spread throughout the system, and every being had been encouraged to watch it live, regardless of when it fell during the day. Naval forces and ground troops had been quietly put on heightened alert in the event of unrest. Special attention was being paid to those who had been dismissed from the academy, both cadets and staff, for fear of what this revelation might cause them to do.  
 
    A single chime sounded on her sub-scalar implant, telling her it was time. She rose and rippled her muscles to relax them, to no avail, then slid off the comfortable rock.  
 
    The announcement would take place in front of the headquarters building, and El’Kashtri and Sofia would accompany her. When she arrived, they were already in position. Sofia wore a nervous smile and bowed beside El’Kashtri when she came into view. 
 
    “Thank you both for being here.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Sofia responded. 
 
    “I would be nowhere else, Your Majesty,” El’Kashtri added. 
 
    “Everything is in place?” 
 
    “We are prepared for any eventuality.” 
 
    “Good. Let us hope the preparations were a waste of time.” 
 
    She took her position between them and faced the multiple beings who waited. There were humans from Gieliv to transmit the announcement live, at President Frazier’s expense, to Gieliv through the Bith gate. Her own staff would send the announcement around the system live, and to Neithea as a recording once it was completed. 
 
    “Beings of Strorix, Gieliv, and Neithea, the recent past has seen many changes for us. Strorix has reached beyond its gate for the first time in memory and established relationships with other systems. With our allies from Gieliv, we liberated and freed the beings of Neithea. I am proud to have been a part of this. What I must address today will not be easy for some to hear. It is likely to evoke emotions, fears, and uncertainty. But, as you listen, I would ask you to remember nothing is changing. The path Strorix is on is the path we shall travel together. The information I am about to share became known to me only weeks ago, and after much reflection and discussion with trusted advisers, I decided I must make it public.” 
 
    She went on to give a summary of the records she had uncovered, starting with the brutal truth of the humans’ first interactions with the Serpentes and going all the way through to where the records stopped. She did not go into every detail but touched on everything. Those who were present to record the address were stunned, and the air was thick with a mixture of pheromones that were impossible to sort out. 
 
    “I know how I felt when I first came upon this information, and I can only speculate about how the beings who hear this will feel. This information is, right now, being released in its raw form so you can see exactly what I saw. I assure you, nothing is being held back, and my commitment to equity for all beings in Strorix and Neithea is unwavering. I ask that you look at the files for yourself, but remember, the Serpentes who perpetrated those activities are not who we are now. Thank you.” 
 
    The indicator lights went off, letting her know the transmission had stopped. 
 
    “Thank you all for your time. Fleet Admiral, Ambassador, please come with me. We must discuss our next steps.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They had given the cadets at academies across Strorix the day free of classes to watch the queen’s address. The queen addressed the system now and then, and they were always given time away from class to watch, but it was the first time, for them, they’d been given an entire day, which meant it was something big. Not even their wildest speculations came close to the actual purpose for the address, and, once it was over, they sat in stunned silence in Shawn’s quarters. 
 
    “Well,” Shawn said and turned to his terminal to access the newly released information. 
 
    “Yeah,” was all Melissa could say in response. 
 
    “It’ll take a while to dissect it but, damn, this pretty much supports everything I’ve concluded about how the technology we use came to be. Look at this; there are even design diagrams of the first command poles.” 
 
    She got up and stood behind him to look over his shoulder as he scrolled through the documents. 
 
    “I don’t know how to feel about all this,” she confessed. 
 
    Shawn hadn’t let himself think about it. That there was more information to support his theories was the primary focus of his attention, but he forced himself to look away from his screen and think about the bigger picture. 
 
    “It’s like she said, those Serpentes aren’t the ones we know.” 
 
    “But they are. Vi’Jyara is proof of that.” 
 
    “And he’s gone,” Shawn responded, immediately becoming defensive. 
 
    “I know, Shawn, I know,” she said and sat back down. “But it’s still there. You know as well as I do that those like Vi’Jyara and El’Arta will see this as proof that they should be in control.” 
 
    “And Queen El’Jyiurma will make sure they see the error of their ways. Think about it; she could have deleted all this data, and we never would have known. This rewrites the history books!” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Shawn; I really do. But I think we need to be ready for the reality that some Serpentes are going to think that’s the way it should still be.” 
 
    He was about to object in defense of the queen’s ability to keep things under control, but he made himself stop and think. Melissa was right. There would be those like Vi’Jyara who would want to see things go back to a time when humans were subservient to the Serpentes and simply did their bidding. He honestly didn’t think that would be the majority, though. 
 
    “Okay, what can we do about it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, with a sigh. “I need to talk to Clyde…he’ll have some ideas.” 
 
    Shawn chewed his bottom lip for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “I’m sure you have a way to get in touch with him at The Vault. Want me to come with you?” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d offer. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In her office, El’Jyiurma, along with El’Kashtri and Sofia, made themselves comfortable. Since Sofia was there, El’Jyiurma kept the room’s temperature a bit lower than the Serpentes preferred, but it was an accommodation she was accustomed to. 
 
    “How does it feel now that it’s done?” Sofia asked.  
 
    Many responses came to mind. El’Jyiurma had been concerned there would be instant actions by Serpentes who sought a return to the past, but if there had been, she would have heard by now. Across the system, there was an increased presence of security forces, just in case. But she was relieved to not be the only being with that wealth of information. Releasing it had felt like the right thing to do, and she had never been able to figure out why it hadn’t been done before. She wished El’Xakelu were still alive to ask.  
 
    “I have no doubt it was the right decision. I just hope it doesn’t harm the progress we are making.” 
 
    “No reports of any problems so far, Your Majesty,” El’Kashtri said. “On the contrary, everything appears quite normal.” 
 
    “I’m still worried, especially about the likes of Admiral El’Arta and his ilk,” Sofia said. 
 
    “He is being watched, as are Vi’Jyara and the other cadets who were dismissed,” El’Kashtri reassured her. 
 
    El’Jyiurma hissed in frustration. She shared Sofia’s concern about El’Arta and those like him. It was the Serpentes way to seek revenge, and they would not rest until they had exacted it. They wouldn’t necessarily go after the humans who had wronged them. It could be any human. The information she had just released would only spur them on.  
 
    “It’s only a matter of time,” El’Kashtri said, as if sensing her thoughts. “They will slide just far enough astray that we will have a reason to take action.” 
 
    “I hope we can stop them before harm comes to anyone.” 
 
    “We will make every effort to do so, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I know you will, El’Kashtri. Sofia, are you prepared to return to Neithea? I want your eyes on what happens there after this.” 
 
    Sofia nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty. I assumed you would want me to return, so I’m set to leave on the next transport, which will depart Prime Station soon, so I should probably get going.” 
 
    “Of course. Thank you, Sofia. We will have to make sure your visits home are more frequent in the future.” 
 
    She bowed to El’Jyiurma, then El’Kashtri, before leaving the office. 
 
    “She is quite something,” El’Kashtri observed. 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vi’Jyara looked forward to what the queen might announce that would require such fanfare. He thought, at first, about the new ships Strorix was expecting, then reminded himself it was unlikely that sort of information would be announced to the public. As he slid through his den, he found himself, once again, struck by frustration that he would not be on one of those ships.  
 
    The den, several steps up from what the average Serpentes would have, was spacious, having been provided to him in expectation of the high rank he would eventually hold in the navy. The carved stone walls had many small crevices and tunnels between chambers, intended for the hatchlings they expected him to produce to continue his lineage. Their presence had always been a reminder to him of who he was; now, they were a reminder of his shame. His dismissal had not been his fault. It was her fault. The queen and her dangerous desire to elevate humans to an equal status with Serpentes.  
 
    He rattled his tail and hissed in frustration, not for the first time, as he coiled on a heated rock to view the queen’s announcement. As it unfolded, he found himself between validation and anger. He had always known humans were inferior; this was proof, but the queen wouldn’t do the right thing. Humans were meant to serve the Serpentes, not to live alongside them as equals.  
 
    A command brought up the information that was now publicly available. It would take time to go through it, but that was fine. He had nothing but time now that his career was ruined. Starting from the beginning, he reviewed each item one by one. His feelings were mixed. He knew rationally that, had the humans not landed on Strorix Prime, what the Serpentes now had in the way of naval power would have taken longer to accomplish, but that was inconsequential. Perhaps, he allowed, the humans had earned something more than pure servitude, but he allowed that only grudgingly. The fact remained that humans lived in Strorix because the Serpentes allowed it, and they would never be equals.  
 
    He stopped his tail rattling when his sub-scalar implant pinged for his attention. 
 
    “I assume you saw, Cadet?” Admiral El’Arta asked without preamble. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    “We meet tomorrow. Same place.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In a barn on Ervin West’s farm on Gieliv, the farm’s employees, as well as De’Sirizso, De’Suhlas and their hatchlings, watched the broadcast from Strorix. Most of the people Ervin employed lived somewhere on the property, so it was easier. Plus, he’d been given a bit of a hint from President Frazier that it might be a good idea to have everyone together, including the resident Serpentes. When the president suggested something, Ervin listened. 
 
    “Well,” he said into the silence after the broadcast ended. 
 
    “Doesn’t really change anything,” Janice Small said with a shrug. 
 
    “Nope, it don’t,” Ervin agreed. “But I gotta ask. Anyone here got a problem now?” 
 
    Heads shook around the room. 
 
    “Queen El’Jyiurma is brave to provide such information. There are some on Strorix who think as the traitor did,” De’Sirizso said, referring to the naval officer who had led a squadron to attack Gieliv.  
 
    “You don’t think any of you who came here are like that, do you?” one hand asked. He couldn’t be blamed if he were a bit afraid, but he wasn’t. The question came across as pure curiosity. 
 
    “Incredibly unlikely,” De’Suhlas answered. “They would not want to be on a planet run by humans.” 
 
    Ervin held back a smile as heads around the room nodded in understanding. He was proud of his farm and everyone who worked it. He’d been the first to welcome Serpentes to the planet as residents. It had taken some of his employees a while to get over their fears and prejudices, but it had happened, and the Serpentes were now another part of the family.  
 
    “I want everyone to be on their guard more than usual for a while,” Ervin said. He continued after receiving some questioning looks. “Look, I hope they caught all the folks who were behind the bombings, but I dunno. Hell, even Bobby Merritt was one of ‘em, and he’d been bringin’ his little girl here for years. We know we can trust everyone here, and that’s about it for now.” 
 
    Heads nodded, and determined looks set on the faces of his security force, which had become necessary after the Serpentes took up residence on the farm. Most of them were retired military, and others were retired law enforcement, but they all knew how to follow orders and get the job done. 
 
    “Alright. Take the rest of the day off. Back to normal tomorrow. Now git!” Ervin said, with a grin. 
 
    As his people filed out, he let himself smile. The talk among them wasn’t about the broadcast, it was about getting together for a cookout or what to do with the rare day where they could all gather and relax. As he expected, De’Sirizso and De’Suhlas, and a few of their hatchlings, remained behind, as did Janice. When everyone else was gone, they gathered in front of the display. 
 
    “So, what do ya really think?” Ervin asked the Serpentes pair. 
 
    “I fear for what may happen on Strorix. There are more than a few who have maintained that humans are inferior. The queen’s most recent changes have already been met with resistance. This information will simply fuel them,” De’Suhlas said. 
 
    “Well, that queen seems like she’s got a good head on her…well, a good head. I figure she’s ready for it.” 
 
    “I believe you are correct,” De’Sirizso agreed. “Between her and Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri, I’m sure they will keep things under control. I am more concerned about how some of the humans here will react.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Ervin said. 
 
    They stood in silence for several moments until one hatchling spoke up. “We can help!” 
 
    Ervin raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
 
    “We’re fast. We can move around the edges of the farm and watch! It’ll be fun!” 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “They have a point,” De’Suhlas said. “Your security is quite effective, but there is much of the perimeter they cannot watch.” 
 
    “Well, if you want to, I won’t stop ya.” 
 
    “I suppose it is time,” De’Sirizso said. 
 
    “Yes. I will contact Minister La’Kema,” De’Suhlas said. 
 
    “Huh?” Ervin asked, utterly confused. 
 
    “As you know, we have sub-scalar implants for communication, among other things. Though they are usually used by the navy, all of us who came to Gieliv also have them. The hatchlings do not have them yet, but they are of an age where they can be implanted. We will have to send for an expert from Strorix to come and take care of the procedure.” 
 
    “That makes sense, I reckon. Okay, whatever ya need to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shawn sat with Melissa at a terminal in the back room of The Vault. He knew Melissa was concerned and hoped Clyde could help assuage those fears. For his own part, he was confident Queen El’Jyiurma and Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri would have things under control. 
 
    “That was…something,” Melissa said as Clyde Finley accepted the communication from a similar room in Seameet. 
 
    “Yeah, but not too surprising,” Clyde said, frankly. 
 
    “It firms up a lot of my conclusions, for sure,” Shawn added.  
 
    It was a bit of an understatement, really. What little he’d taken time to review while they’d waited for Clyde completely confirmed his theories on the advent of much of the technology in use on naval vessels and elsewhere.  
 
    Clyde nodded. “Same here. What’s the feeling there in Capital City?” 
 
    “Not much reaction yet. We came straight here after the announcement was over,” Melissa said. “I’m worried though.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, the queen and the fleet admiral will take care of it.” 
 
    Clyde grinned. “For what it’s worth, Melissa, I think he’s right. I’d wager she’s been getting ready for this for a while now.” 
 
    “I know, but…” Melissa stopped and sighed.  
 
    “She’s a worrier, Shawn, believe it or not.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m picking up on that,” Shawn said. 
 
    Melissa rolled her eyes and punched him in the arm. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “Oh, she’s strong too,” Clyde said and laughed. 
 
    “Got it,” Shawn said as he rubbed his arm.  
 
    “Sorry. Not sorry.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Clyde said seriously, “I think you’ll be fine. Might want to stay on campus as much as possible for now, though. If there are Serpentes who want to do something, you’d be obvious targets. And talk to that new one in charge if you need to.” 
 
    “Captain Vi’Uku,” Shawn provided. 
 
    “Okay. If you say so,” Melissa said, not sounding completely convinced. 
 
    He was about to reassure her again when both of their comms squealed. “Report to Fang for immediate deployment.” 
 
    “A sim, today? Really?” she asked as she grabbed her comm to acknowledge. 
 
    Shawn, already on his feet, tapped the acknowledgment on his comm and hurried to the door. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “Good luck!” Clyde said, and the screen went blank as Melissa got up, and they all but ran out of The Vault and back to the academy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, El’Arta rested his head on his coils and waited. The dismissed cadets and other Serpentes who were unhappy with the path the system was on would arrive soon, and they would not like what he had to say. His initial reaction to being dismissed as head of the academy had been hasty and in anger. Now, he had taken time to reflect and think on what was best for Strorix. He had sent in the forms and resigned his position in the navy, rather than forcing El’Kashtri to dismiss him. While he hadn’t had some breakthrough moment where he would see humans as equals, he recognized that what was most important was the future of the system, rather than his own biases. There was also the inherent loyalty to the queen that was bred into every Serpentes. Almost every Serpentes, he corrected himself as his audience arrived. 
 
    He rose on his coils as the last, Vi’Jyara, arrived. A taste of the air confirmed his prediction that they would be angry and hungry, not for food, but for what they felt would be justice. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming. I’m sure there are strong feelings after the queen’s address.” 
 
    Hisses, growls, and the rattling of tails answered him. 
 
    “What I must tell you, you will not like. We will do nothing in response to these revelations.” 
 
    “What?” Vi’Jyara erupted in outrage. “It is proof that we must put the humans back in their place!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Vi’Jyara rose on his coils, and his tail rattled dangerously. 
 
    “Our loyalty must always be to the queen and the empire. It was a mistake for me to protect you, Vi’Jyara. Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri was right. Neither of us has a place in today’s navy.” 
 
    “Coward,” Vi’Jyara hissed and launched himself toward El’Arta with mouth open and fangs extended. 
 
    El’Arta had expected the attack and shifted his position to avoid the strike. As Vi’Jyara’s open jaw narrowly missed him, El’Arta struck and sunk his fangs in just below Vi’Jyara’s head, preventing him from twisting to land his own bite. Try as he did, Vi’Jyara could do nothing as El’Arta’s potent venom flowed into him. It took less than a minute for Vi’Jyara’s length to go still. 
 
    El’Arta dropped Vi’Jyara’s lifeless body and looked out over the rest of the gathered Serpentes, who had not moved. “Does anyone else disagree with my assessment of the situation?” 
 
    “We must put the strength of the system above our own feelings,” someone said.  
 
    “Yes. We must remain loyal to the queen. I was not, and that is my shame to bear.” 
 
    “It will not be easy.” 
 
    “Doing the right thing rarely is. We will not meet again. Return to your dens and consider your future. I hope it will be to do whatever you can to support the queen.” 
 
    There was such a mixture of pheromones in the air, he was uncertain what they would do, but he was comfortable that he had done what he could. A familiar taste in the air announced a new arrival after the rest had left the chamber. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. I am not surprised you found me,” he said before El’Kashtri entered. 
 
    “I would hope not,” El’Kashtri said as he slid into view.  
 
    Upon arriving, he focused on Vi’Jyara’s lifeless body. 
 
    “He did not like what I had to say,” El’Arta explained. 
 
    “And what was that? Are we going to have a problem, El’Arta?” 
 
    He understood the threat for exactly what it was. El’Arta knew El’Kashtri would not hesitate to put him, or anyone else he considered a threat to the system, down. 
 
    “No, Fleet Admiral,” El’Arta said and lowered his head in submission. “I have told them they must serve the queen and be loyal to her and the system, as I was not.” 
 
    “I see. And Vi’Jyara was not prepared to accept that, I assume.” 
 
    “He was not. He was young and full of vigor. He could have been an excellent officer, if only his passion were in the right place.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “I will not lie to you, Fleet Admiral. I still don’t like humans. I never will. But I will not act against them.” 
 
    “That is all we can ask. And the others?” 
 
    “I hope they heard me. Else…” he hissed and looked down at Vi’Jyara’s body. 
 
    “For their sakes, I hope they did.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vi’Uku rested on his coils in his office and reviewed the results of the simulations he’d ordered run the previous day. It had been a planned day off for the queen’s announcement, but he could think of no better way to reinforce the unpredictability of serving on a naval vessel and to foster cohesion than to bring the crews together. Everyone had performed well, which he was glad to see.  
 
    He paid particular attention to the Fang, which was the name given to Simulator 1. Rather than numbers, they had given each simulator a ship’s name. The same names that would grace the new ships on the way from Earth. The Fang had always performed well, but yesterday’s results were even better. It seemed the queen’s address had brought the crew even closer together. It also pleased him to see that, after the simulation, the entire crew had assembled on their own to discuss the exercise. While that was somewhat common, it was the first time the Serpentes crew had included the humans in the discussion. They had all accepted the humans, but now they were truly including them. 
 
    One change he had made worked out particularly well. He moved Vi’Pavema into the sensors slot on the Fang to replace Vi’Jyara, and her performance had improved markedly. El’Arta had been ready to give up on her, but Vi’Uku sensed that, if given an opportunity, she would rise to the occasion. And he was right. 
 
    His next order of business was memos from other academy branches. According to them, there were 15 other humans who qualified to move up to the final phases of training at Capital City. He noted, with interest, that all the recommendations came from commanders who were new to their roles, having replaced academy commanders who had been dismissed by Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. He reviewed the cadets’ files and scores and approved all of them. They would make their way to Capital City in a few weeks once quarters were prepared for them. Vi’Uku hoped to be able to speed up their training and have them ready for graduation and their training cruises when the new ships arrived, whenever that was.  
 
    “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri to see you, Captain,” his Thamno assistant said through his sub-scalar implant. 
 
    “Send him in immediately,” he responded. 
 
    Vi’Uku locked his body at attention as El’Kashtri slid in. 
 
    “Rest, Captain. I hope this isn’t a bad time?” 
 
    “Of course not, Fleet Admiral. I was just reviewing the results of yesterday’s simulations.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They went very well. I believe the queen’s announcement had a positive effect on the cadets, both human and Serpentes.” 
 
    “That is reassuring. It was certainly a concern. On that note, I wanted you to hear from me that former cadet Vi’Jyara has been eliminated, and the concerns regarding El’Arta seem to be resolved.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “El’Arta had met with the dismissed cadets and others unhappy with the queen’s actions, but he has now seen the error of his ways. Apparently Vi’Jyara took issue with El’Arta and attacked. El’Arta was faster.” 
 
    “I see. Will he be returning to the academy?” 
 
    “No. His view of humans has not changed, simply his intent to do something about it. I have, however, found a replacement for him, who will arrive in a few days. She retired after being injured in action during one of the Gnevusin incursions but is able enough to take a post here to free you up to take command of your ship when it arrives.” 
 
    “Do we have news on when that will be, Fleet Admiral?” 
 
    “I’m expecting a briefing from the queen on that subject later today when I meet with her. I will let you know as soon as I do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fleet Admiral. I look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    President Frazier sat down behind his desk after finally getting some sleep as ordered by his physician. His assistant had obviously used the time to clean up his office, which had become rather chaotic over the past few days. The tidiness was what he was used to, and it helped his state of mind. He made a mental note to make sure Ed took some time off soon.  
 
    He scrolled through the queue looking for anything of high importance, but there was nothing. It was all routine, as if everything had magically gone back to some semblance of normality. Maybe the number of disgruntled Gielivians was smaller than he had imagined. There was a request for an interview with Maxine Hanson, which he had expected. He knew she wanted to get his reaction to Queen El’Jyiurma’s information release and to stir the pot. He dashed off a note to Edward Taylor, his assistant, to schedule something. It wasn’t something he looked forward to, but he knew if he didn’t, she’d read something into it and run with it. 
 
    He tapped the acceptance button on his display when the expected call from General Stevens came in. Frazier had asked to be briefed first thing on anything that had happened while he slept. 
 
    “Good morning, General.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mister President. You look much better, if you don’t mind my saying.” 
 
    “Would it matter if I did?” he asked with a grin. “What have you got for me?” 
 
    “Not much, really. The training detachment is on the way to Neithea. That’s about it. We’ve got our ears to the ground, but there hasn’t even been a rumble since the last arrests.” 
 
    “What about Merritt?” 
 
    “Won’t say a word. He knows he’s screwed either way, so he’s not going to give anything up. Same with the rest. None of them are talking. I spoke to Rivera this morning right before I commed you, and there’s nothing new. We feel like we’ve gotten anyone that’s an immediate risk, but we can’t rule out other people just sitting back and waiting.” 
 
    “I know, Bryan. Thanks. For everything.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Mister President. If there’s nothing else?” 
 
    “No. Thanks again. Have a good day, Bryan.” 
 
    “You too, sir,” Bryan said before the screen went blank.  
 
    Frazier sighed, then started reading through the routine message traffic that came with being the president of a system. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Queen El’Jyiurma finished reviewing reports from around the system after the previous day’s announcement. There had been some minor incidents of Serpentes and humans clashing as emotions ran high, but no casualties, which was better than she expected. Well, one casualty, former cadet Vi’Jyara, whom she did not consider a serious loss. 
 
    “Mr. Sparks for you, Your Majesty,” Ayana said from the open doorway. 
 
    “Thank you, Ayana,” she said and hissed acceptance of the communication. 
 
    Kurt Sparks XXIII appeared on the screen, smiling.  
 
    “Mr. Sparks. I hope you have some good news for me,” she said without preamble. 
 
    “Your Majesty, first, let me apologize for the delays. I’m as frustrated as you must be, I assure you. There were some problems during the shakedown cruises, which happen now and then, so some of the ships had to be opened up again.” 
 
    “What sort of problems, Mr. Sparks?” 
 
    “The missile magazine feeding system. Apparently, we had some problems replicating your designs, but we’ve got it right now. There will be no loss in missile launch speed. Of course, those plans are locked down, and they won’t be used for any other ships than yours. Wouldn’t want to give anyone else the advantage, am I right?” he asked, with a grin. 
 
    “Thank you. When can we expect delivery?” 
 
    “They’re on the way. They entered the Bith gate about an hour ago, Earth time, so I’d say a little over a week. They’re making multiple jumps through a few systems where we have yards to evaluate the power plants.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you, Mr. Sparks.” 
 
    “My pleasure. I also have reports that the construction on Neithea is almost done. I have it on good authority that a trade convoy from Earth will be one of the first to come through. Rumors about new spices have somehow made their way around, and people are eager to find out what they’re about.” 
 
    “It seems I must thank you again.” 
 
    “Oh, no problem at all. I don’t mind saying that we will both profit from this.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt, Mr. Sparks.” 
 
    He chuckled and shrugged. “Hey, we’re a business. Profit is what it’s about. Anyway, I’ll let you go. I’m sure you are busier than I am. If you have any questions, just let us know.” 
 
    No sooner had the screen gone black, than Ayana was back in the doorway. “Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri is here, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Perfect timing. Send him in, please, Ayana. Thank you.” 
 
    El’Kashtri slid into the office and bowed low. 
 
    “Rise, Fleet Admiral. I saw your message about Vi’Jyara. Is everything under control?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I believe it is. I’ve just come from the academy, and things are looking good there. Your announcement appears to have brought the cadets closer together; at least, that is the feeling I get from Captain Vi’Uku.” 
 
    “That is good news, and I have some for you as well. The ships are on the way and should arrive in approximately a week.” 
 
    “Excellent. I suppose I should begin completing the plans?” 
 
    He didn’t have to say which plans he meant. She knew he meant the plan to invade and end the Gnevusin threat once and for all.  
 
    “Yes. Obviously, we will have fresh crews on most of the ships, so you will need to break them in fast. I do not want to give the Gnevusin too much time to prepare.” 
 
    “You think they will expect an attack?” 
 
    “I think they are foolish if they don’t.” 
 
    “Well, let us hope they are foolish, then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    About Alex Rath 
 
      
 
    Alex Rath is a long-time fan of science fiction and fantasy books and gaming, going back to his youth when he started playing Dungeons & Dragons, Traveler, and BattleTech, among many others.  
 
    From there, he took his creativity to more online games than can be remembered, by writing character backgrounds, stories, and game-related fiction for MUDs and graphical MMOs. Now, he channels his creativity into books. 
 
    In addition to his gaming background, Alex has been an IT professional for 25+ years. He has worked as a programmer/developer, webmaster, information security specialist, and solutions design specialist. This background allows him to incorporate some technical savvy into his stories, while his experience interacting with non-technical customers allows him to do so in a way that isn't confusing or ‘too technical’ for a layperson to understand. 
 
    Alex is enjoying writing in the Four Horsemen Universe, the Fallen World Universe, and the Salvage Title Universe. He has also released the first book in his own Terran Space Project universe, “Seeds of Terra.” 
 
    Alex lives in Columbia, South Carolina with his family. Follow Alex on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/alexrathauthor or his website https://alexrathauthor.com/. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Connect with Alex Rath Online 
 
      
 
    Website: http://www.alexrathauthor.com 
 
      
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/alexrathauthor 
 
      
 
    Twitter: @AuthorRath 
 
      
 
    Be sure to sign up for the mailing list by visiting the web site! 
 
      
 
    Did you like this book? 
 
    Please write a review! 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other titles by Theogony Books at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    The following is an  
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Lunar Free State:  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Moon and Beyond 
 
    ___________________ 
 
      
 
    John E. Siers 
 
     
 
      
 
    Available now from Theogony Books 
 
      
 
    eBook and Paperback 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Excerpt from “The Moon and Beyond:” 
 
      
 
    “So, what have we got?” The chief had no patience for inter-agency squabbles.  
 
    The FBI man turned to him with a scowl. “We’ve got some abandoned buildings, a lot of abandoned stuff—none of which has anything to do with spaceships—and about a hundred and sixty scientists, maintenance people, and dependents left behind, all of whom claim they knew nothing at all about what was really going on until today. Oh, yeah, and we have some stripped computer hardware with all memory and processor sections removed. I mean physically taken out, not a chip left, nothing for the techies to work with. And not a scrap of paper around that will give us any more information…at least, not that we’ve found so far. My people are still looking.” 
 
    “What about that underground complex on the other side of the hill?” 
 
    “That place is wiped out. It looks like somebody set off a nuke in there. The concrete walls are partly fused! The floor is still too hot to walk on. Our people say they aren’t sure how you could even do something like that. They’re working on it, but I doubt they’re going to find anything.” 
 
    “What about our man inside, the guy who set up the computer tap?” 
 
    “Not a trace, chief,” one of the NSA men said. “Either he managed to keep his cover and stayed with them, or they’re holding him prisoner, or else…” The agent shrugged. 
 
    “You think they terminated him?” The chief lifted an eyebrow. “A bunch of rocket scientists?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past them. Look at what Homeland Security ran into. Those motion-sensing chain guns are nasty, and the area between the inner and outer perimeter fence is mined! Of course, they posted warning signs, even marked the fire zones for the guns. Nobody would have gotten hurt if the troops had taken the signs seriously.” 
 
    The Homeland Security colonel favored the NSA man with an icy look. “That’s bullshit. How did we know they weren’t bluffing? You’d feel pretty stupid if we’d played it safe and then found out there were no defenses, just a bunch of signs!” 
 
    “Forget it!” snarled the chief. “Their whole purpose was to delay us, and it worked. What about the Air Force?” 
 
    “It might as well have been a UFO sighting as far as they’re concerned. Two of their F-25s went after that spaceship, or whatever it was we saw leaving. The damned thing went straight up, over eighty thousand meters per minute, they say. That’s nearly Mach Two, in a vertical climb. No aircraft in anybody’s arsenal can sustain a climb like that. Thirty seconds after they picked it up, it was well above their service ceiling and still accelerating. Ordinary ground radar couldn’t find it, but NORAD thinks they might have caught a short glimpse with one of their satellite-watch systems, a hundred miles up and still going.” 
 
    “So where did they go?” 
 
    “Well, chief, if we believe what those leftover scientists are telling us, I guess they went to the Moon.” 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgement. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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   Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech.  
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years.  
 
     Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.”  
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked.  
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