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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alexandro Jauregui’s eyes were wide, and his mouth gaped as Dahkal extracted the blade of his sword from the man’s chest. Alex’s body toppled to the ground, and his drone control slate clattered next to him. Dahkal set his bloody sword aside and snatched the slate from the ground. He held it in the open palm of his left hand, balled his right into a fist, and smashed it to bits. Pieces of glass and other components, pulverized into dust, danced in the wind as he allowed the remains to slip through his fingers. 
 
    Dahkal gave Alex’s body one last glance and activated his comm. “Reuan, I took care of Alex. The drones should no longer be an issue.” 
 
    “Excellent,” came Reuan’s response. “Brawlt’s out of the picture as well. I put a laser beam through his eye. He was trying to hide in the bushes, but he didn’t do such a good job of it.” 
 
    Before he could respond, pain tore through Dahkal’s arm below his left elbow. A kinetic round ripped through scale and flesh and hit the boulder behind him, pelting him with bits of stone. He dropped, rolled to cover, and came up to a knee with his pistol drawn. He peeked out but saw nobody. “Someone’s spotted me,” he called out. “I was just hit in the arm.” 
 
    Concern filled Reuan’s voice over the comm. “Are you badly injured?” 
 
    “Just a scratch,” Dahkal replied. “I’ll be fine. Let me deal with this, and I’ll get back with you. Keep your head on a swivel in case they change targets. I’m not sure who this is. I doubt it’s Monday. His mech isn’t that stealthy. It’s likely Ryan, or Hunai.” 
 
    “Understood. Reuan out.” 
 
    Dahkal got down on his belly, inched around the rock, and slid up to the edge of the cliff. Alex had chosen the spot as an optimal location to attack with his drones. From there, he’d been relatively safe from enemy fire and had the advantage of high ground. The advantage hadn’t amounted to much, as he and his drones were now neutralized. The thought caused Dahkal to chuckle as he surveyed the plateau below him. Nothing of importance stood out from the ground, the bushes, or the rocks scattered throughout. The wind blew up a small dust tornado, and tumble weeds rolled. Other than that, he could see no movement or apparent threats. 
 
    He lay there for a long moment and thought about what his next move should be. Then the wind shifted, and he caught a familiar scent. A big, black grin crossed his face as he eased back behind the rock’s cover. Slow and as quiet as possible, he crawled backward with his tail raised off the ground until he touched the mountainside. The wind blew harder, and the scent grew stronger. With Alex’s body out of sight, he turned to face the mountainside and began to climb. He ascended with ease as the talons atop his wings gripped small, hidden handholds in the rock along with his clawed hands and toes. 
 
    He reached a ledge high above and pulled himself up onto it. From there, he crouched low and moved back in the direction of Alex’s body. The mountain stone was nearly as black as he was. He avoided the sunlight and hoped he blended in well enough that a sniper wouldn’t pick him off before he could make his move. When he reached his desired location, he peered over the ledge and saw a suited figure kneeling next to Alex. Hello, Hunai, Dahkal thought. He didn’t need to see Hunai’s face to recognize him. His environmental suit was a dead giveaway. Hunai was a Warvat and allergic to natural light. Well, really, he was allergic to nearly all light, and over-exposure could be fatal. 
 
    Dahkal gently slid back from the edge and stood. He took a deep breath, lunged forward, and dropped straight down. He landed with a loud thud paired with a feral growl deep within his chest. Hunai spun from Alex’s body and raised his rifle but wasn’t fast enough. Dahkal had the drop on him. Literally. Dahkal snatched the rifle from Hunai’s hands with ease. He kicked Hunai in the chest, and the Warvat flew back into the boulders with a muffled cry of pain. Before Hunai could move to defend himself, Dahkal swung the rifle like a club into the face-shield of Hunai’s helmet. Both the weapon’s butt and the face-shield shattered into pieces. 
 
    Sunlight from the cloudless sky above poured into Hunai’s helmet and over his face. He writhed and screamed in agony as his unprotected skin turned red, and large boils rose and festered. His exposed white hair turned black and charred, seeming to react to the light in the same fashion as his skin. After a few moments of the most pain Dahkal had ever seen anyone experience, Hunai’s screams ceased. He quit struggling, and he stopped breathing. Death had ended his torment. It would seem the term “allergic reaction” doesn’t quite cut it anymore, Dahkal thought. “Torture” would be a much more accurate description of the effect light had on the Warvat’s flesh. 
 
    Gunfire in the distance snapped Dahkal out of his thoughts. He took one last look at Hunai and Alex’s bodies on the ground, turned, and ran to aid his sister. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reuan ducked as a huge steel fist swung at her head. She dove and rolled to the side as a multitude of rounds burst from the rotary gun on the other arm of Lieutenant Dustyn Monday’s mech. She was too slow and suffered multiple hits to her tail. 
 
    “You’re not faster than bullets!” Monday yelled over his external speakers. 
 
    Reuan gritted her teeth as she fought back the pain and fired several laser rounds at the mech. “I’m fast enough to kill you!” she shouted. The pistol she used was a Bieratang model she’d upgraded, but it still wasn’t strong enough. The bolts of energy hit the war machine center mass but were unable to penetrate deeply enough to cause any real damage. 
 
    Taunts erupted from Monday’s external speakers. “Fast enough to kill me? You can’t even get through my armor! What the hell makes you think you can kill me?” The railgun on the mech’s shoulder rotated and aimed at her head. “Night, night.” 
 
    In a last ditch effort to protect herself, Reuan raised her left arm and activated the energy shield in her wrist gauntlet. Monday fired the railgun in rapid succession. With each impact, she felt the bones in her arm weaken until they snapped. The shield held for a moment, but the energy was soon spent, as round after round pounded into it. Her protective barrier winked out of existence, and the lower half of her arm disappeared in a spray of blood and bone as the railgun continued to fire. She aimed the laser pistol with her remaining arm as she tried to evade and fired a sustained burst into the barrel of the railgun. The railgun fired again, but instead of hitting its target, it exploded and took part of the mech’s shoulder with it. 
 
    Reuan smiled as she heard Monday scream and curse over the speakers. “Not so cocky now, are you!” she yelled.  
 
    She knew she had to end the fight while she still had the chance. The combined pain from her mangled arm and tail was beginning to make her vision go gray. Though, it probably had more to do with the amount of blood she was losing than the pain. All she knew was she had to hurry and end Monday before he finished her off. Reuan reached back under her wings with her remaining arm and gripped her spear, the electromagnet within the shaft deactivating and releasing its hold on her armor as soon as she gripped it. She brought the spear up and, with every last bit of her rapidly fading strength, hurled it at the mech. The spear soared through the air as she dropped to her knees. 
 
    Her aim had been perfect, and her spear buried itself up to the middle of its shaft in one of the laser scores. The earlier laser rounds hadn’t fully penetrated the steel of the mech’s armor to hit Monday, however, they’d eaten away enough material that Reuan’s spear tip could pierce the rest of the way through. With enough persuasion, anyway. Reuan continued to kneel, motionless and breathless, as she watched Monday’s mech. It stood there for a long moment, like a strange statue. Then the mech’s leg joints creaked as it dropped to its knees, then fell over face first. The impact drove the spear the rest of the way through to fully impale the machine, and, in turn, Monday. From the tip down, the spear was coated in Monday’s bright red blood. He was dead, and his war machine with him. 
 
    Reuan cradled the stump of her ravaged arm as she hobbled over to retrieve her spear. She knew she’d need it. The fight thus far had been fierce, and she was down to a single battery pack for her pistol. Ryan would certainly have his katana, among other assets. As far as she knew, he hadn’t engaged Dahkal yet and still had a full loadout of ammunition. She stepped up onto the mech and gripped the spear’s shaft with her remaining hand. A sly grin crossed her face as she stood on top of Monday. “You weren’t so tough.” 
 
    Her victory was short-lived. The words had barley left her mouth when her head exploded in a mist of red blood and aquamarine scales. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha,” Ryan Yamamoto whispered to himself. He watched through the tri-v aiming reticle of his Sheingalian kinetic rifle as Reuan’s headless body crumpled onto Monday’s downed war machine. He was using the full-sized rifle as opposed to his usual shorter version, better suited to the Human physique. The situation had warranted the larger weapon’s distance advantage. Wielding the huge rifle was awkward, but it had been worth it. It was unfortunate Monday was already dead before he’d fired, but the shot hadn’t been there. Only after the mech fell had Ryan had a clear shot at Reuan. 
 
    He sighed, as he knew Alex and the others would be dead as well. Originally, the plan was to take Dahkal out first, then Reuan, but Ryan had lost track of him against the mountainside until he’d seen a massive figure leap from the ledge above Alex’s position. It was too late at that point, and he knew he’d never have made such a difficult shot from that distance. He knew both Alex and Hunai were gone at that point, so he’d turned his attention to the next immediate threat… Reuan. 
 
    Ryan looked through the magnified virtual display of the rifle and scanned the area. Nothing. Dahkal was nowhere to be seen. He had to be out there somewhere, though. “Where the hell are you, dragon boy?” 
 
    “Right here!” a deep voice shouted from above. 
 
    Ryan tried to roll away, but a huge weight crashed down on him before he could. Then he felt hot, searing pain as claws dug into his right side. He was lifted from the ground and tossed like a rag doll. More horrible pain shot through his side again as he hit the ground and rolled several times. His hand instinctively shot to his ribs. When he brough it away, it was completely covered in blood. He lifted his eyes to see the enormous black form of Dahkal. He was massive, at eight and a half feet tall and close to a thousand pounds, if not more. His wingspan was easily twice that, and the spiked tips added to his ferocious appearance. The monstrous brute curled his clawed fingers into fists, and his clawed toes tore up the ground with each step. The direct sunlight had the iridescence of his black scales on full blast. Dahkal was the most beautiful incarnation of death Ryan had ever seen. Nothing and no one came close in comparison. 
 
    “Sneaky b-bastard,” Ryan croaked. He shook his head in dismay. “I forgot to look up.” 
 
    Dahkal looked up to the sky and grinned. Even his teeth—fangs, really—and the inside of his mouth were black. “The winds are favorable today. It would have been a shame not to utilize them.” 
 
    Ryan pushed himself up from the ground, drew his katana, gripped it with both hands, and took a defensive stance. He felt his overall strength ebb as he continued to bleed from the claw punctures in his side. Regardless, he refused to give up. He sneered at Dahkal. “Your luck is about to run out.” 
 
    Dahkal tilted his head to the side and gave Ryan a menacing snarl. “Is it now?” He drew his own sword and pointed the tip close to Ryan’s face. 
 
    Ryan’s nose filled with the coppery stench of gore. His eyes focused, and he saw Dahkal’s blade was covered in a thick coat of blood. He looked back up at Dahkal. “I thought we were friends…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal glared down the blade of his sword and into Ryan’s eyes. “Not today,” he growled. “You weren’t very friendly when you blew my sister’s head off. I’m here to return the favor.” 
 
    He knew he’d have to watch himself. Ryan might be injured and small by comparison, but he was extremely fast and skilled with his katana. It wasn’t Sheingalian steel, but it was more than formidable. The weapon had been passed down in Ryan’s family for nine millennia. He was a direct descendant of the ancient Samurai from the Feudal Era on Earth. The sword was sacred to his family, and only the most honorable were worthy of it. Ryan had more than proven his worth on numerous occasions. 
 
    Ryan made the first move. He darted forward, swiped at Dahkal’s blade with his own, and knocked it to the side. Ryan spun inside and attempted to plunge the tip of his katana through Dahkal’s stomach. However, Dahkal was prepared for that, and quickly drew his combat knife from its sheath on his belt in a reverse grip and parried the strike away. With Ryan’s katana blade knocked safely away, Dahkal brought the knife up again in an upward, backhanded slash. Ryan tried to dodge, but Dahkal was too fast. A long, deep gash opened on the right side of Ryan’s face, and blood poured from it. 
 
    The man ignored the wound and maintained his focus on the task at hand. Dahkal couldn’t help but be more than a little impressed. He knew that had to hurt, so he decided to rub a little salt in the wound. “You can always surrender, Ryan,” he taunted. “There would be no shame in surrendering to a superior warrior.” 
 
    “Screw you!” Ryan shouted, blood dripping from his chin. He bared his teeth with a growl and charged with his katana poised to attack. 
 
    Dahkal blocked and parried the furious swarm of attacks with his knife and sword. He noticed after several seconds that Ryan had developed a sort of pattern to his attacks. The man was doing his best to mix it up, but there was still a pattern. It wasn’t exact, but Dahkal was able to figure out the timing. Ryan was also favoring the side Dahkal had dug his claws into and thrown him, which was possibly the cause of the pattern. It would be his undoing. 
 
    As predicted, Ryan attacked with a series of strikes, with nearly the same exact timing between each blow. Dahkal blocked the katana with his knife, then with all his strength, smashed straight down on it with his sword. The katana snapped at the hilt, and the blade clanked to the ground. Ryan’s eyes widened with horror. Without missing a beat, Dahkal struck out with his bone-spear-like wing tips, stabbed them into Ryan’s sides, and lifted him from the ground to his eye level. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Pain coursed through Ryan’s body as he felt himself being lifted completely off the ground. The handle of his destroyed family heirloom was still gripped, useless, in his hand. He focused his eyes on those of his best friend in the entire universe, the one being Ryan would gladly have given his life for. The one being who now held that very life in his hands. Dahkal’s topaz eyes blazed like infinite infernos that seemed to burn right through his soul. He coughed, and blood poured from his mouth. The wing tips must have penetrated deeply enough to puncture one of my lungs, he thought. His entire body was going numb. In a weak voice, he managed to say, “You cheated, Dragon.” 
 
    Dahkal’s lips parted in a demonic sneer. “If you’re not cheating… you’re not trying. Isn’t that what you and Monday always say? Perhaps you should learn to fly in the next life.” His grin became even more sinister. “Allow me to send you on your way.” 
 
    The last thing Ryan saw was a flash of razor-sharp black fangs coming toward his face. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Captain Phil Gaudette’s voice called from the overhead comm. “If y’all are done messin’ around down there, we’re set to emerge into the Salvage System in about thirty-two minutes.” 
 
    Dahkal pulled the virtual reality headset off, along with a multitude of other sensory output devices. He activated his personal comm and answered, “We’ll be up there in a moment, Phil. Thank you.” 
 
    “Just figured you’d wanna be up here when we enter the system,” Phil replied. “I’m sure the overwatch is going to hail us again. You know how Urlak is. Phil, out.” 
 
    “I don’t like being impaled,” Monday said from across the bay as he climbed out of his mech. His virtual system had been integrated into his machine to make the experience more realistic. 
 
    Alex shook his head after removing his equipment. “Me, either.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Reuan asked as she stood. “Well, I wasn’t a fan of having both my arm and head blown off.” She turned toward Ryan. “That was a good shot, though.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Ryan responded as he stood and stretched. “But I still died. At least none of you had your faces eaten off.” 
 
    Hunai tilted his helmet to the side and said, “No, but mine was basically melted off.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled as Ryan and Hunai turned to face him. He shrugged. “I exploited your weaknesses. Next time we train, you won’t be so easy to kill. Or in real combat, for that matter. It’s a learning experience. That’s the whole purpose of this new program. If you guys plan to come with Reuan and I to Shein and fight Sheingal warriors, you need to be prepared.” He walked over to the main console, where Ranga was going over the data collected during the virtual training session. “Well done, Ranga. It really felt like we were there. I even felt the pain. You did an amazing job.” 
 
    Ranga nodded his broad, flat head in thanks. “I must admit, it performed better than I had originally expected it to. I had to turn down the pain levels for Hunai and Ryan, otherwise they might have gone into coronary arrest or had a seizure. We have to be careful with how real we make these simulations.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Agreed. I’m glad you thought of that, because I certainly didn’t.” 
 
    “As am I,” Hunai said. “If the pain I experienced was turned down, I don’t want to know what it would feel like in real life.” 
 
    Dahkal regarded Hunai for a moment, then said, “We’ll look into making you a stronger helmet that’s more capable in combat. This program is designed to accurately depict the abilities of our equipment as well as ourselves. Your face shield shattered too easily for my liking. I don’t think you’ll end up on the ground in hand-to-hand combat anytime soon, but you never know. I’d rather you be prepared.” 
 
    Hunai crossed his arms and nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. It’s time for an upgrade.” 
 
    Dahkal gave him a single nod then looked around the bay to address everyone. “All right, you all heard Phil. We’ll be entering Salvage soon. Once we get through the gate, we’ll head straight for Cube and collect the warship. I’ll set up the repairs for Thompson’s Hell Hounds’ ships and handle a little business. After our new crew is fully aboard and organized, we’ll head out for the Sheinrah System. Are there any questions or concerns?” Heads shook all around. “Okay, then. Let’s get squared away and head to the bridge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a damn shame to lose a ship and her crew like that,” said Mike Bradford, part owner of Mike and Mike’s, before he took a sip of his coffee, “but that’s how it is in battle sometimes.” He looked over the information on the slate in his other hand. “Those other two ships are pretty banged up, but we’ll have ‘em running like new in a few weeks.” 
 
    Captain Trever Stevens of Commander Thompson’s Hell Hounds had perished with his crew and ship, Barghest, while fighting alongside Dahkal in the Raegah System just days earlier. His loss was great, and everyone had been affected by it, but none so much as Captain Quinthus O’Hare of the ship Sirius. They’d been close, and Quin had gone into a blood rage after he’d seen Stevens fall. He’d literally emptied his missile racks in his fury, and destroyed the offending ship, then turned to aid Captain Kyleena Straeker and her ship, Orthrus, to defeat the final threat with only his lasers. 
 
    His was the only ship involved in the battle to successfully engage every single threat. Sirius and Orthrus were now docked to Cube, awaiting repairs. After the repairs were finished, the ships would return to the planet Ruul and serve as protection from future threats. Dahkal had offered Commander Thompson the contract immediately after the battle. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Dahkal replied. They were standing in Cube’s bay. “And my new ship is ready?” 
 
    “Sure is,” answered Mike Melton, the second Mike in Mike and Mike’s, as he pushed his glasses up. “Changing the design at the last minute like that was a little bit of a challenge, but we got her done. Just in time, too. We received Ryan’s message that you were headed back right as we were putting on the finishing touches. Your crew’s been working hard ever since you guys left.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bradford said, “them Leethog ladies don’t mess around. They wanted the ship in perfect order five minutes after they boarded it.” 
 
    Ranga raised his eyes from his puzzle cube and said, “They are productive and efficient beings. I am happy to work with them.” 
 
    “You won’t be so happy when you tick one of them off,” Bradford said and stuck an unlit cigar in the corner of his mouth. Ranga shrugged and turned his attention back to his puzzle cube. 
 
    “Mind if I ask what you plan to name her?” Melton asked. 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “I hadn’t really thought about it, to be honest.” 
 
    “Monday’s Monstrosity,” Monday chimed in. The comment earned him a funny look from everyone. “What? That’s a great name.” 
 
    Ryan raised his hand. “I have a name in mind.” He gave Monday a sarcastic look. “A real name.” 
 
    “All right,” Dahkal said, “let’s hear it.” 
 
    Ryan crossed his arms, and his face turned serious. “Fujiwhara.” 
 
    “Fuji-whaty?” Bradford tried to repeat. “Sounds like one of those fruity drinks with an umbrella in it. I seen a few tourists drinking them before.” 
 
    Ryan snorted. “No. Fujiwhara. It’s the term for when two storms merge together to form a single super-storm on Earth.” He turned to face Dahkal. “That’s what this ship is. It’s a perfect storm created from the best of what both Sheinrah and Salvage have to offer. Everything from the ship’s design to the beings who will crew it.” He grinned. “The ship’s also a force of mass destruction and is going to lay waste to anything that gets in her way. Just like one of those storms. It’s a perfect name.” 
 
    “That’s badass,” Alex stated. “You’ve got my vote.” 
 
    “Eh,” Monday grunted. “It’s all right. It ain’t Monday’s Monstrosity, but it’s cool, I guess.” 
 
    Dahkal thought for a moment about the meaning of the name. Ryan was right. It was perfect. The ship was the embodiment of both systems and their first collaboration. “I like it,” he said. “Fujiwhara it is.” Everyone else nodded their approval. He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb and asked Bradford, “Do you think we could reload the missile racks on Winged Fury before we leave?” 
 
    “You damn well better!” a voice yelled from behind him. 
 
    Dahkal turned to see Captain Phil march up. “What are you doing, Phil? I told you to go home and spend some time with Leila.” 
 
    Phil smiled. “Goin’ to help you take back the homestead, son. Did you think I was just gonna go back to Earth and twiddle my thumbs while you charge into the lion’s den? Hell no.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head, “Phil, I ca—” 
 
    “Save it son,” Phil interrupted with a hand in the air. “I know the story, and I ain’t backin’ down. You’re gonna be flyin’ that new beast, and your sister’s gonna fly her gunship.” He pointed a finger at Winged Fury. “I can fly that sweet lady right there. My ship’s busted up good, so I couldn’t make any runs even if I did go back to Earth. Besides, you need another set of hands and all the help you can get. Ain’t no sense in leaving her docked and useless.” He pointed at himself. “That’s where I come in.” 
 
    “Do you have any combat experience?” Dahkal asked. “Battle’s not like hauling product.” 
 
    Phil grinned. “I’m gonna let you get away with that dumbass question right now because we need to get moving. The short answer is, everyone has a past, son. And mine’s seen its fair share of blood and guts. I chose haulin’ because it was still flyin’, minus the missiles coming at you.” He chuckled and shrugged. “Well… usually.” Everyone laughed, and the tension in the air thinned. 
 
    “Fine,” Dahkal relented. “I think I may have just the job for you.” He turned back to Melton and Bradford. “Are the missiles a possibility?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” Bradford exclaimed. “We can get you loaded up right here.” He got on his personal comm and stepped away. A few seconds later, they all heard him yell, “Damn it, Tim! I don’t care if you’re playing a card game! You better grab your boy Petey and get your asses moving! On the double!” He turned around and saw everyone staring at him. He shook his bald head. “Dang Smilps. Always something.” 
 
    Apparently the Smilps double-timed the entire operation because the missile racks on Winged Fury were fully loaded twenty minutes later. The small, colorful, beetle-like beings used small mechs and hover carts to move the missiles at an impressive pace. Dahkal couldn’t tell which one was in charge. They all seemed to know what they were doing in a blur of chaotic organization. 
 
    “There’s just one more thing we have to settle,” Melton said. His tone was a bit apprehensive. “I hate to even ask, given the circumstances.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and pulled out the mini-slate his mother Shaelan had given Reuan prior to her escape from Shein. The funds had been intended to hire a military force for the attempt to overthrow Gortal, Dahkal and Reuan’s brother. He’d killed their father Draktal in one-on-one combat for control of the Sheingal empire in a traditional fight to the death. After Reuan’s escape, she’d found something better than help. She found her brother, whom she’d been led to believe was dead at the hands of pirates. Everyone back on Shein still believed it, including Gortal. That would soon change. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Melton,” Dahkal said. “I wouldn’t dream of leaving here without paying you.” He entered some commands, and Melton’s slate chimed. “I went ahead and paid the additional costs for the repairs of the two Hell Hounds’ ships, Phil’s ship, the new fighters for the Hell Hounds’ ships, and the missiles I just got.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to pay it all up front,” Melton said. “Don’t get me wrong, we love credit up front, but that’s a lot.” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “There’s no guarantee I’ll still be alive to pay you in a few days. Do you have a list of available battleships? I need to replace the third Hell Hound ship as well.” 
 
    “As it turns out,” Bradford said, rejoining the conversation, “we have a light battlecruiser for sale. It’s a Bentwick, like the others, but a generation newer. The other two are new, but this one literally just came out. There’s a lot of Humans here in the system, so I thought it would be a good investment. Turns out I was right.” He turned to Melton grinned. “See? I told you it would sell.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Dahkal said. “I’ll pay for it now.” He transferred funds via slate again, and the deal was done. Dahkal put the mini-slate away and reached his hand out to shake. Melton and Bradford accepted in turn with smiles. “It’s been good doing business with you both. Commander Thompson will be in touch with you soon.” Bradford and Melton wished him luck and bid their goodbyes to the others before they loaded back up into Winged Fury. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Ryan said, “there weren’t supposed to be dropships included with Fujiwhara, were there?” They were on approach to the new warship and preparing to dock. 
 
    “No,” Dahkal replied. “It’s designed to carry them, but I didn’t see the need for any yet. We didn’t hire ground forces and we still have Winged Fury. The plan I had in mind didn’t include any dropships. Why?” 
 
    “Because the scanners indicate six large dropships docked to the cruiser,” Ryan answered. 
 
    Dahkal walked over to Ryan’s tactical station and studied the readout over his shoulder. Sure enough, there were six dropships docked. “I wonder what that’s all about.” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” Ryan said. 
 
    Monday turned in his chair. “Should we arm up?” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “No. I highly doubt anyone would be stupid enough to try anything on Cube. Don’t forget, our ship is still docked to the megaship. Mike and Mike wouldn’t allow anything nefarious to happen under their own noses. They have plenty of precautions set up for would-be thieves.” 
 
    “There’s a shuttle in the bay, too,” Ryan added. “It’s registered to Salvage Title.” 
 
    “Harmon,” Dahkal said and rubbed his chin. “What’s he up to?” 
 
    Brawlt maneuvered the ship with little effort and docked with the main ring of Fujiwhara. Once the ring was set and sealed, he extended the magnetic struts and locked the two ships together. “Clear!” he called out when the process was finished. 
 
    Together, they entered Fujiwhara for the first time. The brand-new vessel’s interior shone in the overhead lighting, and the corridors felt massive in comparison to what they’d become accustomed to in Winged Fury. The ship boasted five main engines, each equipped with its own dedicated powerplant. Five additional, full-sized powerplants were dedicated to the multitude of shield generators, life support, and other systems needed on the ship. There were thirty offensive missile launchers, and sixty defensive missile launchers. Mounted all along the outer hull were hundreds of defensive lasers for any missiles that made it past the drones and the defensive missiles. 
 
    Mike and Mike had done a great job of intertwining Sheingal technology into the design. Dahkal’s reluctance to provide them with the required knowledge had been outweighed by the necessity of having a ship strong enough to stand up to the ships in Sheinrah. Without such a vessel, they’d have stood little to no chance. He knew their odds of success were still slim, though he dared not admit it to Lieutenant Commander Jayneen of Salvage Fleet. 
 
    Ryan took in a deep breath through his nose and released it with a dramatic sigh. “Ahhh, it’s even got that new ship smell.” 
 
    Reuan sniffed the air. “Just smells like a clean ship to me. Is a new ship supposed to have a certain fragrance?” 
 
    “What?” Ryan asked. “You don’t think new ships smell different than others? Come on, you have to smell a difference.” 
 
    She sniffed the air again and, after a brief moment, shrugged. “I have a much keener sense of smell than you, and all I smell are the same materials and lubricants used in any ship. There’s no difference, other than it’s cleaner.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alex interjected and slapped Monday on the shoulder, “one trip to the head, and this guy will have it smelling as bad as all the others.” 
 
    Monday snorted with derision. “Oh, like you’re one to talk. You eat freaking peppers for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and late-night snacks. If anyone’s tearing up the head and polluting the air, it’s you.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head and nudged Reuan to move forward. “If we let them keep at it, we’ll be here a month before they figure out who’s bowels smell the worst.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Ryan groaned. “You make everything sound disgusting, man. Like, you make gross sound revolting. I swear, it’s like a superpower of yours, and you don’t even realize you have it.” They moved along as Monday and Alex continued their debate of who would make the ship smell the worst.  
 
    The command center of the ship wasn’t located in the bow. Tactically, it didn’t make any sense to put the command center directly in the path of incoming missiles. Instead, it was buried deep in the center of the structure. That way, if the ship took heavy damage from any direction, it was still possible to maintain critical functions. Adjacent to the command center was the drone squad control room. Alex and his team would operate from this area as they piloted their drones virtually. The rest of the ship was as one would imagine: crew quarters, three galleys and mess halls, training and exercise facilities, maintenance, medical, and so on. 
 
    Dahkal activated his personal comm. “Harmon, are you on my new ship?” 
 
    “Sure am,” Harmon replied a second later. “I’m in your conference room. I took the liberty of giving myself the full tour, too. She’s a beautiful ship. Anyway, come talk to me.” 
 
    “On my way,” Dahkal replied with a smile. He turned to his companions. “Harmon’s waiting in the conference room and wants to talk. Ryan, come with me; the rest of you, I need you to get to your stations and make sure everything is as it should be.” 
 
    “All due respect, sir,” Monday said in a formal tone, “now that we’re on this ship, you are my station. As head of security, it’s my job to keep you safe. No matter how big and bad you are, or how much you don’t think you need the protection, I’ll be tagging along, sir. You may as well get used to it.” 
 
    Everyone stood at attention and saluted Dahkal in the Sheingal fashion. They held the salute until he returned it. “Dismissed. To your stations,” he commanded. He looked at Ryan and shook his head. “This is going to take some getting used to.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Ryan replied with a grin, “but at least you’re used to being in charge and giving orders as an heir. I just went from corporal to executive officer. A freaking XO on a heavy battlecruiser. How do you think I feel right now?” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled as they continued toward the main conference room, not far from the command center. They used a digital layout of the ship on Dahkal’s slate to navigate their way there. It didn’t take long for them to get their bearings. There were also electronic panels on the walls a being could use to find their way should they become turned around. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m still a lieutenant,” Monday said from behind them. “Nothing changed except my pay. I’m good with that.” 
 
    “You’re probably the highest paid lieutenant in history,” Ryan replied. “Speaking of pay, I was thinking about something. I could ask Ginger to take over the payroll and administrative duties. Neither of us want to deal with the clerical work. She spent some time with a merc company doing that kind of stuff before she came to Salvage. It would let her stay here and keep her job at the restaurant, give her a second income, and help us out all at the same time.” 
 
    Dahkal regarded Ryan as they walked. “And how will your personal relationship be affected?” he asked. “Technically, she’d work for you and have to take your orders. Will the two of you be able to handle that? You Humans have a saying. Don’t defecate where you consume.” 
 
    Ryan wrinkled his nose and winced. “Dude, yet again, you made it sound so much more disgusting than it already does.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Monday agreed. “That’s nasty, sir.” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “Your race came up with it. Don’t blame me for how it sounds.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Ryan continued with a shake of his head. “Business is business, bro. She can be the boss everywhere else, but when it comes to the Emerald Dragons, it’s by the book. She can handle paying Rent-a-Force for their security detail at Ruul, pay the Rock Raiders their commission from the mines, and everything else.” He cocked his head to the side in thought. “Hell, she may not have time for the restaurant job anymore. Either way, it’s going to take a massive weight off our shoulders while we deal with everything else.” 
 
    Rent-a-Force was a small mercenary company that specialized in both ground and orbital security. Dahkal and Ryan had hired them after defending their legal claim to a mine on planet Ruul. Unfortunately, they’d hired them too late. In the midst of trying to get to the Kragtron System to catch the traitor Koshal, Dahkal had neglected to hire security for the mining company while he was away. The Bieratang wanted revenge against Dahkal and his crew, who’d bested one of their ships trying to take the planet. The ship had been commanded by Kuba, the Bieratang alpha’s third son. 
 
    That hadn’t been the main reason for the second attack, however. It was the loss of profits. The alpha sent his four best ships and captains to re-take the mines. They attacked the Rock Raiders—the company Dahkal and Ryan had hired to mine their claim—took the mine, and enslaved the company for the manual labor. A few of the miners lost their lives in the process. The Bieratang had even disabled Captain Phil’s ship on their way to the planet and had planned to capture him and his ship later. 
 
    Commander Richard Thompson, owner of Thompson’s Hell Hounds, had agreed to help. Commander Thompson had hired Dahkal on with Thompson’s Hell Hounds when Dahkal had first left home on his journey of succession. That was how Dahkal and Ryan had first met. Thompson aided their mission by sending his three brand-new Bentwick light battlecruisers with them under Dahkal’s command. The ensuing battle had been fierce, and Captain Stephens and his ship Barghest perished. In the end, Dahkal and the others took the mine back and saved the miners. Afterward, Dahkal and his Emerald Dragons flat-out bought the planet from the Raegah system government. After all that, they slipped through the gate and headed back to Salvage to rearm and resupply. However, the fighting was far from over. Now, Dahkal had to take his home system back from his brother, Gortal. 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “I think you’re right. As long as you’re confident it’ll work, I say offer her the job. We need to dock at Merc’s Hub and pick up some last-minute supplies, anyway. You can talk to her then. Just don’t take forever.” 
 
    “Last-minute supplies?” Ryan asked and shook his head. “We have everything. There aren’t any last-minute supplies. We can head straight through the gate as soon as we’re done here. I can call her from the ship. It’s not like we really have the time to spare.” 
 
    Dahkal stopped abruptly and turned to face his friend with a serious expression. “Let me tell you something about time that my father once told me. Time is nothing more than a mathematical equation developed by mortals, an attempt to organize everyone’s life into a never-ending sequence of numbers. Never ending. Think about it. Time will never end. It doesn’t run out, so we never run out of time. It doesn’t pass us by, but rather, we fail to seize opportunities as they present themselves. In these moments, as we call them, we have the ability to deepen our oceans and broaden our horizons. It’s up to us to take advantage. Your life is your own, so organize your perception of time the way you see fit. We’re not guaranteed tomorrow, though if tomorrow comes, it may not bring a second opportunity. So grasp them as often as you can.” 
 
    He paused for a moment to let his father’s words sink in then added, “Ryan, do you honestly believe I would take you into a conflict like the one we’re about to face and not let you spend a little time with her first? Even if you only see her for five minutes, it’s worth it. They could be the last five minutes you ever spend with Ginger. I won’t deny you that, and I won’t allow you to squander the chance.” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes glassed over as realization and understanding appeared to settle in his mind. He cleared his throat and blinked a few times. He reached up, patted Dahkal on the shoulder, and said, “Your old man was pretty smart. Thanks for sharing part of him with me. You’re a good friend. That means a lot.” 
 
    “No problem,” Dahkal said and slapped Ryan on the shoulder. “Besides, I need more beer.” He turned to Monday and, in a lighter tone, said, “Kyleena should be on the station as well. You might want to go see her. Only this time, you won’t need ‘interference’ with your comms, or have to ‘get caught up’ to do so.” 
 
    The color drained from Monday’s face as he struggled to find words. “I… I… uh… she…” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and said, “You left your comm activated on an open channel the whole time, moron. Everyone on our bridge heard everything. Don’t worry, I’m not going to reprimand you. Doing Alex’s laundry for a month is punishment enough.” 
 
    “Aww, hell,” Monday grumbled and immediately checked his comm. 
 
    Dahkal and Ryan laughed again as they opened the doorway to the conference room and entered. Inside, they found Harmon Tomeral, Clip Kolget, Nathan Brink, Big Jon, and Muraingo sitting at the table, having a conversation. They all stood when Dahkal entered the room. 
 
    “Captain Dahkal,” Harmon greeted him with a smile, “and Commander Yamamoto, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    “The pleasure is ours, President Tomeral,” Dahkal replied and returned the smile, “but I’m curious why you’re here.” He crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at the man. “And about the dropships docked to my warship.” 
 
    “First,” Harmon replied with a finger in the air, “let me ask you this. Would you accept help from Salvage Fleet and let us go with you to fight your brother and take back your system?” 
 
    “No,” Dahkal replied in a frank tone. “I won’t risk the well-being of Salvage by taking the system’s only means of defense. You’ve been attacked before, so there’s no reason to believe you wouldn’t be attacked again with the forces gone. You could call in help to watch your system, but that would take too long. I’m stopping at the Merc’s Hub for a couple hours, but I can wait no longer. My brother will make moves of his own soon if I don’t strike first. It’s not feasible for the Salvage Fleet to assist me on several levels.” 
 
    Harmon nodded. “That’s what I figured you’d say. Not to mention, you probably have this whole thing about needing to take your home back on your own, recovering your family’s honor, and you think outside help of that magnitude would negate your honor.” He tilted his head and asked, “Sound about right?” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged his massive shoulders, and his wings bobbed with the motion. “Something along those lines,” he replied. “Sounds like you’ve had an in-depth conversation with Bahroot.” 
 
    “We may have had one or two discussions on the matter,” Harmon admitted as he ran a hand through his hair. “Are you sure you won’t let me help? One ship against an entire military force? Insane.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it’ll be, honestly,” Dahkal responded. “As I was leaving home, Admiral Cortal declared he and the Arial Force were more than ready to serve under my leadership. He said he believed in me and had known I was destined for greatness since the day I hatched. They all still believe I’m dead. It’s my belief, once they see I’m alive and have returned to face Gortal, their faith will be restored, and they’ll follow me into battle.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Please understand, I don’t have delusions of grandeur that every single ship will follow me. Some will remain loyal to my brother, either out of fear or just poor judgment. But I think we’ll gain more than enough help to turn the tide. Honor supersedes all in the Sheingal culture. Admiral Cortal is an honorable being who’s loved and respected by many. Those loyal to him will be loyal to me. We will have a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “Seems a little thin,” Clip said with skepticism. “Won’t they follow the current emperor out of loyalty to the empire to maintain their honor?” 
 
    “Some will,” Dahkal responded. “I know how confusing it seems. However, Gortal took the throne through deceit. He dishonors the throne and, therefore, all the Sheingal. In order for any of us to regain our honor, he must fall. And I must be the one to knock him down.” 
 
    “What about ground forces?” Captain Brink asked. “If you get past his orbital defenses and the fleet, how will you take control of the ground?” 
 
    Dahkal reached out and gripped the back of a chair as he answered. “Each ship carries a company of two hundred warriors. Frigates and missile frigates are the obvious exceptions.” 
 
    Brink’s eye twitched and he cocked his head to the side. “Yeaaahhh, but you aren’t guaranteed any ships with troops on them. You aren’t guaranteed anything.” 
 
    “Waking up every day is not a guarantee, Captain,” Dahkal responded, “but we still close our eyes at night with plans for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Point,” Brink said. 
 
    Muraingo stood to his full height of ten feet and jabbed a thumb into his chest. “I’m guaranteed,” he said in his gravelly voice. “I’m going with you, as are the Bolts’ mech platoons.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Brink said. “After the story your sister told me, I can’t sit back and do nothing. Especially if you’re going in blind. Like you, when I lay down tonight, I want to have plans for tomorrow. These are the plans I made last night.” 
 
    Dahkal stood straight and squared his shoulders. “Unacceptable,” he responded in stern tone. 
 
    Brink grinned. “Too late. The dropships are docked, and Bahroot already synchronized their shielding with the cruisers. The mechs are all loaded, and so are the Bolts. You said you’re stretched for time. It would take quite a while to unload everything we brought with us from your storage bays and armory. Not to mention the personnel already onboard.” 
 
    His grin widened. “Sorry to perform a half mutiny, but I knew you’d say no. Besides,” he added with a shrug, “technically, you hadn’t paid for the ship in full yet, so it was still the property of Mike and Mike. I just asked permission to come aboard with a few things to aid you in your mission.” He held his palms up. “Don’t worry, I didn’t order anyone to come along. I asked for volunteers, and every single mech pilot just happened to want in. That’s how it goes in the Bolts. We all have each other’s backs.” 
 
    “Welcome to Salvage System, Dahkal,” Big Jon hissed from behind Harmon as the man laughed. 
 
    Dahkal rubbed his brow and face as he sighed. He looked at Brink and asked, “Do you have any spare mechs onboard for parts, or as a replacement?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Brink answered. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I want to show you something,” Dahkal said. “Take me to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal approached the empty mech standing in the maintenance bay of his new warship. It was a twelve-foot tall armored machine of death and destruction. That didn’t matter to a Sheingal, though. He raised a hand and, in a flash, slashed four deep gouges diagonally from the right shoulder to the left hip joint of the mech. The steel let out a shrill screech as his claws ripped through it with ease. He repeated the process from the other shoulder. Dahkal balled his fist up and drove a punch through the center of the slashed X on the mech’s chest plate. The steel screeched again as it caved under the heavy blow. The imaginary pilot within the mech perished in an illusory bloody mess. The mech fell over backward to the deck with a loud boom that reverberated off the bay walls. Dahkal turned to see stunned looks on everyone, including Ryan, who was aware of Dahkal’s abilities, but had never fully witnessed them.  
 
    “Ho-ly… squat,” Clip said. 
 
    Dahkal pointed a claw at the mutilated mech. “This… is what you’ll be facing. Our lasers will make even shorter work of your machines. A Sheingal warrior’s loadout can consist of laser rifles, pistols, melee weapons such as my sword, kinetic weapons of all sorts, and, as you just witnessed, our natural gifts. You need to know what you’re up against before you make the final decision to follow through with this. Because there’s a very high chance many of you won’t survive the battle, even with your armor.” 
 
    Brink walked up to the mech and inspected the damage. “That’s pretty intense,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “It is. However…” He brought his claws up to his chest armor. Brink realized what he was about to do and reached out to stop him. Dahkal was faster. His claws raked across his armor with as much force as he could apply. This time the screeching was even louder and shriller than before and forced everyone to cover their ears. 
 
    When the horrible sound finally stopped, Brink lowered his hands from his head and gawked at Dahkal’s armor. He reached out and touched it. “It’s not even scratched,” he said in amazement. “There’s no damage at all.” 
 
    “Sheingalian steel,” Dahkal said and tapped a claw on his chest plate. “Any time we develop something offensive our defenses can’t handle, we focus on the defensive equipment until it can. This is the light battle armor. The heavy armor covers the entire body, except our wings, and is servo assisted, including our tails. Unfortunately for us—” he waved a hand to indicate everyone in the room, “—the chance of Gortal’s forces wearing the heavy armor is very likely. Normally, I prefer the light armor, but I wouldn’t mind having my heavy armor back right now. We’re also equipped with this.” He raised his left arm in a defensive position. In a bright flash of electric green, the energy shield activated from his wrist gauntlet. After a second, it disappeared, other than a slight visual distortion around where the shield’s edges were. Other than that, it was completely invisible. Ryan spun and delivered a harsh forward round-kick to the shield. Green energy rippled out from the point of his steel-toed boot’s impact. 
 
    “Like the shielding on a ship,” Dahkal explained, “it’s strong, but the shield can only withstand so much. Enough blunt force trauma will deplete the power source in the gauntlet and, eventually, break through the energy field.” He lowered his arm and the shield deactivated. 
 
    Clip walked up and got a closer look at Dahkal’s armor. “Crazy, dude. That stuff is strong, and that gauntlet is freaking awesome.” 
 
    “Excuse the interruption, sirs,” Monday said and stepped forward, “but it’s more than strong. Reuan made Ryan and I each a set of heavy battle armor from the armor of two guards with Koshal. They’re dead now, so it’s not like they needed it anymore. I used it in battle back on Ruul, and it was absolutely amazing. I took a sustained laser burst to the head from a Bieratang rifle. It didn’t do a damned thing. The steel wasn’t even warped from the heat. A kinetic round to my shoulder joint killed the servo in my arm, but that was the worst damage I took.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Harmon said with a surprised look and turned to Dahkal. “Do you think Reuan could make more armor for the Bolts? We don’t have time to overhaul the mech armor, but personal armor might be a possibility.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Dahkal replied as he looked off in thought. “It’ll depend on what the ships who join us have available. It’s a four-day journey from the gate to the planet. If we can get the material, we should have time to use the replicators to produce personal armor. If the mech is damaged or punched through, the Bolts within them would be safe, to an extent. Our lasers and kinetic rounds will eventually penetrate the armor, but I don’t think it would get through both the mech and suit’s armor at the same time with a single shot, or even a few. Eventually, the personal suit of armor will give, so they’ll have to exit the mech quickly if it’s knocked out of commission. Like I said, Sheingal weapons can defeat Sheingal armor.” 
 
    “What about our weapons?” Muraingo asked. “Will Salvage tech be able to penetrate their armor?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Dahkal replied. “The smaller pistols and such, maybe not, but the larger rifles and railguns should do the trick. It may take several shots, but it ought to work. Salvage uses Grithelaon tech as a base. Before their gate closure, they were neck and neck with us as far as weapons went. A lot of our military advancement came from studying and competing with theirs. Our systems are only two gate days away, so it wasn’t that hard to do. We’ve advanced since their demise, of course, but you’ve advanced their tech with the help of Jayneen, Bahroot, and your own innovations. I believe your weapons will be effective. Plus, we can always use spare weaponry from the Sheingal ships that join our cause.” He pointed to the .50-caliber pistol on Muraingo’s hip. “That will do nicely as well. Even if it doesn’t get full penetration, it’ll definitely hurt them. Smaller rounds will just be annoying.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Muraingo said and patted the gun. “I’ll be sure to bring it along.” 
 
    Brink crossed his arms and studied the mutilated mech. “So, the mechs should be offensively effective in battle, but close combat could prove to be problematic due to clawing and higher-grade weapons.” He shrugged. “That’s doable.” 
 
    Muraingo pointed at the damaged mech. “There’s one thing you left out of the equation during your demonstration, Dahkal.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Muraingo grinned as the blue lightning streaked across the side of his face. “This one didn’t have a Bolt in it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex was on his way back to the ship with a hover cart full of drone components when something interesting caught his eye. As soon as the ship had docked with the Merc’s Hub, essential and hard to find drone parts were the first thing on his mind. He’d reached a section where several corridors converged into an open area with a large clear-steel portal. A male Joongee stood at the portal with a large controller in his paws. Joongee ranged in height from four feet tall to around six feet, depending on which Joongee genus they were. Brown Joongee were the largest, Spotted were medium, and the Striped were the smallest. Their fur varied in shades of brown, gray, and black, and some were even solid black. Their heads were topped with short, rounded ears, stubby snouts, and mouths full of sharp teeth. They were mechanically and technically inclined, but tended to stay away from the battlefield. 
 
    They look like upright hyenas, Alex thought and stepped closer. He peered over the Joongee’s shoulder and saw he was operating a drone controller. Alex looked out the portal and could see a drone doing complicated maneuvers outside the space station. “Is that the CKP1701-D?” he asked. 
 
    His abrupt question startled the focused Joongee, and he nearly dropped the controller. “Yes, it is,” he answered as he regained control of the drone. He took a quick look over his shoulder at Alex and asked, “How long have you been standing there, and who are you?” 
 
    “Long enough to see you have some skill,” Alex answered. “The name’s Alex.” He pointed out at the drone. “That’s the newest model. The CKP1701-C was tough to control, but this one takes some real skill. I’m impressed. What’s your name?” 
 
    The Joongee leaned around Alex to look at the hover cart. He saw the drone components and said, “I see you are a fellow drone enthusiast.” 
 
    “Of sorts,” Alex replied with a smile and a shrug. 
 
    “Hmm,” grunted the Joongee. He looked back out to his drone. “My name is Bologna.” 
 
    Alex did a doubletake. “I’m sorry, did you say your name is Bologna?” 
 
    Bologna sighed. “Yes, I said my name is Bologna.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend you,” Alex said. “I just wasn’t expecting that answer.” 
 
    “I am not offended,” Bologna replied. “I am simply tired of telling the story every time I meet a new Human. I will save you the trouble of asking.” He took a breath and continued to maneuver his drone. “When my mother gave birth to my litter, she was cared for by Human doctors and nurses. One night, one of the nurses gave my mother a sandwich with meat from Earth on it. She liked it. A lot. So much so, she decided to name me and my five brothers after it. Their names are Fologna, Zologna, Rologna, Dologna, and Kologna.” 
 
    Alex looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “Are you screwing with me?” 
 
    Bologna shook his head in dismay. “I wish I was, Alex. I wish I was.” 
 
    “Huh,” Alex grunted and considered. After a moment, he realized the names only sounded odd because he was Human and knew what bologna was. To any other being, it would only be a name. They wouldn’t think anything of it. “All right then, Bologna. Nice to meet you. Do you mind if I ask why you guys are here in Salvage?” 
 
    “We are looking for technical work,” Bologna answered. “The season is over now, so we need something to do until next season starts to make credit.” 
 
    “Season?” Alex inquired. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We are professional drone racers,” Bologna replied. “The season ended two weeks ago. I bought this drone with my winnings, so my credit it low. So are my brothers’. We came to Salvage because the word on the net is this is the place to be for jobs.” 
 
    Alex was stunned. “All of you are pro racers? That’s crazy! Are your brothers as good as you are?” 
 
    “Two are better than I am,” Bologna admitted. “Rologna is ranked first place in the Professional Drone Racing Circuit. Zologna came in second. The rest of us are scattered throughout the top ten. I am currently ranked fourth place.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes widened. “You’re all in the top ten? That’s amazing!” A thought occurred to him, and he asked, “Have you guys been hired by anyone yet?” 
 
    “No,” Bologna answered, still watching his drone through the portal. 
 
    Alex stepped forward so Bologna could see him in his peripheral vision. “How would you like to make great credit and still fly drones for a living?” 
 
    Bologna shifted his eyes over to Alex with a curious look on his small face. “What kind of credit?” he asked. 
 
    “Merc level credit,” Alex said with a grin. 
 
    Bologna cocked his head to the side. “Are you with a mercenary company? What use would you have for drone racers?” He jutted his chin toward his drone. “I do not see any reason a merc company would pay anyone to fly these things.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at how useful drones can be in combat,” Alex replied. 
 
    “Combat?” Bologna repeated. He held up a hand and said, “You have got the wrong beings if you want us to go into combat. It is not for us. Polite pass.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Alex said and shook his head. “You wouldn’t actually be out in the combat zones. Yes, you’d be on the ship, but the fighting would be away from us, besides the incoming missiles.” He pointed out to the drone. “And you wouldn’t be flying anything like that. Our drones are much different, and much more fun.” 
 
    “It would still be dangerous,” Bologna replied. 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes. “A fleet of Gritloth accompanied by the Bieratang could invade Salvage right now and blast this space station to bits. You’re in space, man. Everything is dangerous.” 
 
    Bologna seemed to consider. “How long do I have to think about it?” 
 
    “Limited time offer,” Alex answered. “We’re leaving soon. Like, today soon.” 
 
    “What about my brothers?” Bologna asked. “They need jobs, too.” 
 
    “I want all of you,” Alex responded. 
 
    “Is it a legitimate mercenary company?” Bologna asked. “I do not want to agree to anything that does not guarantee me any pay or end up not doing the job you are offering.” 
 
    “The Emerald Dragons are absolutely legit,” Alex answered with pride. He turned to the side so Bologna could see the circular emblem on his right shoulder. On a black background was a snarling, iridescent-scaled, emerald-colored dragon with smoke rising from his nostrils and mouth. Above the image, also in emerald, was the company name, Emerald Dragons. 
 
    “And you can bet your ass we’ll hold true to any contract we make with you,” Alex continued. “Our owners won’t have it any other way. As for myself, I’m the commander of the drone squad, and you’ll be under my supervision.” 
 
    “And the drones?” Bologna pried. “What kind are they?” 
 
    Alex shrugged. “Sorry, but that’s a need-to-know kind of thing. If you’re not an Emerald Dragon, you don’t need to know.” 
 
    Disappointment painted Bologna’s face. He looked at the ground for a moment, then back up to Alex. “Let me get this thing back inside and I’ll call my brothers. Can you wait another twenty minutes or so?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Alex answered with grin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal smiled as he neared the entrance of Fujiwhara. Under each arm, he carried a new barrel of his favorite beer from Brad’s Brews. The new location in the space station was finally open, and he was thrilled to refill his stocks. He was also pleased to have learned from the bartender that the Merc’s Hub ground site would also have a Brad’s Brews location. His happy thoughts of an ice-cold mug of the amber liquid were interrupted by the sight of Alex surrounded by a group of chattering Joongee. He stopped short of them and said, “I see you found some friends.” 
 
    Alex saluted. “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled. “I’d return the salute, Lieutenant Commander, but as you can see, my arms are full at the moment.” Then an idea occurred to him. He spread out his right wing, folded it around him, and tapped the bone tip on his chest armor. “Problem solved,” he said with grin. 
 
    “Nice, Captain,” Alex replied with a nod. “But yeah, I guess you could say I found some friends.” He motioned to the group around him with a hand. “These guys are brothers. They’re also professional drone racers ranked in the top ten of the Professional Drone Racing Circuit. That’s a huge deal.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dahkal said, not really understanding. “What am I missing?” 
 
    “I want them for my team,” Alex answered. “I think they could be a tremendous asset to the drone squad.” 
 
    A tiny light bulb illuminated in Dahkal’s mind as he understood what Alex meant. “Ah, I see,” he said. “If you feel good about it, go ahead, but they’re your responsibility. It’s up to you do their background and reference checks. Once you have all the information ready, send it over to Ginger. Ryan’s going to hire her as the new company administrator. She should be ready to receive documents by the time we depart. You also need to verify they are, indeed, pro drone racers.” He looked down at the closest Joongee. “No offense, my friend, but we have protocols to follow.”  
 
    The Joongee shied away a bit, intimidated by Dahkal’s appearance, and replied, “N-none t-taken.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled, which only made the rest of them cringe as well, and said, “If you’re going to work with us, you’ll have to learn not to judge a book by its cover, as the Human phrase goes. I’m not as mean as I look.” 
 
    One of the brothers leaned around Alex to get a better look and noticed the barrels under Dahkal’s arms. He grinned and said, “I’m definitely in. I like the way this company packs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “How did things go with Ginger?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Good, man,” Ryan replied as he latched the drawer shut on his dresser. “She’s all set up, with access to the company files and the funds for payroll.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded and looked around Ryan’s new quarters. “That’s not what I meant, though. I hope you used the time you had together for more than a business discussion.” 
 
    Ryan smiled, and his cheeks turned a little red. He rubbed the back of his neck and said, “No. I just kinda figured you didn’t want to hear about all the lovey-dovey stuff. We hung out, talked, and had a good time together.” He shrugged. “Leaving sucked, but I’m glad you had us stop here. Thanks for that.” 
 
    “No problem,” Dahkal replied. “I’m happy I could do it for you.” He gave a quick wave. “I’ll be in my quarters getting settled before we leave if you need me.” He turned and exited Ryan’s room. He didn’t have far to go. His quarters were directly across the hall. A few minutes later, as he was arranging his things, he heard movement behind him and turned to see Ryan in his doorway. “Miss me already?” he asked. 
 
    Ryan laughed and shook his head. “I have something for you.” He held his hand out, and standing in his palm was a white origami figure like the ones Dahkal had seen in Ryan’s room. It had a colorful sheen as light passed over it. The figure was armored, had wings, and held a sword raised to the heavens. There were even tiny little scales drawn on it, and facial features. It had blue eyes. 
 
    Dahkal’s heart skipped a beat when he realized what, and who, the figure was. He reached out and accepted it from Ryan. “It’s Father.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ryan replied. “I tried to get it as close to his image as I could. I used some of the image files on the ship as a model. Folding the paper wasn’t the issue. It was getting the iridescence right. Ranga helped me out with the replicator, and it took up nearly all of Baa-baa’s rice paper I had left, but I finally got it.” He reached out and rotated the arm holding the sword downward, and the wings closed. “See? Even the wings work. When you lift the arm back up, the wings open again. The tail serves as the brace and helps him stand on his own. You can even pull the sword from his hand and sheath it.” 
 
    Tears threatened to fall from Dahkal’s eyes. He blinked, cleared his throat, reached an arm out, and gripped Ryan’s shoulder. “Thank you,” he said. “I can’t tell you what this means to me. It looks just like him. I can’t imagine the amount of work you had to put into this. It’s… amazing.” 
 
    Ryan smiled. “No problem, man. I think I’m prouder of that one than I am of any of the others I’ve made. It has over sixty separate folded pieces for the moving parts, armor, and the sword.” He leaned back against the frame of the entry way and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I know you didn’t get to say goodbye to him. Hell, you didn’t even know he was gone until your sister showed up. I can’t imagine how that must tear you apart on the inside. I guess I thought this might make you feel a little better. In my culture, we pray to our ancestors for guidance. If you ever feel like you need to talk to him, you can use this as a focal point. It may sound silly, but I’ve found it helps.” 
 
    “I don’t find it silly at all,” Dahkal replied. “We build statues of the past emperors and place them in the great hall. Many times, I’ve witnessed my father speaking to my grandfather’s statue.” He regarded the figure again and smiled. “This is like a smaller version of my father’s statue that I can keep close. I think I’ll show Reuan. She’ll love it as well.” 
 
    “Good,” Ryan said with a smile. His face turned serious, and he added, “I think you should talk to Reuan when you show her.” 
 
    “About what?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Come on, bro,” Ryan said with a look of disapproval. “When she saw us, she leapt to her feet and was so happy to see you. You stopped her dead in her tracks and chastised her for interrupting your journey. She needed comfort, and probably still does. Don’t forget, man, she lost her dad just as you did. Even worse, she was there to witness his death. She was forced to kill an entire family, had to abandon your mother, and all the while she thought she’d already lost you. As the metaphorical cherry on top, some bastard tried to kill her and Phil when she got to Kragtron. Dude… she’s had one hell of a ride up to this point and still managed to hold herself together enough to help us succeed on a crazy-ass mission in Raegah. Don’t you think she might need some sort of emotional outlet by now? Currently, you’re all she has for that.” 
 
    The realization that Ryan was right hit Dahkal like a super freighter. He hadn’t even hugged her since she’d showed up. It hadn’t occurred to him she might need to vent her emotions. She was bound to be fighting an inner storm just as fierce as his own. He’d been so caught up in trying to get home and handle everything else, he’d neglected her. She was his sister. His flesh and blood. She should’ve been his first priority from the very beginning. The feeling of failure washed over him, and shame filled his heart. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said and lowered his head. “I was so preoccupied with getting to Koshal and taking the mine back, I completely pushed her aside. She should’ve been my first priority. I’ll go see her right away.” He exited his quarters, but stopped in the hallway and looked back at Ryan. “Thank you, Ryan. Really.” He cleared his throat, then added, “Meet me at the control center in thirty minutes, and we’ll get underway.” 
 
    “Sounds good, Captain,” Ryan answered with a smile and a salute, “but don’t rush. The ship runs on your time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal approached Reuan’s quarters and requested entry. A few seconds later, the door opened, and Reuan stood there with a surprised look on her face. She wasn’t wearing her armor yet, only her body cloth. “Hey!” she said with a smile. “I wasn’t expecting to see you until I got to the command center.” 
 
    “I thought I’d come make sure you were settling in all right,” Dahkal replied. “May I come in?” 
 
    Reuan stepped aside and swept the air with her hand. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Dahkal stepped into the room and looked around. A smile formed on his face at the familiar sight so far from home. On a table in the center of the room was a dismantled Bieratang laser pistol and a Salvage-style laser pistol. The more things change, the more they stay the same, he thought. She’d already placed a mount on the wall for her spear. It rested there, in wait until its next battle. A large box in the corner of the room caught his attention. He pointed to it and turned to her. “Is that your heavy battle armor?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yup. I thought I might need it when I left. I loaded it along with Aarontal’s supplies. Nobody noticed it.” She chewed on her thumb claw in thought. “But it’s not the same as you remember. I made some alterations.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head and smiled. “Of course you did. Want to show it off to me?” 
 
    “Nah,” Reuan responded. “I want it to be a surprise. You’ll see when we get home.” She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the side. “So why are you really here? I don’t think you came just to make sure I was comfortable. Is something wrong?” 
 
    Dahkal snorted involuntarily. “What isn’t wrong?” He shook his head and looked her in the eyes. “I owe you an apology, Reuan. I should have asked you this the moment I saw you on Harmon’s ship. Are you… okay?” 
 
    Reuan appeared caught off guard by the question and crossed her arms. “I’m fine,” she answered in a curt tone. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “Don’t do that. I understand if you’re angry with me, but please, don’t keep it all to yourself. I know I should have come to you like this sooner, but you need to know that you don’t have to be strong on your own anymore. I’m here for you.” 
 
    Reuan’s eyes penetrated his soul. “Yes, I do. I promised Father I’d stay strong for Mother. I won’t break my promise.” Her voice cracked the tiniest bit, but Dahkal caught it. 
 
    “Father would be so proud of you,” Dahkal responded. He reached down, picked up the Salvage-style pistol, and examined it as he continued. “But you won’t break your promise by letting it out, Reuan. You can’t keep it bottled up forever, and he wouldn’t want you to. It’ll destroy you from the inside. I know you’re hurting. As am I.” He sat the weapon back down and looked at her. “You have to let the pain out. I should have taken the time before now to talk to you. I didn’t even hug you. I yelled at you instead.” He shook his head. “That’s not what family does to family.” 
 
    Reuan squeezed her arms even tighter around herself and looked away from him. “I said I’m fine. I don’t need to depend on anyone else. I’m not a hatchling anymore.” 
 
    “No, you most certainly are not,” Dahkal said in soft tone. He walked over and placed his left hand on her shoulder. “You’re a powerful and brave Sheingal warrior. Your actions will be the reason our world will be set free of Gortal’s oppressive rule. If not for you, I’d still be running around without a clue. Every Sheingal will hold you in the highest regard, and you’ll have earned their trust and loyalty. More importantly, you’ll have earned their love.” 
 
    She looked up at him with uncertainty in her eyes. “I’m afraid I’ll fail them.” Her voice became little more than a whisper. “And Father…” 
 
    Dahkal nodded slowly. “I know that feeling well. That’s all I could think about when I left for my journey. I was so afraid of letting everyone down, it gave me horrible nightmares. I lost all of you to an unknown force in the worst of them. The impact of that dream still haunts me. What’s more disconcerting is that Father really is gone now, and Gortal soon will be. It begs the question of whether it was actually a dream, or a premonition of sorts.” He took a deep breath and released it. “All I know is, no matter what happens, from here on out, you will not be considered a failure.” He held open his right hand to expose the figure of Draktal. “Father would tell you the same thing.” 
 
    A gasp escaped her, and she reached a hand out to touch the figure, but stopped short. She withdrew her fingers, then extended them again to lightly brush the edge of one of the wings. “It looks just like him.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Ryan made it for me. For us.” 
 
    She looked up at Dahkal. Her lip quivered, and tears welled up in her eyes. In an instant, she had her head buried in his chest as she cried out, “I should have helped him!” She screamed and pounded her fists into his armor. “I should have killed Gortal when he was injured! I should have done something!” After several heated moments, her flailing stopped, and she folded her arms beneath her as she leaned into him. 
 
    Dahkal gently set the figure down on a shelf nearby and wrapped his arms around her. He squeezed her tight and rocked back and forth for a moment. With a firm, yet gentle grip, he pushed her away from him and looked down at her. “You did exactly what you should have done. You would have been tried, convicted, and executed for treason had you attacked Gortal. The moment Father died in front of all those witnesses, he became the emperor, and untouchable. Then what? What would our beings have done? Veenan’s hatchling is too young to rule, and I was believed to be dead. They still believe I’m dead. Not to mention, Mother would have been completely distraught if anything had happened to you. She may be alone right now, but at least she still has hope. Your death would have left her an empty husk of her former self. We now know Koshal would have taken every opportunity to play that in his favor. You handled it the right way, Reuan. Never doubt that. Ever. At least now we have a chance to fix things.” 
 
    Reuan sniffled as she wiped the tears from her eyes and cheeks. When she’d composed herself, she regarded the origami figure again. “You’re right. About everything. Father believed in me. You believe in me. It’s time I start to believe in myself.” She locked her eyes with his. “And you need to start believing in yourself, as well. Forget that nightmare and become Gortal’s worst nightmare.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned savagely. “Oh, I’m going to wipe the floor with him. I swear on my honor, he will pay for what he’s done to our family and the empire. You and I are going to go home and make things right again. We will not fail.” 
 
    Reuan straightened her posture with a look of sheer determination and saluted Dahkal. “On my honor, I will not fail you or Father… Emperor Dahkal.” 
 
    Dahkal returned the salute. “I know you won’t… Imperial Prime Commander.” Reuan’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets when she heard the title. Dahkal laughed and added, “Who else did you think would lead the Sheingal military forces by my side? It’s your birthright anyway. However, let’s keep these new titles to ourselves for now. Captain will do, Lieutenant Commander.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Reuan replied with a huge grin. 
 
    Dahkal retrieved the figure of their father, winked at her, and exited her quarters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal entered the command center to see Ryan conversing with Garickle. That came as a surprise; he hadn’t been informed of Garickle’s arrival. He’d have to address this. If anyone was granted access to his ship, he needed to know about it beforehand, friend or not. Then again, he thought, Ryan is now my XO and makes the decisions if I’m absent or indisposed. He could’ve given Garickle permission to board while I was with Reuan. I’m going to have to retrain myself on the chain of command. 
 
    “Captain on deck!” Monday called out. As the head of security, his station was at the command center’s entrance. Thus, he was the first to notice Dahkal’s presence. The entire command crew jumped to attention and saluted. 
 
    Dahkal returned the salute with a slight bow of gratitude. “As you were, everyone. Work doesn’t stop because I enter the room. We have preparations to make.” The crew went back to work without a word. He stepped toward Garickle and offered his hand. “I wasn’t expecting you to be here. Have you come to wish us luck?” 
 
    Garickle clasped Dahkal’s wrist and answered, “Yes, and no. Alex sent me a message requesting the formula for The Last Cocktail and mentioned you’d be here. I decided to bring him the stores I had in stock as well as giving him the formula.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “Yeah, he was pretty disappointed it was wasted on the last mission. Thank you for that. And…” he added, “for bringing back Koshal’s ship.” 
 
    “No problem,” Garickle replied, “but there’s something else.” 
 
    “Oh?” Dahkal responded. “What is that?” 
 
    “I want to go with you,” Garickle answered. “I have all my stuff ready to go. I just need your permission.” 
 
    Dahkal threw his arms in the air and shouted, “What in the hell is wrong with everyone?” He shook his head as he continued in disbelief. “First, Phil wants to fly Winged Fury; next, Harmon wants to bring his fleet; then Captain Brink pulls his little stunt. Now you want to go, too. Why? What possible reason could you have to want anything to do with this?” 
 
    Garickle looked Dahkal dead in the eye and said, “Because it’s not over yet. Koshal may be dead, but your brother still lives. You told me my family was safe now and to go live my life.” He shook his head. “The truth is, until your brother’s also dead, my family isn’t truly safe. He knows as much about me as Koshal did. If you fail, he’ll find me… and my family. I can’t let that happen. I’m not saying if I don’t go you won’t be successful, but at least if I’m there, I can help and do my part. It’s better than standing behind my counter, wondering every day if it’ll be our last.” 
 
    Dahkal sighed gave Garickle several lopsided nods. “I don’t suppose I could stand aside and do nothing, either. Very well.” He turned to Monday. “Lieutenant, please escort Master Chief to fetch his equipment and see that he’s assigned quarters.” He looked back at a stunned Garickle. “Sorry. I know you were a company owner and commander before, but I don’t have any officer slots available at this time. A contract will be sent to you shortly.” 
 
    Garickle chuckled. “No, no, that’s fine with me. No red tape, and no headaches. I can do my job and go home.” He stood to attention and saluted Dahkal. “Thank you, sir. I won’t make you regret it.” 
 
    Dahkal returned the salute. “Promises, promises,” he scoffed. “Dismissed, Master Chief. We’ll be leaving soon, so you and the lieutenant need to hustle.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Garickle replied. He turned to Monday. “Lead the way, sir.” 
 
    Dahkal looked at Ryan and laughed. “Everyone in this system seems to have a death wish.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “You’re one to talk. You were ready to take off and do it all on your own. Lucky for you, you have a friend like me to talk some sense into you.” 
 
    Dahkal snorted and in a cynical tone said, “Lucky or cursed. I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ranga,” Dahkal called over the ship’s internal comm system, “are we ready for departure?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Ranga replied. “All five main engines are at optimal performance, as are all powerplants. The crew did a wonderful job while we were away.” 
 
    “Good,” Dahkal responded. “We’ll be detaching from the station soon and heading for the gate. Get your beings squared away.” He activated the ship-wide comm system and spoke to everyone. 
 
    “Attention all hands. This is Captain Dahkal, commander of the Emerald Dragons and the rightful emperor of the Sheinrah System. First, I would like to apologize for not meeting all of you in person prior to this mission. There was a dire situation that required my full attention. I’ll do my best to make the rounds and introduce myself while we’re in alter-reality. Second, welcome to the Emerald Dragons and aboard our warship, Fujiwhara.  
 
    “You’ll notice I said our instead of my. We’re all on this ship together. It’s our home. I expect you to treat this ship with the care and respect you would your own. In a sense, we’ve all become family. We’ll live, and if necessary, we’ll die for each other. That’s what it means to be an Emerald Dragon. If this concept eludes you, look to the Bolts traveling with us. They wear their commitment to each other on their faces for all to see. Their allegiance to one another is unquestionable and unwavering. The warriors on my home planet exhibit the same degree of loyalty and devotion to our empire. I hope we can do the same here in the Emerald Dragons, as I would gladly lay down my own life to save any one of yours. 
 
     “As you’ve all been informed, we’re headed out on a dangerous mission, with many unknown factors. That being said, I want to thank all of you for signing up anyway. Beings who defiantly stare death in the face are exactly what we need. You’ll all receive a file with the mission details shortly. In the meantime, the short version is, my brother tried to have me assassinated, thought he’d been successful, then killed my father, and took over the rule of my system. We’re headed to take it back. We go to liberate not only the throne, but the oppressed beings of my home planet. We go to end senseless executions of innocent citizens, and to prevent future invasions of neighboring systems. My brother is a tyrant, and we go to end his reign of terror. Prepare yourselves for war. We leave for the gate in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Brawlt,” Dahkal said ten minutes later, “would you and Ensign Fraz be so kind as to get us underway?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Brawlt answered. He turned to Fraz in the copilot seat next to him. “Begin undocking procedures.” 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant,” Fraz replied and reached a segmented tentacle across his control panel. 
 
    Fraz was a Zangolorph. His race were tripod beings with hard exoskeletons. Their heads were bell-shaped, their fragile necks were completely encased by the overhang of their cranial carapace, and they could turn their heads 180 degrees in either direction. Two arms with manipulator hands protruded straight out from the center of the chest plate, and three four-foot, segmented, tentacle-like appendages that ended in small pincers lined both sides of the beings’ body. These came in very useful, as they were only around four feet in height. They were able to reach things they needed and could perform several tasks at once. They had solid yellow eyes that stuck out farther than their faces, and they didn’t have eyelids. Instead, an appendage embedded in the center of their head would rise up and unfold to wipe a thin layer of gel-like lubricant across their eyes. It was as involuntary to them as blinking was for other races. 
 
    “Docking ring disengaged,” Fraz said after a moment. 
 
    “Engaging forward thrust at minimal speed, sir,” Brawlt announced. “We’re clear of Merc’s Hub and officially underway.” 
 
    “Permission to enter the command center?” a voice asked from the entryway. 
 
    Dahkal looked over to see Captain Brink in the doorway at parade rest. “Permission granted, Captain Brink. Please, be my guest.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Brink replied and entered. He looked around the command center and appeared to be impressed. 
 
    “Captain,” Lieutenant Junior Grade Hunai said, “we have an incoming call from Salvage Title.” 
 
    Dahkal looked at Brink. “Looks like you came up here just in time.” He turned back to Hunai, who still waited patiently for his answer. “Put them on the main screen, please.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hunai replied and answered the call. 
 
    Harmon Tomeral appeared on the screen in his command chair. He waved and said, “Just wanted to wish you good luck and say I hope everything works out all right.” Harmon turned his gaze to Brink. “Captain Brink, you be careful and bring the Bolts back… in as close to one piece as you can.” 
 
    “Will do, sir,” Brink replied. “Dahkal’s brother doesn’t know what kind of trouble he’s in for. We’ll be back. Don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Harmon replied with smile. 
 
    Dahkal entered a few commands into the slate built into the armrest of his command chair. A second later, Harmon’s personal slate chimed. Dahkal smiled as a confused look crossed Harmon’s face. “That’s all the data we have on the Grithelaons. Everything from the environment, their political infrastructure, and their military. The last of the information was recorded three years prior to their gate closure. Even after we closed our gates off to the rest of the galaxy, we still kept an eye on our most dangerous neighbors. Until their self-inflicted extinction, they still had the codes to our gate, or at least we believed they did. The totality of the information dates back thousands of years. There may or may not be useable information in there for you, but I thought you might like to have it.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Harmon responded with a grin. “That’s awesome. We’ll definitely be able to use this information. If nothing else, we can become more educated about the planet’s history.” 
 
    Dahkal gave him a nod. “Thank you, Harmon. Thank you for everything.” He turned to regard Brink, then turned back to Harmon. “I’ll do my best to make sure your Bolts return to you safely.” 
 
    “Maybe even with a few new recruits,” Brink interjected with sly grin. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “I should have known you had additional motives.” 
 
    Brink shrugged. “Guilty as charged, sir. However, I may be crazy, but I’m not dumb. I wouldn’t talk to your warriors without your permission, though you can hardly blame me for trying.” 
 
    Harmon laughed from his end of the call and shook his head. “Insane. All of you.” 
 
    Clip appeared from the side. “Just so you guys know, you’re a ship of fools. Fools, I say. But I hope it all works out, man. Good luck.” He waved and walked back out of view. 
 
    Dahkal stood from his command chair. “President Tomeral, I hope we speak again in the near future under much different circumstances. But I need to get my crew and myself prepared for war.” 
 
    “Say no more,” Harmon replied and held a hand up. “I understand.” 
 
    “Thank you again,” Dahkal said. “Oh, one last thing, could you please inform the gate overwatch that we’ll be exiting the system in a rather… unorthodox manner?” 
 
    Harmons eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Dahkal flashed him a black grin. “You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Increase thrust to battle speed and turn us over,” Dahkal commanded. 
 
    Brawlt snapped his head around and blinked rapidly. “Sir?” He shook his head. “I know you like to implement that maneuver in our fighting, but this is a heavy battlecruiser. I really don’t see how it’s going to help us. I’m not questioning your command, but I am pretty confused right now.” 
 
    Dahkal steepled his fingers in front of his face and leaned back in his command chair with a smile. “It’s simple. We’re going to enter Sheinrah stern first.” 
 
    Brawlt’s large, red eye blinked even faster. “Ummm… o… kay… Why?” 
 
    “Strategy,” Ryan answered for Dahkal. 
 
    “Precisely,” Dahkal agreed with a nod. 
 
    Brawlt shook his head shrugged. “You’re the boss, boss. Increasing to battle speed and preparing to turn over.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Dahkal said. “Once you have us turned, angle the bow upward so our forward missile tubes can easily fire above the top the Sheinrah gate.” 
 
    Brawlt spun his head around again. “Say what? You want to fire over the gate?” He looked around and saw the stunned look on all the other officers’ faces. “Uh, I mean, Captain… sir…” 
 
    Dahkal did his best not to laugh at his friend. Brawlt was still getting used to proper military decorum again. “Yes, if we have to. My hope is that by coming in like this, we’ll catch the overwatch in my system by surprise. They won’t expect us to enter at this speed or orientation. We’ll be able to fire first… if it comes to that. I hope it won’t.” 
 
    “I hope not, either,” Reuan said as she entered the command center. “Hopefully the Sheingal on watch still have some honor left in them.” She pointed at Dahkal. “Your ugly face will certainly come as a surprise.” She walked over and took her place at the tactical officer’s station. The Pikith ensign she relieved stood and saluted. Dahkal dismissed her, and she left the command center. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander,” Dahkal greeted her. “Good of you to join us.” 
 
    Reuan gave him a dirty look and stuck her tongue out at him. “I don’t work here, so you can’t demote me for that. Anyway, I stopped by engineering to check on things. Ranga and his Leethog ran me out of there. They said they have things just the way they want them and for me not to touch anything.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and was about to say something when he was interrupted. 
 
    “Turnover complete, sir,” Brawlt called out. “Repositioning bow orientation, now.” A moment passed and he added, “Bow repositioned to fire forward missiles above the gate in the next system.” 
 
    Reuan checked her instruments. “Ten minutes until gate entry.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Fujiwhara disappeared through the gate and into alter-reality. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They went through the gate backward,” Clip said in a confused tone. 
 
    Harmon smiled and nodded. “Yup, they sure did.”  
 
    “What the frost for?” 
 
    “Dahkal’s smart. He knows his brother probably has a gate overwatch set up like we do. They’ll be positioned around the top part of the gate, so he’s got himself at an angle and speed he can fight them from. He’ll even be able to get the first shot off if he needs to.” 
 
    Clip processed the information for a moment and said, “Well, when you put it that way, it doesn’t seem so crazy.” 
 
    “Nope,” Harmon agreed. “That also gives me an idea of how to make our gate a little more secure.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal and Ryan stood at the head of the table in the war room of Fujiwhara. They were joined by Reuan, Brink, Alex, Monday, Muraingo, Phil, Zarmlon, and Garickle. Hovering in the center of the table was a three-dimensional, holographic rendition of the Sheinrah System. 
 
    “Besides the obvious threat of being fired upon by the overwatch squadron,” Dahkal began, “the spheres will be our next biggest threat.” 
 
    They were in the main conference room going over his invasion plans. With a finger, he circled a wide area of space filled with hundreds of tiny dots between the gate and his planet. The dots were positioned so they created a tunnel ships would have to travel through. “We have the proper codes to get through them safely, but they can also be manually triggered from Admiral Cortal’s ship or from Gortal’s command slate.” 
 
    “Spheres?” Muraingo asked. “What are those? Are they like defensive platforms?” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Exactly. They’re perfect spheres, thirty-six meters in diameter, armed with twenty of our most powerful missiles, and designed to fire in 360 degrees. The spheres and how they’re positioned are based on the idea of a large fleet invading our system. The fleet would have no escape in any direction. They’d have to know about the spheres and how they’re positioned to avoid them. But avoiding them would only cause suspicion. Not that anyone would know about them, though. Our system’s been closed for so long, that would be impossible. In any case, once the sensors detect an unauthorized vessel, the missiles are ejected. When the missiles reach a distance of twenty meters from the sphere, rocket boosters engage, and the missile reaches significant speeds. The warheads have their own tracking systems onboard, too, so they’re very accurate.” 
 
    “Damn,” Phil said. “Y’all set that up so it’s like shootin’ fish in a barrel.” 
 
    Dahkal raised an eye ridge. “Wouldn’t that ruin the barrel, let all the water leak out, and kill all the fish? Why wouldn’t you just scoop the fish out? Seems rather wasteful on many levels.” 
 
    Both Ryan and Phil shook their heads. “He just means you didn’t leave the enemy much chance of survival,” Ryan said. “The setup makes it easy to take them out quick.” 
 
    Dahkal stood up straight, spread his arms out, and nearly swatted Reuan in the process. “Then why the hell didn’t he just say that?” He shook his head. “You Humans and your damn sayings give me headaches. I’ve never had headaches before.” Everyone laughed at his frustration. He took a breath and continued. “Anyway, I think we’ll be all right. There were 462 active spheres when I left home.” He turned to Reuan. “Is that still an accurate count?” 
 
    Reuan nodded. “Yes. Gortal hasn’t been concerned about an enemy coming to our system because our gate’s private. His focus has been on ship and munitions production.” 
 
    “That’s over nine-thousand missiles,” Alex pointed out. “There’s no way we can survive if they’re activated.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned at him. “Then I guess it’s a good thing we have active imperial codes to use.” He looked at Reuan. “Did you find any new information on the smaller slate that fell out of his robes?” 
 
    Reuan nodded. “I found the same codes as before, but additionally, I found video and audio recordings of every call he’d ever made. He even had several recorded conversations with Gortal in there. He must have been building himself a backup plan in case things didn’t work out in his favor. I also found a few more bank accounts with credit built up in them. I transferred it all to the Emerald Dragons’ account.” 
 
    “Good work,” Dahkal replied. “We can use it in the future.” He looked back at the diagram. “Beyond the spheres, the challenge will become warships. There’s no telling how many will be in operation by the time we get there.” 
 
    “That’s where the loyalty of your admiral and his warriors is supposed to come in, right?” Brink asked with a hopeful look. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahkal answered. “My gut tells me we won’t have nearly the trouble everyone expects. There’ll be a battle, but I feel like we’ll have the upper hand.” 
 
    Brink ran and hand over his bald head. “I sure hope so. It’d be a shame to come all this way and not even get to drop.” 
 
    “Which brings me to the next phase,” Dahkal said and swapped the imagery to a layout of the planet and the palace grounds. “As you can see, the palace is enclosed by a fifty-foot stone wall. It was built with steel reinforcements and is very strong. It’s not withstand-orbital-missile-strikes strong, but it’s still built to last. Beyond the rear of the complex, there’s a cliff overlooking the ocean. There’s maybe a hundred feet of grass between the palace wall and the cliffs. It’s a three-hundred-foot drop to the beach below, or a three-hundred-foot climb, from the other perspective.” He looked at Monday and Brink. “You’ll be on the other perspective, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Monday studied the map. “You’re planning on a wet drop.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dahkal answered. “Here.” He pointed to a spot fifty miles offshore. 
 
    “There’s a problem with that,” Brink said. 
 
    “With water?” Dahkal asked. “I assumed your mechs would do fine in water, since you can operate in space.” 
 
    “That’s not what he means,” Monday interjected. “The cliffs are three hundred feet high.” 
 
    Dahkal didn’t understand what they were getting at. “Yeah, I said that earlier. Can’t you just use your bounding boosters to fly up?” 
 
    “We could,” Brink answered rubbing his chin, “but we’d run out of fuel before we reached the top. After we use them to make the fifty-mile trek through the ocean, we won’t have enough fuel left to get more than halfway up the cliff, and probably not even that high. Not to mention needing to recharge the mechs’ power cells. By the time we make it to the top of the cliff, they’ll just be huge lawn decorations.” 
 
    Reuan stepped up to the table and slapped Monday on the back. “Don’t worry. I have a solution for that. You’ll be able to make it to the top of the cliff and have enough fuel and charge to last through the battle.” 
 
    Monday and Brink both looked at her quizzically. 
 
    She gave them a sly wink. “Trust me.” 
 
    Brink smiled and replied, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Dahkal said. “There’s only a small set of gates at the rear of the palace and a few doors down the sides. However, all of them are sure to be surrounded by warriors by the time we get there. After securing the rear, Lieutenant Monday, you’ll lead half the Bolts up the east side of the palace. Captain Brink, you’ll lead the other half up the west.” He highlighted the areas on the outside of the palace walls. “There are platforms positioned at the main entrance gates, on both the east and west sides, and the rear of the palace. By the time we reach the planet, those platforms will be mounted with rotating anti-ship energy cannons.” 
 
    “Like the ones on Salvage Title?” Brink asked. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “No. That’s raw energy. Our cannons fire condensed balls of shield energy twelve feet in diameter. They can hit a ship in orbit. Those will be your targets. There’ll be crew-served lasers as well, along with shock troops, so you’ll have your work cut out for you. We need those cannons and lasers taken offline. But to accomplish that, you’ll have to get through the ground troops guarding them.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” Monday said. “Can we just kill the power source?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dahkal answered. “There are multiple powerplants located five stories under the palace. It’s possible, if you can get through the palace without getting killed by the imperial guards. In this instance, I think brute force might be the better way to go. Blast the machinery to bits. If you guys think infiltration is a better and more feasible plan when you get there, be my guest, and adjust your plans accordingly. Just don’t mess up my mother’s Rosanta bushes. If you do, may whatever gods you believe in help you.” 
 
    Brink laughed and said, “I’m not even going to ask about the bushes, but I have a Bolt who may be perfect for the power source job if the opportunity presents itself.”  
 
    Dahkal nodded and highlighted the south end of the complex. “This is the front of the palace. There’s a grand stone staircase that leads up to the main gates. The gates will most likely be closed and locked. That’s easy to fix; it’s getting there that’ll be hard.” He looked at Alex. “The south end will be your team’s responsibility, Lieutenant Commander. Your team will be the first to engage. My hope is the drones will catch them off guard and hold their attention long enough for Monday and Brink to gain the advantage. You have the same targets as the mechs, but you’ll also be under fire from fighters as you enter the airspace. I have no doubt of that. Reuan will be in the air with her gunship, providing support, along with the fighters from any ships that join our cause. 
 
    “Phil, Garickle, you’ll fly Winged Fury and drop Ryan and me off. Take out as many fighters as you can, and watch out for the energy cannons. Then you’ll assist Alex and his team in any way you can. General Brazal will most likely have tanks in the area as well. It’d be beneficial if you could relieve him of as many of those as possible. Remember, you only have twenty-two missiles. Use them wisely, and rely more on the lasers.” He pointed his finger at Phil and smiled. “Oh, and don’t wreck my ship. She has sentimental value to me.” 
 
    Phil grinned back at him. “I’ll do my best to keep her between the ditches, son.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “I’m going to assume that means ‘Okay.’” He switched the image on the table to that of Gortal. The massive brute had a smirk on his face and his war hammer braced on his shoulder. Dahkal leaned against the table and looked every individual in the eye before continuing in a cold, stern tone. 
 
    “None of you are, under any circumstances, to engage in combat with my brother. He will kill you.” He locked eyes with Muraingo a second time. “Make no mistake. If he was able to stand toe to toe with my father, then he’s been training, and he is very dangerous. Beyond that, it’s my duty alone to kill him. It’s my honor that’s been stolen, along with the honor of the Sheingal. It’ll be a Sheingal who kills him. That Sheingal will be me. And to answer the silent question you’re all asking… yes… it’s also because I want vengeance. You’re all welcome to challenge me on it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple hours after the briefing, Dahkal went down to the maintenance bay to work on his rifle and pistol before the upcoming battle. When he entered, what he saw left him in complete disbelief. Ryan and Monday were standing in the center of the bay, their feet surrounded by black score marks on the brand-new deck. He watched as Ryan readied the steel handle of his energy whip, activated it, and let the powered cable hit the floor, scoring it even more. He then lashed out with the whip to strike an empty lubricant can on a stand twelve feet ahead of them. The energy within the whip split the steel container in half on impact. The powered cable hit the floor again and created more score marks as he retracted it. 
 
    “Damn!” Monday yelled in defeat. “All right, best three out of five.” He proceeded to snap the second energy whip at another can set up next to the one Ryan had hit. Again, more score marks on the brand-new deck of the brand-new warship. 
 
    Dahkal couldn’t hold it back anymore. “What in damnation are you two doing?” he shouted. The two men jumped and spun around to look at him. He stomped forward like a parent toward mischievous hatchlings. They both had guilty looks on their faces. “You’re tearing up the deck! Don’t you two have better things to be doing right now?” 
 
    Ryan tucked the handle back into his belt. “Bro, we have to practice if we’re going to use these in a fight. I went to see if Monday needed any help getting his mech ready, but he’d already finished up. We came down here to practice.” 
 
    Monday offered his handle up. “Wanna give it a try?” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “You two are worse than a couple of hatchlings.” He turned to walk back out of the bay, then looked back at them. “You’re both going to replace those panels after the mission. You know that, right?” He waggled a finger at them. “And not with hover carts, magnets, drones, or anything modern. You’re going to do it the old-fashioned way. By hand.” 
 
    He walked away and grinned as he heard both men yell, “What? That’s not fair!” It was good to be the captain. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After numerous simulations with the drone squad, Alex felt like he needed to blow off some steam with a little physical activity. Dahkal had ordered everyone to take some downtime before emergence, so he figured a workout was precisely what the doctor ordered. Afterward, he’d grab a shower, some chow, and a nap. One of the first things you learned in the military was to eat and sleep every chance you got because you never knew when your next chance would be. 
 
    When he arrived at the training room, he stopped abruptly in the doorway and did his best to remain silent. Ryan was in there alone, doing something he’d never seen before. He stood before what looked like a rolled-up mat made out of little wooden sticks. It was about six feet tall and ten inches around. The roll was mounted vertically on a small stand on the floor. Ryan was motionless and appeared to be in deep concentration. He was dressed in a long robe with what looked like a sash around the waist tied in an intricate manner at his front. Tucked into the belt, sash, or whatever was Ryan’s katana. He wore no shoes. 
 
    Alex remained silent, careful not to disturb his friend, and curious to see what he would do. He’d heard Ryan and Monday had been yelled at for burning up the bay floor a couple hours earlier. He figured Ryan was blowing off a bit of steam with some training. He wasn’t exactly sure what kind of training it was, though. 
 
    Suddenly, faster than Alex could fathom, Ryan’s entire stance changed as he unsheathed his sword with an outward slash at an upward angle. As his strike reached its peak, Ryan again switched his stance and gripped the katana with both hands. His movements were as fluid as flowing water. Alex couldn’t believe how fast and graceful Ryan was. Before he knew it, Ryan had struck out with the katana three more times and sheathed his weapon. The entire action had taken less than a few seconds. 
 
    With great effort, Alex managed to remain silent as he continued to watch. Ryan said something in a language he didn’t understand, bowed to the roll of sticks, and exited the training room through a door on the opposite end. Alex hurried to the rolled-up mat, eager to see what had become of it. But as he got close, he couldn’t see where the katana had struck it. There didn’t appear to be any damage. 
 
    “Huh,” he mumbled. “Maybe he wasn’t trying to hit it. Maybe he was just working on control and speed.” 
 
    He reached out and put his hand on the top part of the roll. As soon as he put pressure on it, the entire thing collapsed to the floor. Five separate pieces, to be precise. Each time Ryan had swung, the blade had gone through the mat with surgical precision. 
 
    “No freaking way!” he gasped. “Okay, then. Lesson learned. Don’t screw with the resident ninja.” 
 
    “Samurai!” Ryan yelled from down the corridor. “Totally different from a ninja!” 
 
    “How the hell did you hear that?” Alex yelled. “Hey! Wait up!” He ran to catch Ryan, but he’d already entered the lift, and the door closed. Alex called another lift and took it up to the living quarters. Ryan was about to enter his room when Alex caught up to him. “Dude! That was crazy! How did you do that?” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “Years and years of hard work and training. And… a very special, very sharp blade.” He shrugged. “I’m still not as good as my old man, though. He can slice the wings off a fly with his eyes closed.” He motioned for Alex to follow him into his room. “Come on, I’ll show you something really cool.” 
 
    Alex didn’t hesitate, entering behind Ryan, who walked directly to an upright steel container with vertical double doors. It had two long handles on the front and a serious looking lock. Ryan pulled a key from a pocket and inserted it into the lock, then pressed his thumb to a small bio-scanner next to the lock. Hydraulic gears turned, and a loud hiss escaped the cabinet. Ryan pulled on the handles, and the doors opened. 
 
    Inside the container was something the likes of which Alex had never laid eyes on. As a matter of fact, very few people had seen what Ryan was showing him. Behind a thick layer of clear steel was an ancient set of armor. There were shoulder pads, shin guards, wrist gauntlets, chest armor, and a helmet. There was even a mask that went over the wearer’s face with very intricate carvings on it that looked like a snarling mouth. Everything appeared to be made from leather and some type of wood. 
 
    “It amazing,” Alex said. “It looks old. Very old.” 
 
    “That’s a vast understatement,” Ryan replied. “It’s as old as this.” He held up his katana and pointed to the scabbard. “See how the markings match? It all goes together.” 
 
    Alex narrowed his eyes. “But I thought your sword was like nine thousand years old or something. How could wooden armor last so long?” 
 
    “The same way the ancient Egyptians used to preserve bodies and other artifacts,” Ryan answered. “Very carefully, and with a great amount of effort.” He tapped the clear-steel casing. “This container is a vacuum. The armor hasn’t been exposed to fresh air for a very, very long time. As long as the vacuum remains sealed, the armor will remain intact. Like my katana, it’s been passed down from generation to generation. One day, I’ll pass it down to my own son, and him to his. Or daughter. There were female samurai, too. They were called onna-musha.” 
 
    Alex continued to stare in awe. “This is literally ancient history, Ryan. It’s incredible. Thank you for showing it to me. Has Dahkal seen it yet?” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Yeah, he saw it back on Pergus before we left.” He chuckled. “He pretty much had the same response as you.” 
 
    Alex noticed a sword stand next to the container. The top rack was empty, but the second and third racks contained sheathed blades that looked nearly identical to the katana. They were just smaller versions. He pointed at them and asked, “What are those? I’ve only ever seen you with the one sword.” 
 
    Ryan looked at the rack. His eyes seemed to glaze over for a moment, then returned to their normal dark brown. “The middle one is called a wakizashi, or ‘little sword.’ The one on the bottom is called a tanto. It’s more like a dagger than a sword. As those two and my katana are a matched set, the trio is traditionally referred to as a daishō.” 
 
    “That’s so cool,” Alex remarked. “How come you don’t carry all three of them?” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes darkened. “Traditionally, a samurai would carry all three weapons into battle with him. The wakizashi and tanto served as backup weapons, should something happen to the samurai’s katana.” He turned his eyes to the armor within the display case. “But at times they also serve a different purpose. A darker one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Ryan took a deep breath and slowly released it. “A ritual suicide called seppuku. Under extreme circumstances, a samurai would stab themselves in the abdomen and disembowel themselves with either the wakizashi or the tanto.” 
 
    “Suicide?” Alex’s eyes went wide. “Yeah, I’d say that’s a bit on the extreme side.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “You know how Dahkal talks about how honor matters to the Sheingal more than their own lives?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, that same belief is true for the samurai. Sheingal simply refer to their honor; with the samurai, it was a code of honor called bushido. If a samurai were to dishonor himself or his master by failing in a task or by being disobedient, he would perform the seppuku. To do so was considered a great act of bravery and would restore the samurai’s honor. A samurai would also perform the seppuku rather than surrender or be subjugated by their enemies in battle, to retain their dignity and loyalty to their lords. One of the most legendary acts of seppuku was committed by Shimizu Muneharu of the Mori clan. He did it right in front of his opponents and showed no hesitation or cowardice. He wouldn’t be taken prisoner. His honor and dignity meant more to him than his own life.” 
 
    He turned to face Alex, who couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “That’s why I don’t carry them.” His eyes became intense and his demeanor serious. “Because if I do, then I admit there’s a chance I might fail. That I might be taken prisoner.” He shook his head and looked at the weapons on the rack. “I can’t allow either to happen. By leaving them here, I give myself only two options. Win, or die fighting. Not on my knees.” He turned his gaze back on Alex. “I’m still standing here, Alexandro. Death and I have brushed against each other more than once. Dahkal can attest to that. But here I am, because I refuse to go down. I refuse to admit defeat, and I refuse to quit. I also refuse to resort to taking my own life. I respect what my ancestors did in their own time, but that’s not how I’m going out. No, if I die in battle, it’ll be at the hand of my enemy, not my own. And they’re going to have to earn that shit.” 
 
    He drew his katana and brandished the blade with the inscription facing Alex. “‘Honor in life brings glory in death.’ That’s what it says. And that’s what I’ll have. I believe there’s more honor in losing my life while fighting for others than there is in taking my own life just to save my honor. That’s selfish. I’d much rather die defending the ones I love than my own vanity. When my time comes, I’ll look my enemy in the eye, smile, and die a true warrior’s death. That may not be exactly how my ancestors did things, but it’s how I’m doing it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you think about it, sir?” Zarmlon asked Brink as she set his cup of krishta down in front of him. 
 
    He sipped the hot liquid gingerly before he answered. “It’s going to be a challenge. That’s all I know. In the past, we’ve fought beings we knew something about. We don’t know much about Sheingal… other than they’re dangerous as hell.” 
 
    Zarmlon straightened a stray hair that had fallen from her mohawk. “Then why fight so hard to be a part of this mission? We didn’t have to come. It isn’t even our fight. We could have just stayed home.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Brink replied. “We didn’t have to help Dahkal, and he would never have asked us to. But what would happen if we didn’t? What do you think would happened if he came alone and lost?” 
 
    Zarmlon didn’t answer, and he pointed a finger at her. “I’ll tell you what would happen. We’d have to fight them anyway. They’d find Salvage and come at us full force. Do you really think Gortal wouldn’t find out the old Grithelaon system is open now? It’s only two days from Sheinrah. Of course he would, and then he’d come after us. From what Harmon said Garlog told him, and what I know of Dahkal, Reuan, and their brother—” he shook his head “—we don’t want that fight. It’s best to take it to them by surprise than have them bring it to us by surprise. At least this way, we have one of their own leading us. He knows everything they’ll try to do in defense. Plus, I trust Dahkal’s judgment. He truly believes his beings will follow him. I can see it in his eyes when he says it. You don’t go around saying stuff like that on a whim.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal and Reuan spent as much time as they could educating the Bolts on the Sheingal anatomy and fighting style. If they were going to stand a chance, they’d need every available advantage. Due to a lack of time, most of the Bolts were unable to actually spar with Dahkal and Reuan, but they observed with great interest. None of them wanted to be mauled to death if it came down to a hand-to-hand fight, and the chances of that were high, as the Sheingal loved and preferred to fight hand to hand. They’d certainly fight with lasers and cannons and all the other, more modern weapons of war, but, if given the chance, they’d fight an opponent face to face. 
 
    The Taylahh and Withaloo could handle themselves, for the most part; they were close in size and strength to the average Sheingal. The additional armor would make up the difference and even the playing field. It was the Humans, Pikith, and other, smaller races Dahkal was worried about. He made sure several Humans and Pikith sparred with him. He showed them pressure points, major arteries, and weak points in the scales to pierce. It seemed a bit strange to teach other races how to kill your own kind, but it was necessary. The virtual training program Ranga had developed was also being used, allowing everyone to get a feel for what it was like to fight a Sheingal. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The command center was empty, other than the sleepless Sheingal sitting in the command chair. There was ten hours and some change left before Fujiwhara would exit alter-reality. Dahkal decided to give everyone time to rest, running the ship with a skeleton crew in short shifts. All hands were to report to duty two hours prior to emergence. He sat in his chair, deep in his own thoughts, as he watched the colorful swirls of alter-reality pass on the viewing screen. He was abruptly brought out of his daze.  
 
    “You in a trance?” Ryan stood next to him with his hands in his pockets, watching the screen as well. 
 
    “I didn’t hear you come in,” Dahkal answered in a soft tone. 
 
    Ryan gave him a half smile and nodded. “I noticed. That’s a pretty rare thing for you.” He walked around Dahkal’s command chair and sat in his own seat. “You all right? You seem a little out of sorts. I know we talked earlier… but still.” 
 
    “Not really,” Dahkal admitted. “I’m about to kill my brother and any Sheingal who stands in my way. It feels unnatural.” 
 
    Ryan pushed his bottom lip out and nodded slowly again. “I can see how that might have you a bit off.” 
 
    Dahkal leaned on the armrest closest to Ryan and looked at him. “You want to know the craziest part?” 
 
    Ryan smiled. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “I’ve been sitting here trying to think of a way to fix everything without killing him.” He rubbed his brow. “He’s my brother, Ryan. We grew up taking care of one another and watching each other’s backs. He’s saved my life, and I’ve saved his in the stupid situations we found ourselves in as hatchlings and adolescents.” He half-heartedly threw his hands in the air. “How the hell do you explain that? I should hate him. I do, to an extent. He killed our father, tried to have my sister killed, and put our entire civilization into turmoil.  
 
    “I know what needs to be done; I do. The fact still remains, he’s my brother. My blood. I love him and hate him all at the same time. But no matter what I come up with, it’s not good enough. He has to die. Plain and simple. The law demands it, the Sheingal will demand it, and honor demands it. It’s the only way. Yet, I still don’t relish the idea. Not in the sense that I would against another foe for the same crimes. Yes, I want vengeance, but the cost is so high.” 
 
    Ryan sat still and didn’t react immediately. After a moment, he said, “I wish I could tell you I understand, but I can’t.” He took a deep breath. “What I can say is, you’re the closest thing to a brother I’ve ever had, and if you went all berserk and killed a bunch of people, it would be hard for me to do what had to be done. I’d have to kill you… and I would. I wouldn’t stop loving the guy I knew as my brother, but I couldn’t let you get away with it, either.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Dahkal grunted. “It seems you understand better than you think.” 
 
    Ryan shrugged. “I think it boils down to, there’s a time to be Jekyll, and there’s a time to be Hyde.” 
 
    “Who?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Ryan leaned back in his chair. “Jekyll and Hyde are characters from an ancient story on Earth. Jekyll was an upstanding citizen, a doctor, but had horrible inner urges. He tried to create a potion that would cure him of his evil thoughts. Instead, it physically transformed him into what he most feared he’d become. The new guy called himself Mr. Hyde and would act out the worst of Dr. Jekyll’s darkest desires. He was like Jekyll’s alter-ego. Like, if you had one, I think it would be a raging dragon, and mine would be an ancient samurai.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head confused and wrinkled his snout. “So you want me to be evil? That doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “No, I don’t want you to be evil. I want you to take the reins off and let it all out when the time comes. Hyde is Jekyll without the restraints. Remember on Pergus when you thought I was dead? You went into a rage I can’t even describe. In that moment, you became Hyde. That’s what we’ll need against your brother. You can’t hold yourself back.” 
 
    He held up a hand before Dahkal could argue. “You know damn good and well you hold back all the time. You see other beings’ limits and try to make everything fair. Screw fair this time, man. That piece of crap killed your dad, killed Aarontal, forced your sister to do horrible things, tried to have her hunted down, and probably has your mom locked up in a tower somewhere. Oh, and let’s not forget, he started by trying to have you assassinated.” He chuckled. “I think it’s poetic justice that Garickle’s on our side now and helping us take him out.” He looked up at Dahkal. “Your father deserves that justice more than anyone. He died for nothing. Absolutely nothing. So… I say be the monstrous demon everyone sees when they first meet you. Let the monster loose and become his worst nightmare.” 
 
    Dahkal didn’t respond. The truth was, he didn’t have a response. He agreed with Ryan, but he didn’t need to say it. Ryan was only telling him what he already knew. He found it curious that both Reuan and Ryan had told him to become the nightmare. Perhaps they were right. He sighed. They were, and he knew it. He looked up at the emergence countdown. In less than ten hours, a monstrous nightmare would descend upon the malevolent tyrant of Sheinrah. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ten seconds until emergence!” Reuan called from her tactical position. 
 
    “All hands, prepare for emergence!” Dahkal commanded over the comm. “Bring shields to full power and ready all missile launchers!” 
 
    The clock ticked down to zero, then Fujiwhara exited alter-reality and entered Sheinrah. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Admiral, there’s been an emergence,” Brakanal called from his tactical station. 
 
    Admiral Cortal stood from his command chair aboard the dreadnought, Razal’s Rage. “Details please, Lieutenant. Is it Koshal?” 
 
    “It’s a warship, sir. They have their shields at full power and appear to ready for battle,” Brakanal replied. “My readings must be wrong, though.” He shook his head. “This shows the ship is a heavy battlecruiser and has characteristics of both Sheingal and Grithelaon technology. That’s impossible.” 
 
    Cortal narrowed his eyes. “Put it on screen, Ensign Naval.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Naval answered from his comm station. 
 
    The view screen switched from a view of the stars to a warship exiting the gate, stern first and angled in a position to fire. “Arm missiles!” Cortal shouted. “Sound the general alarm and prepare for battle! Comms, signal the other ships to do the same!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’ve spotted us!” Reuan announced. “They were set up on overwatch just like we thought.” Her voice got louder and held a hint of hope. “It’s Admiral Cortal in Razal’s Rage! He’s positioned in the center and has his usual squadron of two light battlecruisers and two missile frigates. They’re aligned to his port and starboard over the top of the gate. Why the hell would Gortal send a dreadnought to perform overwatch?” The entire command center went silent when the word “dreadnought” left Reuan’s mouth. 
 
    Dahkal growled, “Because he loves overkill, that’s why. Hunai, can you connect me to the dreadnought without needing permission? You said you worked on some new programs before.” 
 
    Hunai nodded. “Yes, Captain, I can. Video or audio only?” 
 
    “Video, please,” Dahkal replied and stood from his command chair. 
 
    The main screen activated, and Dahkal could see Cortal with his back to the screen as he yelled commands to his crew. 
 
    “Admiral Cortal!” Dahkal roared over the connection. 
 
    Unaware the comm system had been activated, the admiral spun and looked around his command center to see who’d yelled at him. When his eyes landed on the image of Dahkal, the color seemed to fade from his off-yellow scales, and his mouth gaped open. He stumbled forward and braced himself on the back of his command chair, visibly unsure of his footing. 
 
    “D-Dahkal…” he stammered. His eyes darted to Reuan on the other side of the screen. “Reuan… you… you’ve returned as well?” 
 
    Reuan turned to face him and stood straight with her hands behind her back. “Did you honestly believe I’d abandon everyone and run away? I left to find help. I found something much better.” 
 
    “Admiral Cortal,” Dahkal repeated, this time in a more dignified, yet still stern voice, “as the rightful emperor of Sheinrah, I order you to stand down immediately. You will lower your shields, safe your missile launchers, and you will surrender. If you do not comply, on the soul of my father, I will destroy you and your entire squadron for treason. I’m in no mood for games, Admiral. Do it now, or prepare to answer to my father in the next life.” 
 
    Cortal didn’t move or give out any commands, and the crew remained motionless. He released the grip on his chair and stepped closer to the screen with a look of disbelief. As he approached, he reached out a hand as if to try to touch Dahkal. He abruptly brought his hand back and touched his fingertips to his lower lip. In a voice not much louder than a whisper he said, “Is it really you? Have you truly come back to us?” 
 
    Dahkal took a deep breath. “Yes, Admiral. It’s me. I’ve come back.” He waved a hand toward his sister. “Thanks to Reuan. Now, please do as I’ve commanded.” 
 
    Cortal looked to his XO, then to the rest of his command crew. None offered him any advice. They stared back at him with bewildered looks. He turned back to Dahkal. “Your brother now sits on the throne, Dahkal. My orders come from him, and my loyalty lies with the emperor.” 
 
    Rage filled Dahkal’s heart. “He’s a false emperor, Cortal! My brother desecrates my father’s throne, spits in the face of our great empire, and sullies our honor with his lies and treachery!” Dahkal stomped closer toward the screen. “You were given a report stating I was killed in battle, and that made him the first heir—yes?” 
 
    Cortal looked at the floor in a frantic manner, then back at Dahkal. “Yes, I was. But… that must have been a mistake. You’re here now.” 
 
    “Mistake?” Dahkal growled. “It was a flat out lie! Gortal and Koshal conspired against the empire and paid a mercenary company to assassinate me. I defeated the mercenaries in combat and allowed one of them to live so he could claim his contract payment under the guise that I was dead. Walking around with a price on my head didn’t sound like a great idea at the time. I believed the contract holder to be a Human. I was wrong. Koshal held the contract by order and design of Gortal.” 
 
    Cortal shook his head in disbelief. “No, no, that can’t be. Koshal had all the appropriate documents. He had an official report full of information.” 
 
    “Don’t be naive, Admiral,” Dahkal pleaded. “You know Koshal was more than capable of forging such documents. He and Gortal fooled you. They fooled everyone. Gortal bided his time until the night of his choice. Then he killed our father and took the throne. You were there. You watched it happen. But it was all based on lies. He should have never taken the seat of power. He’s not your emperor, Cortal. He’s your enemy, and I’m your friend.” 
 
    Cortal eyed Dahkal for a few seconds and seemed to be trying to read his eyes. “You said, ‘Koshal was more than capable.’ Where is he now?” 
 
    Dahkal gave him a sinister black grin that made several of the officers on the dreadnought avert their eyes from the screen. “Dead. Floating somewhere in the depths of space beyond Kragtron’s gate. I took his wretched life myself… just as I will Gortal’s.” His grin faded. “Admiral, I could send you video evidence of everything, but instead, I’ll ask you a question. Do you recall what you said to me as I was leaving on my journey?” 
 
    Cortal looked off to the side in recollection before he responded. “I do. I told you I’d known since the day you hatched you were special and destined for greatness. That I and my warriors would be ready to follow your lead upon your return.” 
 
    “Look upon me, Admiral,” Dahkal exclaimed and spread his arms and wings. “I’m very much alive, and I’ve returned. Were your words hollow and empty, spoken only to appease the son of the emperor? Or were they the words of an honorable warrior, leader, and my mentor? I’ve come to set things right and liberate our beings from my brother’s awful rule and his cruel acts. Will you stand by your oath and follow me on the path back to honor? Or will you continue down the path of damnation and disgrace?” 
 
    Cortal stood as still as a stone statue. His eyes remained fixed on Dahkal. He neither blinked nor seemed to breathe for what felt like an eternity. Finally, the admiral closed his eyes and released a haggard breath. 
 
    “Gortal made fools of us all,” he muttered. “He fed us lies, and we swallowed them without thinking twice.” He bared his teeth and clenched his fists. “He stole the throne and killed my emperor… my friend! Not to mention all the innocent beings he’s executed for treason. He’s done nothing but commit murder over and over since you left.” He eyes burned with fury as he turned to his crew and yelled, “Stand down every station! Emperor Dahkal has given his orders, and we will follow them! Comms! Get the other captains on this call immediately!” 
 
     “All but one ship is disarmed,” Reuan said. “It’s the missile frigate to our portside.” 
 
    Dahkal watched as Cortal’s image shrank to the center of the screen as the four images of the other captains appeared around him. 
 
    “Drunal,” Cortal said, “You were ordered to stand down. Do so now!” 
 
    Drunal sneered into the screen. “He’s no emperor! He’s the long lost failure of Shein! Weak, like his father! We follow the rule of Emperor Gortal, not this imposter!” His image went blank. 
 
    Reuan yelled, “They’ve launched missiles! Twenty inbound!” 
 
    “Fire defensive missiles and activate the defensive lasers!” Dahkal ordered. 
 
    “Aye, sir!” Ensign Chick answered. She kept her third eye on the upper screen while her other two scanned her lower instruments. “Defensive missiles away! Defensive lasers activated!” 
 
    Admiral Cortal yelled orders on his end as well. “Fire all starboard missiles at Inferno!” 
 
    “Fourteen incoming missiles destroyed!” Reuan announced. “Six more still inbound! Defensive lasers engaging! All missiles destroyed. Zero impacts.” 
 
    Over the comms, Cortal’s tactical officer announced, “Inferno has been destroyed. Seventeen of twenty-five missiles impacted. All debris is drifting away from the gate and poses no threat.” 
 
    “As you can probably guess by now,” Cortal said as he turned to face Dahkal again, “we’re with you, Emperor Dahkal.” 
 
    He stood at attention and snapped his arm over his chest in a solid salute. The clank of his gauntlet smacking into his chestplate reverberated through the command center of Fujiwhara. The remaining three captains on the screen mimicked the action, along with all their bridge crew members. In unison, they shouted, “For honor and empire!” 
 
    Dahkal returned the salute and repeated, “For honor and empire.” 
 
    “What would you have us do, Emperor?” Cortal asked, still at attention. 
 
    Dahkal wanted to tell Cortal to call him by his name rather than “Emperor,” but things were changing now, and he had to go with it. Now wasn’t the time to become lax or worry about trivial things. 
 
    “Admiral, I need to get down to the planet. How many ships are in operation right now? And how many do you believe will be sympathetic to our cause?” 
 
    Admiral Cortal spoke with his XO before he answered. “I have 137 ships currently in use and fully crewed. That’s not counting the hybrid ships, only Sheingal warships. The hybrids are all in dormant mode, adrift in the orbital shipyards. Sixty-four ships are close enough to engage us by the time we reach the planet. The rest are crewed by new hands and are on deep space training missions. They won’t be an issue. As for how many will join us, I believe the majority will follow you, Emperor.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “That would be a great advantage. There’s no way we can take on the entire fleet with five ships. Not even with my new one and your dreadnought.” 
 
    Reuan called from her station, her eyes wide in horror. “Dahkal, you better come look at this.” 
 
    Dahkal walked to Reuan’s console and looked at the readings. He looked up with a great deal of concern in his eyes. “Admiral, I’m counting six Devastator-class ships positioned beyond the spheres. You can imagine my concern.” 
 
    Cortal nodded. “I can, sire. However, they aren’t a threat. They’re void of crew and in orbit via autopilot.” 
 
    Ryan asked, “What’s a Devastator-class ship?” He walked over and looked at the console for himself. “They look like huge handguns, judging by the scans. That’s how they’re shaped, anyway. Can’t be very maneuverable.” 
 
    “Death ships,” Dahkal answered. “They’re ships that bring nothing but death and destruction. It looks like a gun because essentially that’s what it is. It’s like a massive railgun and fires a solid, corvette-sized round of Sheingalian steel. A dozen massive electromagnetic accelerators mounted topside of the ship steadily increase the round’s velocity the entire length of the barrel. The round exits at supersonic speed and destroys whatever’s in the way. 
 
    “Zero gravity, electromagnetism, and automated systems are used to chamber each round, which are stored in the lower half that resembles the grip of a firearm. One of its weaknesses is it takes several minutes to reload a round. Life support and gravity are only available in a small section of the ship. It only takes a dozen or so warriors to operate them. As far as maneuvering, they’re more like platforms. They have powerful shielding, but lack any real ability to avoid fire. There are defensive lasers and defensive missile tubes, but only a limited number. In the past, they were used to destroy weaponized space stations and slow maneuvering ships such as a dreadnought. As if one isn’t bad enough, Devastators are designed to lock to one another and sync up their systems. If Gortal has six of them, he could potentially fire six rounds simultaneously.” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes widened, and his mouth dropped. “A corvette-sized kinetic round. Holy crap. Yeah, I can see that taking out a station or a ship in one shot.” 
 
    Dahkal continued in a grave tone, “They’re capable of so much worse, Ryan. Planetary bombardment. The result was catastrophic. All the destructive power of nuclear weapons, and none of the fallout. Hundreds of thousands lost their lives in the madness. Most were innocent, non-military beings who were later listed as ‘casualties of war.’ Now imagine what a set of six interlocked ships could do to a planet. If an ocean were targeted, entire continents would be washed away.” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen documentation of a round being destroyed once fired. Thankfully, the ships were dismantled after the genocide incident and never put into production again. Until now.” He turned back to Cortal. “You’re sure they aren’t operational?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cortal answered. “As I said, they’re in orbit on autopilot.” 
 
    “Good,” Dahkal responded. “Let’s pray they stay that way. Admiral, before we move further into the system, I need any spare armor you have sent over to my ship. I have warriors who need new armor, but I need the raw material to produce it. The armor they currently have won’t be strong enough.” 
 
    “Done,” Cortal said. “We have plenty, as you already know. Each ship will contribute, and shuttles will make drops as we head for the planet.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dahkal responded. He held up a finger as something occurred to him. “Admiral, do you still have my personal crate on board? I don’t recall having had it unloaded since my last tour with you.” 
 
    Cortal nodded. “I do, Emperor. It’s still in the armory. I’ll send it over in the shuttle.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned. “Excellent.” He looked at Brawlt and Fraz. “Lieutenant, if you and the ensign would slow us, it would make the transfer much easier. Once the transfers are complete, please bring us back up to battle speed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the two pilots answered together. 
 
    “Before you go,” Cortal said, “did I hear you correctly before? I thought I heard you say you’d destroy not only my dreadnought, but my entire squadron with your single ship if I didn’t comply. Is that what you said?” There was a hint of amusement in his voice. 
 
    Dahkal grinned and crossed his arms. “That’s exactly what you heard, Admiral.” 
 
    Cortal grinned back at Dahkal and chuckled. “I thought so. You’re truly your father’s son.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Emperor Gortal!” yelled Seritan, one of the council members, in a frantic voice as she barged into Gortal’s training room. “A ship has emerged through the gate!” 
 
    Gortal ceased his training and turned to her. “Is it Koshal? He’s scheduled for arrival sometime between yesterday and tomorrow.” 
 
    Seritan shook her pink head. “No, Emperor, I don’t believe it is. It’s a warship! And it came in at an odd angle. Inferno attacked it, then Razal’s Rage destroyed Inferno!” 
 
    Gortal growled and punched the training dummy, knocking the head off. “Damn Cortal! It’s Reuan! She must somehow have overpowered Koshal and his guards and obtained a ship. Either that, or she hired a mercenary company.” He glared at Seritan. “You said Cortal’s ship destroyed Drunal’s?” 
 
    Seritan nodded. “Yes, Emperor.” 
 
    Gortal harumphed. “That means he’s taken Reuan’s side. Did Drunal manage to send a transmission before he was destroyed? I placed him in Cortal’s squadron to keep me apprised of everything Cortal did. It seems I was right not to trust him.” 
 
    “No transmissions have been received, sire,” Seritan replied. “Maran is down in the city, and Koshal was out of the system, so I was the one notified to tell you.” 
 
    Gortal’s personal slate began to ring on the table next to her. She snatched it up and ran it over to him. He took it from her without a word and answered it to see General Brazal on the other end. “General, why is a council member informing me of the incident and not you? You should have called me immediately!” 
 
    “My apologies, Emperor,” Brazal replied. “I’ve only just been informed myself. I called you as soon as I heard. I’ve already reprimanded the specialist for not making me his first call. The council doesn’t deal with acts of war. I’ve begun the process of fortifying the palace. The cannons and crew-served lasers are being set into place. I’ve ordered a company of warriors to both the east and west sides of the palace, as well as a brigade of three hundred to the main entrance. We’ll have nearly five hundred strong guarding the palace, not including the teams operating the cannons and lasers, or the hover tanks I’ll have patrolling the grounds.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Gortal asked in less than impressed tone. “Where are the rest of our warriors?” 
 
    Brazal swallowed hard before answering. “Sire, we have two hundred ground warriors on each warship, accounting for approximately twenty thousand troops. Additionally, we have another two hundred fifty thousand on the other side of the planet, still in basic training and unprepared for battle, along with their instructors. Those are the beings who were brought in due to the new regulations. I’ve got another five thousand on alert should we need them as reinforcements. I thought it best not to show our true numbers until necessary.” 
 
    “Our military might is one and a half million, Brazal,” Gortal growled through the connection. “Where… are… my… warriors?” 
 
    Brazal cleared his throat and wiped his brow. “Sire, you must understand, that number includes both the ground and arial forces. It takes many beings to run and maintain a ship. A dreadnought requires three thousand hands and, additionally, carries more than the basic two hundred ground troops. We have 137 total ships currently in operation. The number of fighter pilots on each ship also comes into play. There are fighters here on the ground as well. Then you must factor in that not every being in the military is in a combat position. Many are clerical workers, engineers, mechanics, and other positions that never see combat, but are quite essential, right down to the being who takes out the trash.” 
 
    Gortal’s nostrils flared with anger. “Just get the grounds secured! I want those energy cannons operational long before those ships arrive! I doubt they’ll make it past the rest of the fleet, but Reuan was never supposed to come back in force, either. I want to be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor,” Brazal replied. “Right away.” 
 
    Gortal ended the connection and turned to Seritan. “Find Barronal. He went on leave two days ago to the southeastern islands. I need him back here. Now!” 
 
    Seritan saluted, bowed, and scurried away. Her pink tail slashed back and forth furiously as she ran. Gortal activated his slate again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hunai leaned closer to his panel to study the identification of the comm device that was attempting to connect with the ship. “Captain, I believe someone is hailing us. I don’t recognize the sequence, though.” 
 
    Dahkal approached and looked over Hunai’s shoulder. His blood ran cold, and he clenched his jaw in anger. “It’s Gortal.” He turned to Reuan. “Take his call and play the part of captain. I’d prefer he not know of my presence.” He turned back to Hunai. “Send an encrypted message to the other four ships not to give away that I’m here. I want him off guard. He’ll be overconfident and cocky if he believes Reuan’s alone.” 
 
    Hunai nodded. “Yes, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal stepped outside the command center, and Reuan sat in the command chair. She gave Hunai the signal, and he answered the call. Gortal’s angry red face appeared on the view screen. In a mock tone, she said, “Hello, brother.” 
 
    Gortal’s features softened, and he flashed his yellow-tinted teeth with an arrogant smile. “Why, hello there, little sister. How nice of you to drop by and see the family. We thought you’d abandoned us.” 
 
    Reuan narrowed her eyes at him. “I didn’t abandon anyone. You ripped our family and empire to shreds from the inside out. I went to find help, and now I’m back to give you what you deserve.” 
 
    Roaring laughter erupted over the comm, and Gortal wiped a tear from one eye. “You? You think you can take me on? That’s adorably hilarious.” He chuckled a few more times, then added, “You’ll never make it through the spheres, much less the armada of ships that awaits you. That’s a good thing, though. I’d rather not kill a second family member with my bare hands… not in such a short period of time, anyway. Did you know Drunal was a distant cousin of ours?” He tapped his chin in thought. “I believe he was from Veenan’s mate’s side of the family. Oh, well, no matter. He’s dead now, thanks to you. Cortal may have fired the missiles, but it was because of you.” 
 
    Reuan slammed her fists down on the armrests. “He fired first! I defended myself, and Cortal did what was necessary. Drunal can answer for his mistakes in the next life. That guilt doesn’t rest on my shoulders.” She dug her claws into the steel of the chair and leaned forward. “You’ll soon suffer a far worse fate than he did, brother. I guarantee it.” 
 
    Gortal gave her an endearing smile. “I do so admire your confidence and ambition, Reuan. It’s a shame it’s all been wasted. Even with Cortal and his ships, you don’t stand a chance. They can’t protect you from the spheres without being destroyed themselves. And if by some miracle you do make it through, you’ll be destroyed by the rest of the fleet.” He appeared to have a realization and asked, “May I ask where Koshal is?” His eyes scanned over the command center. “I don’t see him anywhere among your new beings.” 
 
    “Dead,” Reuan replied in a cold voice. “I killed him, along with his guards. I sold his ship, put a down payment on this cruiser, then hired a crew. Why? Do you miss him?” 
 
    Gortal laughed again and waved a dismissive hand. “Not in the least. I was going to kill him anyway. He’d served his purpose and was no longer useful. I grew tired of his politics and how he was always pestering me to do things his way. Thank you for saving me the trouble.” He looked off to the side with a quick sigh, then looked back at her. “Well, it was nice to speak with you one last time, but I fear this is our last farewell, dear little sister. Die well.” 
 
    The comm cut out, and Hunai held a hand in the air to keep everyone silent. After a moment, he gave a quick nod and said, “All right, the connection is cut, and we’re secure.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What an ass!” Ryan shouted from his XO seat. 
 
    Dahkal re-entered the command center, looked at him, and replied, “You have no idea. Hunai, can you get the admiral and other captains on the comm, please?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hunai answered. “I took the liberty of streaming the call to their ships as well, so they are all up to date. Your brother will be none the wiser.” 
 
    Dahkal gave him a nod of approval. “Well done.” He turned to his sister. “You as well.” A second later, the admiral and three captains were on the screen. 
 
    “He’s not wrong about the spheres,” Cortal said, getting right to the point. “We can’t give you our codes, because only one ship at a time can broadcast the same code.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” Dahkal replied. “My code is still active. Koshal’s was as well before we left. It still should be unless he deactivates it.” 
 
    Cortal shook his head. “Not possible. He needs his, Brazal, and my biometric authorization to activate or deactivate a code. The only ones that don’t require this are the general public and commercial codes for day to day incoming and outgoing traffic—not that we actually have any. Anything official or of an imperial or military nature requires all three of us.” 
 
    Dahkal hadn’t known that. “That must be something you learn after you become emperor.” 
 
    Cortal smiled. “It is. Gortal forced us to deactivate Reuan’s code, along with your father’s, but he never said anything about yours, so I didn’t push the issue. I guess in the back of my mind, I always knew it would be needed in the future.”  
 
    “And what about the master slate?” Reuan asked. “Gortal can manually activate the spheres even if we project the right codes. 
 
    “Yes,” Cortal replied, “but I can cancel his order from my own slate. That’s a safety precaution built in by Draktal. He felt like there should be a kill switch in case of an accidental launch. Gortal isn’t aware of this. I never told him.” His expression became thoughtful, and he added, “There’s something else you should be aware of, Emperor.” 
 
    Dahkal lowered his head. “What now? We’re already pretty much in the worst-case scenario.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Cortal replied. “Well, I guess we are, you just aren’t aware of it yet. Have you scanned the spheres?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reuan answered. “What of them?” 
 
    Cortal gave her a half smile. “Did you happen to count them?” 
 
    Reuan shook her head. “No. Why would I? There should be a little over four hundred.” 
 
    “That was the number when you left,” Cortal replied. “Three days after I took my post on gate overwatch, your brother had every single reserve sphere added to the field. He even took the ones we drop from ships during battle and had additional ones built. Where there were once hundreds, there are now thousands. I found it quite humorous, since he’d recently told me he wasn’t worried about an invading force. It seems he was being less than truthful. In any case, of the four-day journey back to the planet, three of them will be spent inside the spheres.” 
 
    Ryan ran over to the tactical station with Reuan and brought up the sensor scans. Another command caused a three-dimensional projection to appear over the console. “Damn,” he exclaimed. “He’s right. They’re everywhere.” He walked back over to stand with Dahkal and regarded Cortal. “Thanks for the heads up. I don’t think it’s going to make much of a difference. Four hundred or four thousand… either way, it would really suck if they activated and attacked us. But it’s nice knowing what you’re up against.” He shrugged. “Good thing we have a couple codes to choose from. I can’t wait to get down there and kick some ass.” 
 
    Cortal cocked his head as he studied Ryan. “You’re a Human. Forgive me, but I’ve never met one of your kind before. You look rather frail to be going up against Sheingal warriors, yet you seem quite confident.” 
 
    Ryan stood straight and squared his shoulders. “I’m not as frail as I appear, Admiral. You’d be wise not to judge a book by its cover.” 
 
    Dahkal smirked. “I got that one right earlier. With the Joongee.” 
 
    Ryan looked at him in confusion. “What?” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “Nothing, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Ryan continued, “humans are tougher than we look, Admiral, and more dangerous than you think.” He shrugged again. “Besides, we’re not all Humans. Your so-called emperor is in for one hell of a surprise when we get there.” 
 
    Cortal looked from Ryan to Dahkal with a smile. “I like this one. He has a fighting spirit and a fire in his belly.” He pointed to Ryan’s katana. “He even carries a sword like you and I do.” 
 
    Dahkal responded, approval and pride in his tone, “That he does. We’ve fought together many times since I left. I trust him with my life and the lives of those I love. This is my executive officer, best friend, and brother, Commander Ryan Yamamoto.” 
 
    Cortal saluted Ryan and bowed slightly. “It’s a pleasure, Commander Ryan Yamamoto. If Emperor Dahkal puts his trust in you, then so shall I.” 
 
    Ryan returned the salute and bowed lower than the admiral. “The pleasure is mine, sir. I’m honored to be in your system and to fight for the honor and freedom of the Sheingal.” 
 
    Cortal waved a hand around the screen to indicate the other captains. “Allow me to introduce my remaining ship captains, Commander Yamamoto. I apologize for not doing so earlier. It slipped my mind in all the excitement of firing on one of my own ships. Captain Armanal of the light battlecruiser Lifewater.” A periwinkle male saluted with a nod. “Captain Treeval of the missile frigate Boomer.” A rotund, blue male with a large grin saluted. 
 
    Ryan smiled. “Boomer? You named your ship Boomer?” 
 
    Captain Treeval’s grin enlarged, and he shrugged dramatically. “It’s a missile frigate. We make things go boom.” 
 
    Ryan chuckled and shook his head. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Cortal continued. “And last but never least, Captain Briean of the light battlecruiser Sunset.” A female with deep reddish-orange scales saluted and smiled at Ryan. 
 
    Dahkal, Ryan, and Reuan returned the salute. “It’s good to see you all again,” Dahkal said. “Though I must admit, I didn’t expect to see any of you for at least a few more decades.” 
 
    Armanal shrugged. “Times are crazy.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “You can say that again.” 
 
    “Now that we’re a bit more established here,” Reuan interrupted, “I’m going down to work on the Bolts’ armor and a few other things we need. Let me know if you need me.” She turned to Cortal and saluted. “Thank you for choosing the path of honor, Admiral. It’s good to have you back on my side again.” 
 
    Cortal appeared to stifle a gasp at Reuan’s comment. “My dear,” he said, “I was never against you. Please know that.” 
 
    Reuan smiled. “I do, and I understand the position you were in. I was there, too.” She looked at Dahkal. “May I be dismissed, Captain?” 
 
    “Dismissed,” Dahkal answered with a nod. 
 
    Briean motioned that she wanted to speak. “Yes?” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “Sir, shouldn’t we be calling the other ships to persuade them to join us?” she asked. “We can’t successfully fight them all.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “No. I want the element of surprise in the heat of the moment. It came as a shock to you all to see me alive, did it not?” They acknowledged that it had. “I could have made a call through the gate and given you all a heads up, but that would have backfired on me. Gortal would have found out and been completely prepared for anything I brought through the gate. Besides that, it wouldn’t have been hard for him to convince everyone the call was digital trickery or something along those lines. Element of surprise is also part of the reason I didn’t bring a fleet with me. Sometimes, less is more. Instead, I had this ship built and came as only one, confident my fellow Sheingal would follow the path of honor. Now we are five. Soon, we’ll be many. You’re all living proof I was right.” Every captain nodded. They understood, as all Sheingal shared the same core belief. Honor above all else. 
 
    “Your ship’s perplexing, Emperor,” Treeval said. “The scans indicate it’s of both Sheingal and Grithelaon design. That seems impossible. No Grithelaon ships exist outside their system, that we know of, and their gate has been long closed.” 
 
    “It was closed,” Dahkal corrected. “The system goes by a new name now. Salvage System. A Human by the name of Harmon Tomeral owns and operates it. He’s my friend and ally. Soon, he’ll be an ally to the entire system of Sheinrah—once we settle our internal issues.” 
 
    “Do the Grithelaon still live?” Cortal asked. 
 
    “No,” Dahkal answered. “Their civilization died out. How the system was reopened, and all the events that led me to this moment, is a long story.” 
 
    “Well,” Cortal said, “we’ve got a few hours until we reach the sphere field. Tell us all you can.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reuan was down in the replicator room scanning the remaining Bolt members who hadn’t been through the process yet. She had to design their new armor in a precise manner so it could be worn inside their mechs. Monday’s had to be remade, as well. His original one had been designed to be stored in a compartment until it was needed. Her new design was more form-fitting and sleek, allowing a being to comfortably operate their war machine while still providing the same amount of protection. 
 
    “Where do you want this crate?” a deep voice asked from behind her. “I don’t think it’s part of the spare material.” 
 
    She turned to see a male Withaloo pulling a large black crate on a hover cart. The rank on his uniform indicated he was a private, and his name patch read Farnith. Emblazed on the container’s lid was the Sheingal imperial crest. Beneath that was Dahkal’s name in Sheingalian text. “That one goes to the captain’s quarters, please.” She held out her slate to him. “Place your palm on my slate, please.” He did as she asked, and the slate scanned his palm print. “There, now when you get there, place your hand on the panel, and it’ll give you access to his quarters a single time.” 
 
    Private Farnith’s eyes got as big as saucers. “Ma’am, perhaps we should ask the captain if he minds me going in there first. I don’t think he would appreciate uninvited guests in his quarters without his presence.” 
 
    Reuan gave a halfhearted laugh. “It’s fine, Private. He won’t care. He’s expecting this crate. Don’t worry. Just take it up, deliver it, then come back and help finish loading the material into the replicators.” 
 
    Private Farnith nodded his huge head. “Yes, ma’am.” He began pulling the cart in the direction of the lift, and Reuan went back to work on her project. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell is Barronal?” Gortal demanded. Seritan was cowering on her knees to his side, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Have you talked to him yet? He hasn’t answered any of my calls!” 
 
    She sniffled and shook her head. “I don’t know, sire. I’ve tried calling his slate at least fifty times, and he hasn’t answered. The tracking system shows he’s on the smallest of the islands, but he isn’t taking the call.” 
 
    Gortal growled in anger and smashed the golden chalice next to his dinner. The table rattled and nearly buckled under the blow. He pointed a finger in her face and spoke in a low, menacing tone through gritted teeth. “Go… find… him… now. I don’t want to see your face again unless Barronal’s is beside it! Take a shuttle and go fetch him. I need him in his ship yesterday!” 
 
    Seritan fidgeted her hands in front of herself and slightly leaned forward and back again on her knees in anxiety. “Y-y-yes, E-e-emper-or,” she stammered, saluted, stood clumsily, and hurried away. 
 
    Gortal shook his head and looked at his crushed chalice. “Good job, idiot,” he grumbled. He grabbed the decanter and drank directly from it instead. He snatched a handful of meat from his plate and threw it in his mouth. As he chewed, he said, “Are you going to eat or just starve to death? I’m getting to the point where I really don’t care anymore.” 
 
    Shaelan glared at him from her place at the other end of the table. In an emotionless tone, she replied, “Your sister’s returned, and you’re afraid.” 
 
    A bone, half stripped of meat, dropped onto Gortal’s plate as he released it halfway to his mouth. “So, you speak now? Weeks of nothing but me trying to get you to talk, and now’s the time you choose to remember your voice? Just like before, it takes any other of your hatchlings but me to get anything out of you.” 
 
    Anger sparked in Shaelan’s eyes. She lunged forward in her chair and grabbed the edges of the table. “My other hatchlings didn’t kill their father in cold blood! My other hatchlings didn’t put out an order to apprehend their own sister so they could execute her. My other hatchlings didn’t kill poor Aarontal for doing what was right and honorable! My other hatchlings aren’t a disgrace to this empire and didn’t bring disgrace and dishonor to the throne, or our bloodline!” 
 
    She pointed a finger at him as she continued to yell. “It was you! You are the one who did all those horrible things! So don’t expect me to forgive and forget everything you’ve taken from me!” She stood and grabbed the chain attached to her ankle. “You’ve turned me into a prisoner and taken away any freedom I had left!” 
 
    Gortal’s massive hand smashed down on the tabletop. “You turned yourself into a prisoner when you tried to escape the palace grounds! You had permission to go anywhere you wanted under the guards’ supervision, but no. You faked wanting to visit the library and tried to run.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow spoke in a malicious voice as he continued. “And yes, I did all those things. I did what was necessary to make this empire strong again. As soon as my troops are fully trained, we’ll begin conquering the neighboring systems. The galaxy will once again fear the Sheingal Empire, for we will be strong. You say I’m afraid. I say I have nothing to fear. Reuan is nothing but a speck of dust about to be blown away in the wind.” 
 
    Shaelan lowered her voice and narrowed her eyes at Gortal. “Then why are you so desperate to get Barronal to his ship? Why aren’t you up there in your own ship, headed to meet her in battle? Why do you not lead from the front lines as all emperors of the past have done?” She sneered at him. “It’s because you’re a coward. You’re afraid you’ll fail because you’re not as strong as you’d like everyone to believe. You’re big, mean, and physically strong, but you lack mental and emotional strength. That’s why you always lost to Dahkal and Draktal. They were twice the leaders you could ever hope to be.” 
 
    The table flew across the room and shattered against the wall. Food, plating, and splintered wood littered the floor. Gortal stomped toward her in a fit of rage and roared, “I’m ten times the leader those weaklings were!” His breathing was rapid and laborious, and his hands were balled into massive fists at his sides. He felt as if he might explode from the anger building up within him. 
 
    “You see?” Shaelan asked in a calm voice. She waved a hand at the mess on the floor, then to him. “You can barely contain yourself against only me.” She shook her head. “Your father should never have hesitated. You didn’t deserve to beat him. He didn’t deserve such a senseless death.” 
 
    Gortal pointed a finger at her, but the words wouldn’t come. She was stone and impenetrable. There was nothing he could do or say to hurt her more than she already was. He dropped his hand, growled, turned, and stormed out of the room. He slammed the door behind him. “She goes nowhere,” he growled to the two guards, then stomped away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So far, so good,” Ryan said. “We’re halfway through this giant tunnel of death, and we haven’t been blown up yet.” He looked up at Dahkal and patted him on the shoulder. “Looks like being dead was good for you after all.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “You’re annoying, but you’re right.” He turned to the tactical officer. “Ensign Eleanor, can you give me an update on the ships waiting outside the spheres?” 
 
    Eleanor, a female Pikith, spun her head quickly and answered, “Yes, sir, uhhh Captain, err Emperor, ugh, sorry. I’m still not sure how to answer you. I was a sergeant before I got promoted to ensign, and I’m still not sure how to answer everyone. This whole officer thing is pretty weird, but yes, I can definitely give you an update.” 
 
    A laugh escaped Dahkal, and he said, “Calm down, Ensign; no need to get worked up. Captain or sir is fine.” 
 
    “Ok, awesome, uh, sir,” Eleanor replied. Her purple fingers flew across her station as she collected the data. “It looks like all sixty-four ships are out there waiting for us. The six Devastator-class ships haven’t moved. It also looks like there’s been some movement on the planet. Wow, these sensors are crazy awesome to be able to take readings from this far away. Looks like the big cannons you told us about, crew-served lasers, roaming tanks, fighters prepped on the tarmac, and all kinds of life signs around the palace. They’ve got it pretty well covered. The outer city limits are clear, though. It’s like they didn’t think we’d come through there once we hit the ground.” 
 
    “Gortal is narrow-minded and only sees what’s in front of him,” Dahkal responded. “The bigger picture eludes him. How many troops would you say are positioned around the walls?” 
 
    Eleanor squinted her eyes in thought as she estimated the count. “I would say at least five hundred total, sir.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Dahkal said and rubbed the pointed nodes at the end of his chin. “The infantry has more than five thousand.” 
 
    Ryan stood walked over and looked at the data. “Hey, what’s the average number of beings in a household on your planet?” 
 
    Dahkal tilted his head side to side as he thought. “Three, sometimes four. Most mated pairs only have one hatchling at a time. Due to our longer life spans, we tend not to have a lot of offspring. Our planet would soon be overpopulated, and we’d need to find somewhere else to live. It’s not a rule or anything, it just sort of happened that way. The imperial family usually has more than one hatchling for the sake of a surviving heir. Families who earn more credit will have more sometimes as well. The poorer beings almost never have more than one but, generally speaking, you’ll only find one or two hatchlings in a home at one time.” 
 
    Ryan wrinkled his nose. “There are two more class-M planets in your system according to the data. Just move to one of them and have as many kids as you want.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “Not an option. Terrook is an ice planet that maintains a temperature of eight degrees below freezing at the equator year round. Sheingal don’t do cold weather. The other planet is Doraag. The environment is between that of Shein and Earth.” 
 
    Ryan looked confused. “What’s the problem with Doraag?” 
 
    “It’s been claimed,” Dahkal replied. “Monstrous beasts roam the planet in great numbers. Beasts even the Sheingal fear. There used to be a hunting party every decade. The best and bravest warriors would travel to the planet in hopes of taking one as a trophy. My father ended the tradition when the hunting parties didn’t return five decades in a row. Rescue attempts were made, but no survivors were ever found.” 
 
    Brawlt turned around in his seat. “That’ll definitely ruin your day. I suggest we stay away from Doraag.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Dahkal replied. “And so we have.” He looked back at Ryan. “Back to the matter at hand, why did you ask about the normal number of beings in a home?” 
 
    Ryan grinned. “I found the other five thousand warriors. There are at least five beings in each home in the city. I thought it was odd everyone had so many kids. He’s got them hidden in homes throughout the city.” 
 
    “That would be Brazal’s thinking, not Gortal’s,” Dahkal stated. “My brother isn’t that tactical or clever. Although it does put the citizens in harm’s way, so it might have been his idea. It doesn’t matter. Once our dropships land, they’ll come running out so the gates aren’t overrun. Not that it’ll make a difference.” He checked the information on his command console. “We’ve got another day of travel before we face the fleet. I suggest everyone use their downtime wisely and get some sleep. Remember, they’ve had as much time to plan as we have, so it’s not going to be a walk in the atrium.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Commander Kerigan,” Lieutenant Herschal, the tactical officer of Shein’s Might, called out. “The new ship and Admiral Cortal’s squadron will be exiting the spheres in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Good,” Commander Kerigan replied. She paced the command center with her hands behind her back. “And the missile range?” 
 
    “Ten minutes longer after they exit the spheres, Commander,” Herschal answered. “They won’t be able to come out firing.” He paused, then asked, “May I ask a question?” 
 
    Kerigan stopped pacing and faced him. “Ask.” 
 
    Herschal turned from his station and stood as he spoke out of respect for his commanding officer. “Commander, why didn’t Emperor Gortal send us into the field of spheres after them? We have our own codes. We’d have been perfectly safe. Their five ships wouldn’t have stood a chance against us.” 
 
    Kerigan stepped closer to him and took a rigid stance. “Tell me, Lieutenant, would you detonate a bomb in the middle of a field where you knew several hundred mines were buried while your warriors were scattered throughout it?” 
 
    Herschal looked down at his feet, then back to Kerigan. “No, Commander, I wouldn’t. That would pose too much of a threat to my warriors.” 
 
    She stepped closer to him. “Then why in all of damnation would we send our fleet into a tunnel of mines, each armed with twenty powerful missiles, and set off explosions? How many damaged ships would run into the spheres and cause them to explode? How many missiles would miss ships, hit spheres, and cause a chain reaction where all the spheres malfunction and a massive launch ensues? How would we survive that? If we did survive, how many ships would be destroyed, and how many of our warriors would we lose?” Herschal looked at her and didn’t speak. “I’m waiting Lieutenant.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Commander,” Herschal answered. 
 
    Kerigan stepped even closer to him. She was a few inches taller than he was, so she leaned down and came to within an inch of his face. In a grave tone she said, “Too many. That’s the correct answer, Lieutenant. The risk is too great; we could lose too many lives and too many ships.” 
 
    Herschal straightened his posture and saluted. “Thank you for the education, Commander. I’ll strive to think things through more thoroughly in the future before I ask a question.” 
 
    She gave him a nod but didn’t return the salute. Instead, she turned on her heel and addressed the entire command crew. “This should be a learning experience for you all!” She held out a hand to indicate Herschal. “He didn’t know the answer to ‘why,’ so he asked. This is how we learn; this is how we grow. If you don’t know the answer, or you’re confused, ask your superior officer. I’d rather you ask a question than make a poor decision and act on it without the proper knowledge. Such decisions could cost us our ship and our lives!” She turned back to Herschal. “Well done, Lieutenant. Questions are the path to answers.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander!” Herschal replied. 
 
    “To your stations!” Kerigan commanded. “Sound the alarm and prepare for battle!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Seritan lost her footing and fell over a log in the cave’s entrance. She’d found Captain Barronal’s slate in the empty hut on the beach, surrounded by numerous empty containers that smelled of fermented fruit drinks. There’d been tracks in the sand leading out the back door. She’d followed them and found they led to a cave. She stumbled in the dark and felt her way into its depths. She stopped when she heard something. 
 
    “Is that…” she gasped. “Is he back there… snoring?”  
 
    She continued on and used the wall to guide her. The dim light of her slate landed on a figure on the floor. Upon further investigation, she saw it was Barronal, passed out from extreme intoxication. She shook him by the shoulder and got nothing but louder snores in response. Again, she tried to shake the captain awake. He rolled over to his side and continued to snore. Seritan reached into her pocket and removed a nanite injector. She’d brought it in case he’d been injured and needed medical care. Now that she’d found him passed out drunk, she had another reason to be happy she’d brought it. The small council member rolled Barronal onto his back again and, without mercy, stabbed him in the chest with the injector. 
 
    Barronal’s eyes shot wide open, and he screamed in pain as the nanites surged into his body. He jumped again when he saw Seritan glaring at him with angry eyes in the light of her slate. Frantic and confused, he tried to scoot away, and slammed the back of his head into the cave wall. He yelled out in pain and reached around to rub the injured spot. 
 
    “You idiot!” Seritan hissed at him. “You’re going to get us both killed!” 
 
    Barronal looked at her while he rubbed his head. His eyes seemed to focus and register recognition. “Seritan? What are you doing here?” 
 
    She growled in irritation. “Getting you, you fool! Gortal needs you and tasked me with finding you. I’ve been looking for you for days!” 
 
    “He needs me?” Barronal asked. “For what? I’m supposed to be on vacation.” 
 
    Seritan reached out and slapped him. “Reuan’s returned with a warship! Admiral Cortal’s joined forces with her, and they’ll be here soon! Gortal needed you on your ship to lead the initial fight in space!” 
 
    The look on Barronal’s face went grave. “Oh, nooo,” he groaned. “He’s going to have my head for this!” 
 
    “You’ll be lucky if that’s all he does to you if you don’t move!” Seritan yelled. 
 
    Barronal tried to stand but found his legs still too wobbly and weak. His head spun from too many drinks, and the pain from the new head injury didn’t help. “I don’t know if can make it out of the cave yet. The nanites aren’t working fast enough.” 
 
    “Here,” Seritan said, and stabbed another injector into his chest. Barronal cried out in pain a third time. “That should get you going in the next few minutes.” 
 
    Seritan helped him walk out of the cave and to the hut. Barronal scrambled to gather his slate and whatever other items he had strewn about. “Oh, nooo,” he moaned again and rubbed the side of his face. “I not only have dozens of missed calls from you, but him as well. He’s going to kill me! Where’s your shuttle?” 
 
    Seritan pointed and said, “Just beyond the dunes there. It’s not far.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes until we’re clear of the spheres, Captain,” Eleanor reported. 
 
    “Thank you, Ensign,” Dahkal answered. “Are we in missile range yet?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Eleanor answered, “but only with the two salvos of Salvage missiles. Fifteen more minutes until we’re in range for the Sheingal missiles.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned. “Excellent. Lieutenant, could you please send out a fleetwide hail?” 
 
    Hunai entered commands as he answered, “Yes, sir.” After a few seconds he said, “One ship is requesting video, sir. The ship’s name is Shein’s Might.” 
 
    “That’s Barronal’s ship,” Reuan stated as she entered the command center and stood by her brother. “That’s the one I escaped from.” 
 
    Dahkal’s grin became even bigger. “It’s wonderful how things come full circle, isn’t it?” He turned his attention back to Hunai. This was the moment he’d been waiting for. The moment he’d been counting on. This was the moment he hoped would turn the tide in his favor. “Allow it. Broadcast video to all ships, but only receive from the requesting ship.” 
 
    Hunai nodded and replied, “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, Commander Kerigan,” Dahkal greeted her over the connection. “Fancy running into you here.” He grinned as he watched her aura of confidence diminish at the sight of him. 
 
    Dahkal spoke out of the corner of his mouth so only Reuan would hear. “Looks like your circle still has a gap in it. I don’t see Barronal anywhere.” She snorted in response. 
 
    Kerigan shook her head in disbelief, regained her posture, then looked around her at her crew. “What sort of trickery is this? Comms, check to see if our systems are being infiltrated.” She glared at Reuan through the screen. “Clearly the former first heir thinks she’s being clever with a false image of Dahkal. You should surrender now, Reuan. This is a fight you cannot win.” 
 
    “We will not surrender, Commander,” Dahkal answered. He put a hand on Reuan’s shoulder. “The Imperial Prime Commander, or current first heir, whichever you prefer, and I would like to invite you and every other ship with you to surrender.” 
 
    Kerigan scoffed at Dahkal’s response. “All right,” she said, taking a stiff stance of parade arrest, “I’ll play along. Why should I and my force of sixty-four ships surrender to your pathetic five? If you are you, that is. For all I know, you’re just a highly advanced hologram.” 
 
    With the grin still on his face, Dahkal stepped closer to the screen and replied, “You failed the final flight simulation in basic training three times. The only reason you passed it the fourth time was because I trained you day and night for two weeks prior. You never told anyone you failed it once, let alone three times. Now, would a hologram know that?” 
 
    Reuan laughed. “Three times? Wow. I passed it on the first try.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” Kerigan screamed through the connection. “You tucked tail and ran from your duty. You’ve no room to talk down to me! As a matter of fact, you don’t even deserve to lick the feces from an uncleaned bio-waste facility!” 
 
    Reuan lowered her chin and scowled. “I’ve never run from anything in my life. I left to find help to save our beings from this nightmare!” She scanned the command center of Shein’s Might and asked, “Where’s Barronal? Did he get promoted again? Is this your chance to actually command something? It must be hard, having to take orders from someone so much younger, yet still smarter than you are. He probably passed the simulation in one try. too.” 
 
    Kerigan’s face contorted with anger. “He’s nothing compared to me! I’m in command, and that’s all you need to know!” 
 
    Reuan started to argue back, but Dahkal raised a hand to stop her. “Enough. Now that you know I’m real, I order you and all your ships to stand down.” 
 
    Kerigan narrowed her eyes at him. “You order me? What makes you think you have any right to order me to do anything at all? I answer to the emperor, not the likes of you. Reuan is the enemy, by decree of Emperor Gortal. Since you now aid her, you’re the enemy as well. I will not stand down. Neither will any other ship. We stand with the empire.” 
 
    “You stand for treason,” Dahkal replied. “You stand for deceit, for murder, and for a false emperor.” He raised the volume of his voice as he continued. “Every single ship can hear and see me. I speak to you as the true emperor of Shein, and as a Sheingal who wants nothing more than to see the empire flourish. Gortal has fooled you all. He and Koshal plotted and executed an assassination attempt on my life during my journey of succession. My own brother wanted me dead. I have a video of his full admission if you’d care to see it. All so he could challenge Father, as the first heir, to combat for his chance to take the throne. You all know how that ended. 
 
    “If that wasn’t bad enough, after he took the throne, he stole freedom of choice from the Sheingal, and forced every able-bodied being into our military ranks, whether they wanted to be there or not. Those who opposed him were unjustly executed, their bodies put on display at the main gates. You’ve all seen them, I’m sure. 
 
    “Still… this evil wasn’t enough for him. He has plans to invade the neighboring systems and claim them in the name of ‘strengthening our empire.’ He even had the Devastator ships brought back into existence. You all know as well as I do what unspeakable horrors those ships are capable of. I have no doubt he plans to attack planets with them. He’ll claim it’s to set examples for those who might try to oppose his rule, when in truth, he only cares for one thing. Power.” 
 
    His eyes locked with Kerigan’s. “Yet, Commander Kerigan, you say you stand for him. You follow his commands and his commands alone. I say you have no honor, no conscience, and no mind of your own. Loyalty to the empire is admirable, but blind loyalty to anything is for weak-minded fools.” 
 
    Dahkal pointed at Reuan. “My sister’s no such fool and faced a difficult decision. Stay and watch Shein burn from the inside, or find help. She made the hardest decision of her life and ran for help. That was the only choice she could make. Aarontal, someone we have always loved and looked up to, sacrificed his own life. This he did so that Reuan might succeed in her mission, and for his love of the Sheingal Empire.” He took a much-needed breath to calm himself. Talking about his father and Aarontal’s deaths still hurt. He cleared his throat and continued. 
 
    “Little did Reuan know, I was still very much alive. Gortal and Koshal’s mercenary failed in his task to kill me. Luck and tactical planning on Reuan’s part led her to meet some contacts I made early in my journey. Being the good and honorable souls they are, they helped her find me.” Dahkal spread his arms and wings. “So, after a long and bumpy road, I’ve returned. I’ve come to set our great empire back on the course of honor, justice, and individual freedom. Gortal is a disease, one that must be cured. I am that cure. Join me. Help me put Shein back on the righteous path it was once on. We’re not a civilization of ruthless killers and conquerors. We’re honorable warriors and protectors of the weak!” 
 
    “Sir,” Hunai interrupted, “I have dozens of ships requesting to speak with you. It appears they want to join us.” 
 
    “Captain,” Eleanor called out, “there are ships lowering their shields and disarming. Many are turning wide to line up in our ranks. Admiral Cortal is orchestrating the operation.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled. “You see, Commander? The Sheingal want to be on the side of honor and decency. Please. Join us.” 
 
    “No,” Kerigan replied in a cold voice. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head and sighed. “If you won’t join us, I must order you to surrender. If you won’t surrender, you leave me no choice but to go through you. I have to get to Shein—” his expression hardened, and his words come out as a growl “— and you’re in my way.” He spun to face Paloot, the offensive stations officer, “Ensign Paloot, please prepare to fire on my command.” 
 
    “You’re no emperor,” Kerigan snapped in disgust. “You’re weak, just as your brother says you are. Your father was, too. Draktal lost in a fair fight, per our honored traditions. Gortal is the emperor now, regardless of your opinion. My ship will follow his orders. Perhaps you should have had the courage to be more like your brother. I’ll surrender nothing. Sheingal don’t surrender, or have you forgotten that?  
 
    “I took an oath to protect and serve the emperor and the empire, and that’s exactly what I’ll do.” She laughed. “You threaten to go through me, yet you aren’t even within effective missile range.” She laughed harder. “You aren’t fit to lead our warriors if you can’t even figure out when you can and can’t use your missiles.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Go ahead. Fire away. I’ll sit here and watch as your missiles fizzle into useless chunks of space debris. Then I’ll blast them into oblivion with my lasers, right before I destroy your ship.” 
 
    Dahkal harumphed and turned back to the Yalteen. “Ensign Paloot, fire half a salvo at Shein’s Might, then fire the other half two seconds later, please.” 
 
    Paloot entered commands as he answered, “Yes, Captain! Fifteen missiles away!” Two seconds later he added, “Fifteen more away!” 
 
    Dahkal nodded to him. “Thank you.” He activated his personal comm. “Lieutenant Commander Jauregui, do you copy?” 
 
    Alex promptly answered, “Copy, Captain.” 
 
    “Are you and your squad ready?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Affirmative, sir,” Alex replied. “Just give us the word.” 
 
    “You have the word,” Dahkal said. “Get the bay open and prepare to launch. When the second set of missiles impact, initiate Safety Blanket.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex responded, and the communication cut.  
 
    Kerigan shook her head with an arrogant smile. “Such a waste of ammunition. You would’ve made a poor emperor, indeed.” 
 
    “Commander,” the tactical officer called from behind her, “we have thirty incoming missiles in two sets of fifteen.” 
 
    Kerigan rolled her eyes. “I’m aware, Lieutenant Herschal.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. I understand that,” Herschal replied, “but shouldn’t we deploy the defensive missiles?” 
 
    “There’s no need,” Kerigan replied. “Weren’t you paying attention, Lieutenant? I believe you were the one who informed me they weren’t within missile range yet. Were you wrong?” 
 
    Herschal scratched his head and looked at his console, then back to Kerigan. “No, Commander, but…” 
 
    “But nothing!” Kerigan yelled. “We’re in no danger. I just want to wait so Dahkal can see who the real fools are here.” 
 
    “But, Commander,” Herschal prodded as fear filled his eyes while he continued to watch his console. Kerigan ignored him. 
 
    Dahkal felt bad for Herschal. It wasn’t his fault his commander was an idiot. He shouldn’t have to die because Kerigan wouldn’t listen to reason. “You should use your defenses, Lieutenant Herschal,” he said. “Take over and order the defensive missiles to be fired. Kerigan’s not fit for duty. None of you should die because she’s unfit to lead.” 
 
    Kerigan became enraged. “Don’t you dare try to turn my crew against me! Once I destroy your useless missiles, I’ll destroy your ship, and you along with it!” 
 
    Herschal stood and moved toward the defensive console. Kerigan whirled around and drew a small kinetic pistol from her hip. Herschal froze in place. “Touch that console, and I’ll shoot you where you stand, Lieutenant! This is my ship now, and I give the orders! Sit… down.” Herschal raised his hands and eased back to his station. 
 
    “Now, then,” Kerigan continued, “report.” 
 
    Visibly afraid for his life on two levels, Herschal again studied the readings on his console. In a monotone voice he replied, “Two sets of fifteen missiles, two seconds apart, still inbound. Ten seconds until they’re too close for effective defensive missile range.” He paused. “Five seconds until inbound missiles are past effective defensive missile range, Commander.” He spun and yelled, “Fire th…” 
 
    Kerigan shot him in the head. Blood splattered all over the console behind him, and his body fell into a heap on the floor. She marched over to the bloody console and read the information for herself. “They should be running out of fuel in seven seconds.” She pointed to Herschal’s body. “Nobody else try to be a hero, or you’ll end up dead, too. You’ll do as I command or be shot for mutiny.” She pointed at Dahkal through the screen. “His blood is on your hands for filling his head with that nonsense.” She looked back at the console, and her whole demeanor changed. Her eyes grew wide as she yelled, “They should have lost thrust by now! Fire the defensive lasers! Hurry! Twenty seconds until impact!” 
 
    “It’s too late!” the defensive officer yelled. “They’re too close and moving too fast for the lasers to get a lock, and we waited too long to activate the rapid lasers!” 
 
    Dahkal sighed. “I tried to warn you, Kerigan. Perhaps in the next life, you’ll make better decisions.” 
 
    The crew of Fujiwhara watched as the first fifteen missiles slammed into the forward shields of Shein’s Might. The impact of fifteen missiles at once was too much, and the shields collapsed. The image on the screen shook, distorted, and glitched in and out. Small explosions from consoles erupted, and smoke filled the command center. The connection only lasted another two seconds. The screen went black as the remaining fifteen missiles impacted against the unprotected bow. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex yelled commands to his drone squad. “Launch! Lunch! Launch! The second set impacted! Launch all drones!” 
 
    The drone bay on the belly of Fujiwhara was already open. In a flash, a hundred drones launched from their individual tubes. The tubes were encased in a rectangular frame attached to a carousel with two more identical frames. The carousel allowed for three hundred drones to be launched in 45 seconds. The empty frame would rotate and face up, where the reloading tubes were located. There, a replacement set of drones was loaded into the empty launch tubes. 
 
    There were a hundred drone operators, and each launch provided them with one drone. The initial drone launched was the “lead drone” for each pilot. The second and third drone’s autopilot program would lead them to the first drone and sync them together as one. That enabled the pilot to fly all three drones as one. The program Alex and Ranga had designed was only powerful enough to allow a pilot to operate a maximum of three drones. Any more than that would require an AI, something they didn’t have ready access to. 
 
    The pilot’s stations in the drone squad center were very much like fighter pilot training simulators, allowing them to view the immediate area around the drone through mounted sensors and cameras. The images from all three drones combined to create one large viewing area. The pilots had a real-time visual of everything happening, as well as all the scanner information, exactly as they would in a space fighter. Many of the new pilots had previously been actual fighter pilots, so the setup was familiar and easy to adapt to. They were especially happy that they could use their “fighters” without losing their lives. 
 
    Alex led the squadron of drones out beyond the bow of the ship. “All right, squad!” he yelled. “Initiate Safety Blanket!” 
 
    The operators entered the commands, and the drone cluster formed a wall in front of Fujiwhara. Additionally, all the drones’ shields interlocked and created a massive additional shield beyond the bow of the warship. The formation was positioned high enough that it didn’t interfere with outgoing offensive and defensive missiles, and low enough the main lasers would pass over without issue. 
 
    “Safety Blanket formed, sir!” Alex called into his comm. 
 
    Dahkal answered immediately. “We see it. Good job, Commander. Once things get real, you have full command of your squad. I’ll have my hands full up here. You know what to do.” 
 
    Alex grinned as he watched the ship indicators on the radar get closer to their position. “Yes, sir. I sure do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Show me the live feed of that ship on the main screen, please,” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Hunai accessed the live video feed via the ship’s long-range cameras. The destruction of Shein’s Might appeared on the main screen. The entire bow was missing, and the forward section of every level was exposed to space. Smaller explosions down the length of the ship had blown out huge sections. There was no way it would be back in action any time soon, if ever. 
 
    Ensign Eleanor said, “Sir, sensors indicate multiple escape pods were able to eject from Shein’s Might. There are still some leaving the ship. The dropships launched, as well.” 
 
    Dahkal wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. He knew many of the beings onboard would be on his side, but at the mercy of their commanding officers. He also knew there would also be those who opposed him, regardless of anything they’d heard him say over the comm. “Thank you, Ensign. Lieutenant Junior Grade Hunai, can you hail the remaining ships that didn’t switch sides?” 
 
    “I’ll try, Captain,” Hunai answered. After a moment he added, “They don’t appear to want to talk, sir. I’m getting no response.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “Connect me to Admiral Cortal, please.” A few seconds later, a much happier Cortal appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Emperor,” Cortal greeted, “Good news, forty-four of the opposing ships have chosen to follow you. It’s now forty-nine ships against nineteen, in our favor. Among the enemy are six light battlecruisers, six heavy battlecruisers, two dreadnoughts, and five missile frigates. We gained seventeen light battlecruisers, twelve heavy battlecruisers, seven dreadnoughts, five medium missile carriers, three large missile carriers, and five missile frigates. We have them at better than two to one odds.” 
 
    Dahkal did the math in his head. “That gives them approximately three-thousand more troops to drop to the ground, and around ninety-five hundred for us. I would like to say target the dropships as they’re released, but I’m afraid they might be abandoning their command, as opposed to reinforcing Gortal’s troops. There’s no way to know, and the other ships won’t answer our hails. I think it would be better to allow them to land on the planet and see which way they choose. It’s not optimal, but at least we won’t be taking any more innocent lives than we have to in this fight. It kills me to know I already have. ‘Collateral damage’ is a term for the heartless. Each innocent life lost is a loss to all of Shein. Once I’m down on the ground… I can look them in the eyes and see who my enemies are with certainty.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sirs,” Hunai interjected, “but I may be able to help. Since the command crews of the ships won’t answer, I can attempt to connect with the personal comm units or with the comm onboard the dropships. I only need to find the right frequency and break through their encryption.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Do it if you can.” He regarded Cortal. “We’ll wait for them to make the next move. Don’t fire until fired upon.” 
 
    Cortal saluted. “Yes, Emperor.” 
 
    Dahkal returned the gesture, cut the call, and turned to Eleanor. “Report, please, Ensign.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Eleanor answered. “Alex has the drone shield…net…blanket thingy ahead of the bow. There are nineteen opposing ships bearing down on us. No missiles inbound yet. Oh, wait, never mind. They all fired at the same time, and it looks like they fired full salvos. There are 502 missiles inbound.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head and couldn’t help but smile at the new ensign. In a calm voice, he ordered, “Fire defensive missiles, please. Ready all defensive lasers.” 
 
    Chick answered, “Fifty defensive missiles away, and defensive lasers armed, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex targeted three of the inbound missiles. “Weapons free!” he called over the comm. “Stay in formation, and target the incoming missiles. Don’t waste your shots or your drones. We were only able to replicate enough for each of us to fully swap out our pod once. So make it count!” 
 
    A chorus of “Yes, sir!” sounded through the connection. Of the incoming 502 missiles, 274 were destroyed by the drones’ small offensive missiles. They were small battleships, after all, and fully equipped with both small-scale lasers and missiles. 
 
    “Good job, everyone!” he called out. “We need to tighten up, though. We missed twenty-six. I want three hundred out of three hundred.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Eleanor said, “the drones destroyed 274 missiles. The remaining 228 were all destroyed by the outpouring of our fleet’s defensive missiles. Actually, two of them hit the Safety Blanket and blew up. We lost eight drones, but they’ve already been replaced. 
 
    “Understood,” Dahkal answered. “Paloot, fire a full salvo, please.” 
 
    “Thirty missiles away, sir,” Paloot answered. 
 
    “Our allied ships fired as well, sir,” Eleanor added. “There are 1,363 missiles outbound.” A grave expression enveloped her face. “That’s at least seventy missiles per ship. I don’t think they can stop all of them. This may be a short battle. They’re launching defensive missiles now.” A moment later she reported, “Missiles are impacting the enemy’s shields, sir. The missile frigates are taking it the worst. The rest are holding up a little better. Geez, Sheingalian shields really are strong.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “That they are. Have they fired again?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Eleanor answered. 
 
    “Defensive missiles away!” Chick reported. 
 
    “We didn’t get them all this time!” Eleanor shouted. “Two missiles made it through! Brace for impact!” 
 
    The ship shuddered as the missiles impacted the forward shields. The lights dimmed, and fuses blew. Monday and his team scrambled to replace components and put out small electrical fires. The damage was minimal, and to be expected. 
 
    “Forward shields down to 84 percent!” Eleanor reported. 
 
    “Fire another salvo!” Dahkal ordered. 
 
    “Full salvo away!” Paloot shouted. 
 
    “The rest of the fleet fired with us again,” Eleanor said. “I’ll be surprised if they survive.” She continued to watch her screen. “Multiple impacts per ship, Captain. They aren’t done yet, though! Another salvo inbound!” 
 
    A deep growl of frustration rolled from Dahkal’s depths. “Proud fools,” he said through gritted teeth. “Fire the defensive missiles and another salvo.” 
 
    “Defensive missiles away, Captain,” Chick reported. 
 
    “Full salvo, away,” Paloot said two seconds later. There was a hint of pity in his voice. 
 
    “Defenses have destroyed all incoming missiles, Captain,” Eleanor said. “Our missiles are seconds from impact.” 
 
    “Put their fleet on screen, please,” Dahkal requested. 
 
    The main screen swapped to an image of the enemy ships. A heavy sigh escaped Dahkal as he watched the missiles slip through the other ships’ defenses and impact their shields. Some of the ships didn’t have much in the way of shields left. One of the dreadnoughts was in complete disarray, and the other didn’t appear to have fared much better. He knew they wouldn’t survive another attack. If he attacked again, he’d condemn nearly every being on those ships to death. 
 
    “It’s not a fair fight,” he said. 
 
    Ryan nodded. “A lot of innocent warriors on those ships are going to die due to ignorant leadership. It’s just like the Herrupa System all over again.” 
 
    Dahkal groaned and rubbed the side of his face with his palm. “I know. Hunai, can you get the admiral again for me?” 
 
    A moment later, Cortal answered, “Yes, Emperor? What do you require?” 
 
    “This fight is far too one-sided,” Dahkal replied. “Send fifteen ships around either side of their formation and try to flank them. The center ships should be able to keep them occupied long enough for us to surround them. If we can force their surrender, it would save a lot of lives.” 
 
    “Fighters!” Eleanor shouted. “All remaining enemy ships are launching fighters! Dumping fighters is more like it. Dropships are being released, too.” 
 
    Ryan shouted, “Hurry and mark all the fighters coming from those ships in red! It’s going to be a mess if we don’t know who’s who out there. Mark our guys in green, then filter the information down to the drone squad and all allied ships and fighters.” 
 
    “Got it, sir!” Eleanor responded. 
 
    “Oh,” Dahkal added with a shrug, “and I guess launch all fighters. However, tell our fighters not to hold back. If they’re engaged, the warriors in the enemy fighters have made their final decision. Our fighters will defend themselves to their maximum abilities. Remember, though—” he held up a finger, “—all dropships are to remain untouched. They could simply be abandoning ship. It’s a full day to the planet. It’s also possible they could try to dock with any of our ships. If they do, have plenty of warriors meet them to prevent an ambush or hostile takeover. Take them into custody until we can be sure they aren’t a threat. When they’re cleared, allow them to join the ranks.” 
 
    “You know,” Ryan said, “a pendulum swings both ways, Captain.” 
 
    Dahkal regarded him with a curious expression. “Meaning?” 
 
    Ryan raised his eyebrows and titled his head both sideways and forward at the same time as he spoke. “Meaning… there are probably going to be Sheingal warriors on the ships that came over to our side who don’t agree with you. Some of the fighters from our ships might attack the fighters launching with them. The same thing goes for when we drop to the planet. We may have ground troops turn on us.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Dahkal admitted. He turned back to Cortal, who was still patiently waiting on the connection. “My orders remain the same, with the added condition that if a fighter marked as friendly attacks another friendly, take them out with no questions asked. Inform the other captains to be wary of suspicious activity, especially if they take on additional shuttles or fighters.” 
 
    “I understand, Emperor,” Cortal answered. “It’s a complicated mess. However, I believe we can manage it.” He turned to walk away from the screen, stopped, then turned back to face Dahkal. “I admire you for trying to spare the innocent and your respect for life. Your father would be proud of you, as I am. I shall pass your orders along, and they will be honored.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fighters launched!” Alex announced over the comm. “Break formation. Weapons free! Fighters from the enemy ships will light up in red on your HUD, and the friendlies in green. There’s no such thing as friendly fire, so don’t… shoot… the… greenies! Well, unless they shoot at you. If they do, light ‘em up. Don’t go after any fighter or dropship fleeing the fight, either. Unless they attack you, let them go. Captain’s orders.” Another round of “Yes, sirs” sounded off. I could get used to this officer stuff, he thought. 
 
    Alex increased thrust and moved his pod of drones toward the swarm of enemy Sheingal fighters. As the two forces met, Alex’s display filled with red and green indicators. 
 
    He chuckled to himself as he saw the colors. Feliz Navidad, gringos. 
 
    His alarm sounded as an enemy fighter achieved missile lock on his pod. He increased his thrust again and banked hard to port. The missile lock didn’t break, so he went into a barrel roll, and pulled more g-forces than any living being could possibly have tolerated. It didn’t matter to him, though. He was safe and sound in his station aboard the ship. The Sheingal fighter fired a missile and, despite Alex’s attempts, took out one of his drones. The fighter pilots couldn’t pull the same g-forces as his drones, but the missiles could, and apparently the onboard tracking systems weren’t anything to laugh at. 
 
    Alex turned even harder to port before another missile could be launched and weaved between three more enemy fighters, brushing them with laser fire as he passed. Still the fighter pursued him. 
 
    “Let’s see if you can keep up with this,” he said. 
 
    Alex keyed in a few commands and assigned a separate flight pattern to the secondary drone. It was a basic evasive maneuver program that it could fly without Alex’s assistance. He maintained manual control of his primary drone and engaged full thrust. However, he didn’t follow the same path as the secondary drone. Instead, he pulled the stick back as far as it would go. The drone pulled up with an insane amount of g-force into an extremely tight loop and leveled out directly behind the Sheingal fighter before the pilot even realized what had happened. Then Alex sent commands to the secondary drone to perform the same action and rejoin the command drone. This time, the pilot attempted to follow the drone into the loop, but was unable to complete the maneuver and aborted, most likely due to the g-forces required to keep up. The Sheingal pulled hard to starboard and began to fly its own brand of evasive maneuvers. 
 
    Now Alex was the hunter, and the Sheingal was his prey. As he locked onto the fighter’s engines, the replacement drone from the ship joined his pod, and he had three again. Alex pushed as close to the fighter as he could without coming into contact with the enemy fighter’s shields and fired the drones’ main lasers. As the lasers contacted the shields, he sent his pod into a rotating barrel roll, essentially turning his lasers into a drill. Within seconds, he was through the shields, through the engines, and the fighter exploded. Bits and pieces impacted his own shields as he passed through the debris field. 
 
    “I need to figure out a way to strengthen our shields,” he said aloud as he checked his display. 
 
    Many of the other drone pilots had already replaced one or two of their drones. Some were on their final set. He noticed a group of eighteen drones flying together in a tight v-formation. All the drones showed as being from the initial launch. He watched as the six pods swarmed an enemy fighter, hit it with nonstop laser fire until it blew apart, then hopped over to the next closest fighter. 
 
    That has to be Bologna and his brothers, he thought. He checked the pilot indicators and saw he was correct. Watching them made him realize that if several pods fought together, they’d be much more efficient, cut down on the loss of drones, and be much more effective in the elimination of enemy fighters. 
 
    He activated his comm unit. “All drone squad fighters, form your pods into groups of six. Bologna and his brothers seem to be having the greatest effect without losing drones in the process. Link up with the pods nearest your location, and swarm the enemy one at a time. It sounds tedious, but it appears to work. Don’t forget to merge your shields for maximum protection.” 
 
    A round of confirmations sounded over the comm, and the pods began to merge on his display. Almost immediately he saw a vast difference in disappearing drones versus enemy fighters. Though, truth be told, the friendly Sheingal fighters were doing most of the work. They vastly outnumbered the enemy fighters and were also working in teams. Together, the drones and allied Sheingal fighters were taking on the opposing Sheingal fighters with relative ease. Alex also noticed several red indicators switch to green when they engaged fighters within their own squadron as they entered the fight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Cavernal! What the blazes are you doing?” Harlan shouted over her comm. She’d just watched him fire several missiles at one of their own fighters as it was engaged with what appeared to be tiny battleships. She had a hard time believing they were ships, though. The maneuvers they were performing would create enough g-force to kill any organic being. Highly advanced drones was her guess. 
 
    “Just because I was on the wrong ship doesn’t mean I’m okay with being on the wrong side,” Cavernal replied. “You saw the same video feed I did, Harlan. Dahkal is alive, and that means he’s the real emperor. Not Gortal. My honor won’t allow me to stand for the things Gortal’s done. You can follow Captain Greegal’s orders if you want, but if it comes down to it, I’ll blast you out of the sky, too. I don’t want to, but I’ll do it if I must.” 
 
    His words hit her like a ton of stones. They’d grown up together, gone to school together, gone through basic military training together, and were now finally serving on the same ship and in the same squadron together. It had taken a lot of begging and favors to make that happen. And now he was saying he’d shoot her down if he had to? After being so close for so long? All those awkward moments when they’d almost become more than friends, and now this? It was inevitable that they’d someday become a mated pair, but, now, she was unsure. How could he say something like that to her? 
 
    “Harlan!” Cavernal yelled over their private channel. His previous statement had been over the squad net. “Quit cursing me in your head. You know good and well what you mean to me, and I would never hurt you… in any way.” There was a pause, and she heard him take a breath. “But we’re warriors right now, Harlan. Warriors who need to do the right thing by the empire, and by every Sheingal down on the planet or stationed throughout our system. Besides, what Gortal did is just plain immoral. He tried to have the first heir—his brother—killed, and even killed his own father. You’ve seen the bodies at the gate. You said yourself, it isn’t right. We thought we were bound by honor and duty to follow him, but now we know it was all a lie. There’s no honor in deceit, murder, and treason. We have to do what’s right. I’m going to hail the ship with Dahkal on it and tell them I want to fight with them. Please, come with me. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.” 
 
    Harlan realized his initial response had been harsh because the commanding officers on the ship could have heard them talking. However, on their private channel, they could speak freely. A huge smile spread across her face, and she gripped her controls with determination. She’d survive this battle, and she’d help restore honor to the empire. Afterward, she would finally corner Cavernal and have that long, awkward discussion that should have happened ten years ago. “I’m with you, Cavernal,” she replied. “And I wasn’t cursing you. I was watching my instruments. Lead the way; I’ve got your back.” 
 
    “Liar. You were definitely cursing me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two more enemy fighters have crossed over and confirmed they are with you, sir,” Hunai said over his shoulder. “There are multiple dropships requesting to dock with our cruisers. They want to be part of the operation when we take the planet.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded with approval. “Try to spread them evenly throughout our formation to prevent overcrowding. It’s going to be a cramped ride home. Also, send each ship a reminder from me to ensure the integrity of the warriors before allowing them to roam their ships freely.” 
 
    “Captain,” Ensign Eleanor called, “our partner ships have reached their positions around the enemy, as you commanded. The enemy fighters continue to dwindle in number, and Alex’s team seems to have found their groove. The number of falling drones has vastly decreased.” 
 
    “How many ships do they have left?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Eleven, sir,” Eleanor replied. “The battle, short as it was, hurt them badly. The remaining ships have major damage. They have one dreadnought, four light battlecruisers, and six heavy battlecruisers still intact. None of them have much in the way of shielding left, and several have none at all. I’m amazed that so many survived, to be honest. If they attack us again, and we retaliate, they won’t make it.”  
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come that,” Dahkal said. “Hunai, try to hail the dreadnought. The captain of the ship will have taken charge of the fleet. They should be intelligent enough to know they’re beaten. Maybe they’ll use their common sense and talk now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Dahkal’s ship is hailing again, Captain,” Lieutenant Ranagan said from her station aboard the dreadnought, Blazing Steel. “Should I answer?” 
 
    Captain Ursulan thought for a long moment. She knew she couldn’t win this fight. The other dreadnought had been destroyed, leaving hers as the most capable ship on their side of the battle. She couldn’t maneuver like the others, but she could dole out some serious damage. If she wasn’t so vastly outnumbered, that is. The overwhelming volume of missile fire they’d just faced had nearly taken out the entire remaining fleet. She reached up and rubbed the purple scales of her temple as she tried to decide what she should do. 
 
    On one hand, her loyalty was to the empire and the emperor. But according to Dahkal’s story, the emperor shouldn’t be the emperor. She’d almost swapped sides herself, but hesitated to do so because, in actuality, Dahkal wasn’t the emperor. Gortal was. How he’d taken the throne had originally seemed legitimate by Sheingal traditions. But now Dahkal was back, very much alive, and disputing everything. Part of her regretted not changing sides when she’d had the chance. The other part wanted to save her pride and continue to fight to the death.  
 
    The problem with the latter was she’d get every Sheingal on her ship killed, too. All over her own selfish pride. But was Dahkal telling the truth, and can he be trusted? she thought. That’s a stupid question, she chastised herself. She didn’t know him personally, but she knew other Sheingal who did. Several of her officers had known him in their youth and had often talked of how his death was such a tragic disappointment because he’d have made an amazing emperor. 
 
    Enough was enough. She couldn’t sit there and do nothing, and she couldn’t condemn her entire crew—and the fleet, for that matter—to death over a bunch of “what if” questions and assumptions based on half-truths and flat out lies. She knew continuing to fight would be a death sentence, and it would be a shame to die for the wrong cause. It would be worse to die without honor because she chose to follow a tyrant as opposed to the being trying to bring the tyranny to an end. That would certainly earn her a less than desirable existence in the next life. 
 
    “Answer the call,” Ursulan ordered. “Put it on the main screen, assuming it still works.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Ranagan replied and answered the call. 
 
    Dahkal’s face appeared on the cracked main screen. His scales were black as midnight, and his topaz eyes burned with an intense fury. It was like looking directly into the face of death. Ursulan had to physically keep herself from flinching when she saw him. She might be beaten, but she still had her pride. “It would appear you have us at a disadvantage, Dahkal,” she said without a proper greeting. 
 
    Dahkal nodded and crossed his arms. “If you’ll notice, Captain, we haven’t continued to fire on your ships. I know I have you at a disadvantage. I know I can destroy every single ship in your fleet with one, possibly two more salvos. Your fighters will be defeated shortly.” He held up a finger. “I’d also like to point out that any dropships and fighters who fled toward the planet were allowed to do so without harassment. We didn’t attack a single one, by my orders.” 
 
    Ursulan hadn’t realized that, but now that he mentioned it, he was right. Every single one of her dropships were still on their way to the planet and hadn’t been attacked. Two of them had docked with ships on Dahkal’s side, but the rest had escaped. 
 
    “And why, may I ask, have you been so merciful? Why show compassion to your enemy in battle? It would be easy for you to destroy us all, here and now. Why allow the dropships to go to the planet, only to face you in battle later? You’ve only delayed the inevitable and increased your brother’s numbers.” 
 
    He gave her a black grin that made her insides go as cold as ice. “Because I’m not my brother, Captain. Also, I understand not all the Sheingal on those ships share the beliefs of their leadership. As for the planet-bound forces, there’s no guarantee they truly are my enemy. I and my forces will look them in the eyes and decide who’s friend, and who’s foe when the time comes. Why show my enemies compassion? Because there’s more power in love and compassion than there will ever be in rage and hate. I would prefer to be known as the one who gave everyone a choice, regardless of what they chose. Today, I show my enemies compassion. Tomorrow, they’ll accept the consequences of their actions and choices. 
 
    “As for the rest of your fleet, I give you the option. Stand down or die. Don’t think of it as surrender. You won’t be dishonored, as many of you believe. I’m trying to save your honor. If you truly cherish the core values of the Sheingal, you’ll stand down and save the lives of those on your ship. I would rather not kill so many of my own kind. I beg you and your fellow captains not to force my hand in doing so. I will destroy you if I have to. Tactically, I can’t leave you here to attack me from behind. I’m truly sorry to have to give you such an ultimatum, but that’s how it has to be for the good of our entire race.” He shook his head and sighed heavily. “I’m sure I sounded just like my brother right then. We’re always the hero in our own story, aren’t we?” 
 
    Ursulan closed her eyes tight and turned her head from him. “It would appear we are, Dahkal.” Her emotions waged another war inside her as she desperately tried to figure out what the best decision was. She opened her eyes and faced him again. “And what happens to us when we stand down? Do we submit to you as your prisoners, only to be executed for treason at a later time? That hardly seems better than dying here in battle. At least this way, we’ll die fighting, and not with our hands tied behind our backs, helpless to do anything about it.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed at her over the connection and shook his head. “Captain… I’m sorry, I haven’t gotten your name yet. May I ask what it is?” 
 
    “It’s Ursulan,” Ursulan replied. “We’ve never met.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Captain Ursulan, it’s regretful that our first encounter had to be under such unfavorable circumstances. I would have much preferred it to be when I returned home from a long and educational journey of succession. But… it was not meant to be. As for your question, you won’t be prisoners. I want you to stand down, but not to be taken into custody. Rather, I would have you join us in the fight and take back the empire, as well as your honor. I wouldn’t have you on your knees with the executioner’s axe looming over your neck. I’d have you fight and live to command your ship and crew another day. The empire needs good captains. I have a gut feeling you are such a captain. Otherwise, I don’t think we’d be having this conversation. You’d have fired again and be dead by now.” 
 
    Ursulan looked around her command center. Her officers had their eyes on her in anticipation of her decision. Most had looks of determination; others hinted of fear. None of them wanted to die, but were prepared to do so, if necessary. But it wasn’t necessary, was it? Sometimes a leader had to make decisions based on more than tradition and orders. Sometimes you had to do what your instincts told you. Right now, hers were screaming at her to stand down and live to see the empire thrive again. She’d seen what Gortal’s rule looked like in his short time on the throne, and she didn’t particularly care for it. Her gut told her Dahkal would be a good and just emperor, as his had told him she was a good captain, but she needed to be sure. “How can I be sure your accusations are the truth? How do I know you aren’t making it all up?” 
 
    He turned to speak with someone offscreen, and a moment later, a video of Gortal speaking to Reuan, Dahkal’s sister, began to play. The video was rough, and appeared to be recorded from within a hidden pocket or something. Reuan was restrained to a chair of sorts. Gortal was speaking from another slate and openly admitted to everything. She couldn’t see his face, but it was certainly his voice. At one point, council member Koshal’s voice came through as he tried to stop him, but Gortal spoke on anyway, continuing to condemn himself. The video stopped after a few moments, and Dahkal was back on the screen again. 
 
    “Do you still believe I’m making it up, Captain Ursulan?” he asked. 
 
    Ursulan looked at her comm officer without responding to him. “Hail the other ships and order them to stand down. We’re on the wrong side of this fight. Even if we continued and destroyed their ships, we’d still lose in the long run. The entire empire would. This is not the way of the Sheingal.” 
 
    “No need, Captain,” Ranagan replied. “The other ships are already standing down. I’m receiving messages that they were streamed the same video clip we were. It appears the other captains share your opinion.” 
 
    Ursulan gave her a nod and turned back to Dahkal. “First, I’d like to express my condolences for the loss of your father. It would seem his death was neither in line with our traditions, nor necessary. The honor and freedom of our entire race now rests in your hands, Emperor Dahkal. I wish our eyes had been open before now. So much has already been lost that cannot be replaced.” She stood to attention with resolve in her eyes, snapped her arm over her chest, and in a determined voice said, “We’re at your service, Emperor.” Her entire bridge stood and saluted along with her. 
 
    Dahkal returned the salute. From behind him, Ursulan heard his tactical officer announce the enemy fighters were standing down. Dahkal nodded to the Pikith and turned back to Ursulan. “Have your fighters return to their designated ships. Repair what damages you can, and prepare to return to Shein. We’ll begin the process of retrieving the rescue pods. I’ll contact you and the other captains shortly with further instructions.” He turned from her and walked toward his command chair, then stopped and turned back to her. “And Captain Ursulan…” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor?” Ursulan responded. 
 
    Dahkal eyed her for a moment, gave her a genuine smile, then simply said, “Thank you.” He made a hand gesture, and the call ended. 
 
    Ursulan stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do next. She shook herself and flexed her wings. Of course she knew what to do with herself. She was the captain of the dreadnought Blazing Steel, and she’d been given orders by the emperor himself. The true emperor. And she would follow them. 
 
    “Ranagan, call our remaining fighters back and send out orders for the rest to stand down and return to their designated ships immediately. Remind them if they act with hostility, they’re likely to receive it back several fold.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal looked down at Ryan. “That went as well as it could have, I suppose. From the way it looks, we’re going to add another two-thousand troops to our ground forces. Aside from that, I’m happy we didn’t have to fire again.” Attacking his own people was weighing heavy on his conscience. He knew what he was doing was for the right reasons. He known there’d be innocent casualties coming into this. But there was no way he could ever have been truly ready for it. 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Yeah, they could have been stupid and tried to keep fighting. I know this whole thing is hard on you, man. I’m sorry. Really, I am. It’s a good thing that slate popped out of Koshal’s robes. Without that video, I think they would’ve all just continued to fight.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Dahkal replied with a sigh. “And I agree with you. Perhaps I should have played it earlier.” He slammed a fist down on the console next to him and caused Hunai to jump. “Damnit! Yet another stupid mistake! This could have all been avoided.” 
 
    “You’re not going to be perfect all the time,” Ryan said. “Nobody else, including me, suggested it. Be thankful we have it and used it in time. Besides, that Kerigan lady seemed like she’d have fought regardless of what we showed her. We’d still have ended up right where we are now.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded, but he still hated that he hadn’t used the recording sooner. He’d even told Kerigan he had it. He should have played it at the very beginning. But then again, how many of them would’ve thought it was a forgery? He decided it was pointless to continue arguing with himself. It was impossible to change the past. All he could do was move forward and make the best decisions he could in the future. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “It’d be my word against Gortal’s. He and many others might’ve claimed the video was false and edited. We have other evidence, but most of it’s circumstantial and not directly linked to him. Everything led to Koshal. Gortal would still have had a legitimate claim to the throne via misinformation rather than treachery and collusion. Even with my return, he’d still have been the emperor. Defeating my father earned him that much. But by condemning himself with his own words and openly admitting everything, he loses any and all claims. Had he simply challenged Father, rather than doing all the cloak and dagger stuff, then beaten him, it would be a different story. But he didn’t even have that right as the second heir. Only the first heir may challenge the emperor; that’s why he needed me dead.” 
 
    Ryan snorted and shook his head. “Sorry, man, I know it’s a serious situation and not at all funny, but I can’t help but be happy as hell I’m an only child right now. There’s way less drama. Phil was right, this is a legit bedtime story. All we need now are knights in shining armor.” 
 
    “Ask and you shall receive!” Reuan shouted as she entered the command center with Captain Nathan Brink. 
 
    Dahkal turned and saw the man was wearing a brand-new suit of armor. It was very form fitting and covered his entire body, or it would have if he’d had the helmet on. Instead, he carried it under his right arm. Brink was grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “What do you think?” Reuan asked as she admired her handiwork. Brink did a slow spin so they could all get a good look at it. 
 
    “Will they fit into their mechs comfortably?” Ryan asked. “That’s the main concern. Well, maybe not the main concern, it has to keep them safe of course, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    Reuan rolled her eyes. “Yes. I’ve had everyone with a finished suit mount their mechs to be sure it’s an operational design. So far, they’ve all been perfect.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Dahkal said with a smile. “What do you think, Captain Brink?” 
 
    Brink did a little shuffle and squat. “I think it’s great. I can’t wait to use it.” He thought for a moment, then added, “Actually, never mind. That’d mean my mech got destroyed. How about this—I think it’s great, and I hope I don’t have to find out just how great it is.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one, sir,” Monday said from his post at the door. 
 
    A unanimous, and uncomfortable, laugh from the crew filled the command center. A thought occurred to Dahkal, and he turned to regard Hunai. “Did that video broadcast as far as the planet, or just the ships and other craft in our vicinity?” 
 
    Hunai shook his helmet. “Not on the planet, Captain. I targeted only the ships, fighters, and shuttles.” His helmet tilted down to the floor as he appeared to be thinking. It was hard to tell what went on in his head without facial expressions to read. A few seconds later, his head popped up, and he added, “However, one of the shuttles headed for the planet could have recorded the video. There’s no guarantee your brother won’t learn of your presence unless we overtake those shuttles.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Ryan said. “Do you want us to go after them? Alex and the drones could catch them pretty easily, or some of the fighters for that matter. We could disable the engines and drag them back here.” 
 
    Dahkal looked at Reuan, who matched his gaze. He nodded, and she nodded back. “No,” Dahkal answered as he turned his gaze to Ryan’s brown eyes, “Let them go. Gortal can’t stop us from reaching the planet now.” Dahkal gave them all a sly grin. “I kind of hope he does find out.” 
 
    He turned to Hunai. “Send a message to the entire fleet to hold our current position. We won’t advance on the planet just yet. We need to regroup and organize our forces before we go rushing in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    General Brazal answered the slate and looked into the eyes of Master Chief Berkal. He could see the other warriors behind him in the shuttle. “Master Chief,” he said. 
 
    Berkal nodded to him. “General. I have something you need to see. I’m sending you an encrypted video file over the secure military channel. It’s imperative you watch it now.” He sent the file. 
 
    Brazal picked up a second slate after the notification came through and watched the video. As soon as it began to play, his eyes grew large, and his posture drooped. He sat there in stunned silence for a long moment before he said anything. 
 
    “Did this video reach the general public or the troops on the ground?” he asked. “I assume it didn’t, since I didn’t see it when you did.” 
 
    “No, General,” Berkal replied. “I don’t believe the transmission made it to the planet. I recorded it and contacted you as soon as I could. I’ve also given my warriors strict orders to keep their mouths shut about Dahkal’s presence once we make it to the ground. We’re running as hard as the shuttle can manage. It should take us a little less than a day to arrive. It appears Dahkal’s chosen not to pursue the escaping shuttles and has halted the fleet. My guess is he’s going to organize his forces before attacking the planet.” 
 
    Brazal nodded and tapped a claw on his desk as he contemplated. “Let’s keep the video quiet for now. The last thing we need is for the troops on the ground to turn on us. I’ll show it to the emperor. He’ll decide what to do from there. Dahkal may have returned, but the fact remains, Gortal is the emperor. We’ve all pledged our allegiance to him, and we’ll do as we’re ordered. Honor demands it. As for the fleet, all he’s doing is giving us more time to prepare for his arrival.” 
 
    Berkal smiled at the general. “I never liked Dahkal, anyway. He always acted like a goody-goody who could do no wrong.” He snorted. “I could tell you a hundred stories about him and Emperor Gortal from our youth, but I’ll spare you. The bottom line is, my allegiance is to Gortal, and so is that of my warriors.” He turned and looked at his subordinates, then back to Brazal. “Sir, I need to inform you of something else.” 
 
    Brazal’s eyes widened with intrigue. “Go on.” 
 
    Berkal lowered his voice. “If you check your sensors, you may notice we’re short two shuttles from our ship.” 
 
    The general consulted the second slate again and nodded. “I see that. I assume they joined Dahkal’s cause like so many others have. Traitors to their own kind. It looks like we’ll only be gaining around a thousand more ground troops.” 
 
    Berkal grinned. “Joined?” He shook his head. “They may have gone over to Dahkal’s side, but I’d be hard-pressed to say they joined anything.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Master Sergeant Nargal and Sergeant Olian waited patiently in the holding area as the rest of their warriors disembarked the two dropships docked in the bay of the heavy battlecruiser Warrior Spirit. The ship’s security detail had ordered everyone in the dropships to wait in a specific area of the bay. From there, they’d be led inside to remove their spacesuits—the landing bay was open to space—and then to be questioned before being allowed to walk about the ship freely. 
 
    “What do we say?” Sergeant Olian asked over their private channel. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other and swished her tail across the floor. 
 
    “Stop that nervous fidgeting,” Nargal responded. “You’ll give us away. All you have to say is we’re here because we’re on the side of honor and want to serve our emperor. We came to this side of the battle because we want to do what’s right for both our beings and our empire. That’s it. That’s all you have to say. We went over this on the ride here. We don’t need to say which emperor we serve, only that we serve him. It’s not a lie, and our honor will remain intact.” 
 
    Olian let out a breath and appeared to relax. “Yes, Master Sergeant. Sorry, I’m just nervous. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Nargal nodded. “I know you won’t. The rest of our warriors seem to understand the plan. All we have to do is be normal and answer their questions. Then we can carry out our mission.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That wasn’t so much an interview as it was an interrogation,” Olian said as she stepped up to Nargal. 
 
    “Would you have been any less thorough if the tables were turned?” Nargal asked. “I should hope not. They did their jobs. Nothing more, and nothing less. Now it’s time for us to do ours.” He looked around to be sure they weren’t being watched. “All our weapons have been taken to the armory. The commanding officer assured me we’d be able to pick them up after the interviews.” He smiled. “He even said they’d ensure all the battery packs would be charged and the magazines fully loaded. Isn’t it nice of them to help us prepare for our mission?” 
 
    Olian smiled back. “They expect us to be part of the ground forces against Emperor Gortal.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Nargal and Olian stood before their platoons. In all, they had 53 warriors from the two dropships. Normally, a dropship would carry fifty warriors at a time, but the shuttles going to the planet needed the extra warriors, even if it was only an additional 47. A single warrior could make all the difference in battle. It wouldn’t matter. Fifty-three warriors would be plenty to do what they needed to. 
 
    “Everyone, settle down and get quiet!” Nargal ordered. He looked around the small mess hall, the smallest one on the ship. It was also the one farthest from the ship’s living quarters, and empty but for him and his subordinates. “All right, you all know why we’re here. The easy part is done. Now, the hard part begins. We need to make it to the control room and main engineering and take them over. We can’t get full control of the ship unless we have both areas secured.” 
 
    A young private raised his hand. Nargal pointed to him. “Yes, Private Burnal. What is it?” 
 
    Burnal stood. “Sir, why are we only taking one ship? Shouldn’t we be taking them all? And if we’re only taking one, why this one?” 
 
    Nargal nodded and motioned for the private to retake his seat. “I assume several of you are wondering the same thing. The answer is simple. One, we don’t have enough forces to take all the ships. Two, we don’t need to take them all. We only need to take one. This one. The reason we need to take this particular ship is strictly tactical. Admittedly, I wish it were a dreadnought instead of a heavy battlecruiser, but it is what it is. This ship is positioned directly behind Dahkal’s new warship. From a fighting standpoint, it doesn’t get any better than that. Once we take over control of this ship, we can take him out with relative ease. With Dahkal out of the picture, the other ships will have no choice but to follow the commands of Emperor Gortal. I doubt he’ll allow them to live after betraying him, but that’s their problem.” 
 
    There were nods of approval and understanding all around the room. “Now that everyone understands the ‘why,’ let’s go over the ‘how.’ My shuttle team will take the bridge, Sergeant Olian’s will take main engineering. However, it would look pretty suspicious if two large groups of troops who recently swapped sides of a conflict were seen headed to the two main control areas of the ship. Instead, we’ll go in separate directions in groups of three or four.” 
 
    Nargal activated his slate, and a tri-v image of the ship’s layout appeared. Highlighted in red were 25 different paths. Thirteen led to the command center of the ship, and twelve led to main engineering. Each path had an identification number. Nargal entered another command, and each of the warriors’ individual slates chimed. “I’ve sent each of you a group number and this diagram,” he informed them. “Your number is your designated path. Each path ends exactly two minutes from our destination. Each path takes a different amount of time to reach the two-minute mark. The longest is 36 minutes. We’ll maintain radio silence throughout this portion of the mission. Forty-one minutes after we leave here, each team will travel the final two minutes and simultaneously converge on their targets. If Sergeant Olian or I fall, the next highest-ranking officer on that team will take over. Should both of us fall, the mission remains the same. Destroy Dahkal’s ship… no matter the cost.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I still say we should have just gone to the planet,” Bregan said as she and Menal turned down what felt like the hundredth corner. 
 
    Menal looked up and rolled his eyes. “How many times are you going to say that? You heard Nargal. Dahkal commands the ship ahead of us. If we take him out, then it’s all over. Going to the planet wouldn’t have done anything but left us in the same situation we’re in now. At least this way we have the chance to end it all now.” He turned and grinned at her. “Then we’ll be heroes. Emperor Gortal might even give us all medals and honor us by putting our images in the great hall. Then we’d be immortal.” 
 
    Bregan snorted in derision. “I think you set your hopes a little high, my friend. The emperor doesn’t seem likely to hand out such accolades just because. Though that would be quite the feat. I don’t know about infamy in the great hall, but surely a promotion would be due. I think being an officer would be nice.” 
 
    “Now who has high hopes?” Menal teased. 
 
    As they neared a lift, the doors opened, and a young lieutenant stepped out. They stopped and saluted him before they passed, as was the custom. Before they were able to enter the lift and go up the next level, he called to them. 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve seen you two on this ship before. Are you from one of the shuttles that swapped sides?” 
 
    Bregan swished her tail side to side on the floor and fidgeted with one of her twin short swords. “Yes, Lieutenant. We’re on our way up to meet with our commanding officer in the third level mess hall.” 
 
    The officer nodded and smiled. “I see. Well, there’s a maintenance team on the way up, and the corridor’s blocked. You’ll have to go around to the… you know what, I’ll show you the way. It’s a new ship to you, and I’d hate for you to get turned around.” 
 
    “No, no,” Bregan said. She tried to hide the panic in her voice but failed. The lieutenant tilted his head to one side and raised an eye ridge. Bregan cleared her throat and said, “I mean, we can manage, Lieutenant. No need to interrupt you in your duties.” 
 
    “Yes,” Menal agreed. “It’s fine. We can find our way. Thank you, though.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” the lieutenant said and waved his orange hand. “I’m off duty for another hour. I was just on my way to the training room.” He shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really feel like working out today.” He motioned for them to follow. “Come on, follow me. And I’m Grekkal, by the way.” 
 
    Menal and Bregan looked at each other, then followed Grekkal into the lift. Grekkal stood by the control panel and selected the third level. The doors slid shut, and the lift rose. Menal and Bregan stood behind him. Menal turned his head to Bregan and nodded toward the panel. She gave him a slight nod to indicate she understood. 
 
    In a flash, Menal lunged forward and slammed Grekkal, headfirst, into the steel doors. As the officer’s head smashed into the steel, Bregan rushed to the panel and hit the emergency stop. Menal took advantage of Grekkal’s disorientation, wrapped an arm around his throat, and grabbed the end of his snout with the other. Grekkal regained enough of his senses to fight back. He thrashed, and threw elbows into Menal’s sides, and tried desperately to heel-stomp on his feet. 
 
    Brenan turned from the control panel, delivered a powerful knee to his diaphragm, and knocked the breath out of him. Menal seized the opportunity of Grekkal’s momentarily weakened state and wrenched his head back as hard as he could. Grekkal’s neck snapped with a sick pop. His body went limp, and his breathing slowed. After a moment, he breathed no more. 
 
    “Curse the universe!” Menal growled as he released Grekkal’s body. “What are we going to do now? We can’t leave him here to be found.” He looked up with a worried expression and scanned the lift’s interior. He let out sigh of relief. “There’s no camera in here. We need to figure out something, and fast.” He checked his wrist slate. “We’re a minute behind schedule.” 
 
    Brenan pointed at the ceiling. “We can stick his body on top of the lift. Nobody should find him there.” She started the lift again and motioned for Menal to give her a boost. He did, and she unlatched the maintenance hatch, then climbed up and through it. “Pick him up, and I’ll pull him though.” 
 
    To Menal’s relief, Grekkal weighed much less than himself, and he was able to lift the body with relative ease. Brenan pulled him up and out the of the lift, then dropped back in. Menal lifted her to close the hatch just in time. As soon as she had the latch fixed, the doors slid open. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Menal ordered. “We’ll have to move fast to make up the time we’ve lost. Hopefully we don’t run into anyone else.” 
 
    They double-timed it the rest of the way and arrived at their designated two-minute mark with only seconds to spare until the 46-minute mark. There were only a limited number of corridors that were two minutes from the control center, so multiple teams arrived at each. They were the last to arrive at theirs. As soon as they walked up, they immediately moved into formation and headed for the control center. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Olian halted her forces with a closed fist in the air. There were only two paths to approach main engineering. She commanded a team of 26, and Nargal’s team consisted of the remaining 27. His mission was to take the bridge, while Olian took main engineering. The time for preparations and plans was now at an end. She and her forces stood outside the hatchway to main engineering. It was time to act. 
 
    It struck her as odd that there wasn’t a guard on duty at the entrance. Shift change was still an hour away, and it was proper procedure to always have a guard stationed at the entrance of both main engineering and the control center. There wasn’t time to figure out what was going on. She took a deep breath, then gave the signal to move in. Her second in command and the other half of the squad converged at the entrance. 
 
    The force readied their weapons as she punched in the security override code Master Chief Berkal had given to them prior to his departure. The doors slid open, and they rushed the room. In the split second it took for Olian to take in the room, she realized she’d made a mistake. Rather than the customary eight warriors who operated main engineering, there were at least twenty, all fully armed. Sheingal warriors were always armed. 
 
    Olian leveled her rifle on the nearest warrior, his eyes full of surprise, and squeezed the trigger as she screamed, “Fire!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nargal sent a silent command to the wrist slates of his warriors as they neared the command center. Everyone stopped and held their position. He peeked around the corner and saw only one guard on duty. Luck was in his favor this day. The guard was a familiar face to him. A sort of… friend, actually. They’d often run into each other at the same tavern while off duty. Nargal sent another silent command to continue holding until he gave the signal, then stepped out and walked toward the command center. 
 
    As he walked, he twitched his right hand in anticipation of what would come next. It only took a few seconds for the guard to see him. Nargal waved with his left hand and gave the other warrior the warmest smile he could muster. 
 
    “Groongal!” he said in greeting. “I didn’t expect to see you here. How are you, my friend?” 
 
    Groongal returned the smile and the wave. He shrugged and answered. “It’s crazy times. I got stationed on this ship about two weeks ago. What are you doing here? I thought you were ground force.” 
 
    Nargal closed in and reached out with his left hand. Groongal, without hesitation, reached out and clasped Nargal’s wrist. Nargal abruptly pulled Groongal in close for an embrace. When their chest plates touched, Nargal quickly brought his right hand up, and the blade hidden within the underside of his wrist gauntlet snapped out. He drove it deep up into the base of Groongal’s skull. 
 
    The poor guard didn’t die immediately. His eyes grew wide and pleading. He grasped at Nargal’s shoulder as his knees gave way, and he sank to the floor. Nargal held onto him, careful not to let him fall. He had no intention of treating his friend with such disrespect, not to mention the noise it would create. His emotions were conflicted as the guilt hit him. It was his duty to do what was necessary, but that didn’t mean it was an easy pill to swallow. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my friend,” he whispered to the dying warrior, “but we have to stop Dahkal and Reuan. Gortal is the emperor, and he’s given his commands. I’m truly sorry you were here today. It was just bad luck.” 
 
    Groongal’s grip loosened, and the light faded from his eyes as Nargal eased his head to the floor. He immediately signaled for his troops to join him. He ordered two warriors to either side of the entrance, which was just wide enough for two of them to enter at a time. He wasn’t sure which side of the door the interior guard would be positioned on. Best to cover all contingencies. 
 
    Nargal entered the access code given to him by Master Chief Berkal. It was different than the one Olian had, just in case things went sideways. The doors slid open, and the two warriors on point rushed in and turned in opposite directions. Laser fire sounded from the right, an indication of where the guard had stood. Nargal and the rest of the team rushed in behind them, and he quickly sighted on the ship’s executive officer. He squeezed the trigger and put a round through the XO’s left eye. The officer’s weapon hadn’t even cleared its holster. The captain was slightly faster, though, and nearly had his pistol raised as Nargal sighted in on him. 
 
    “Don’t try it, Captain!” Nargal shouted. “You’ll be dead before you pull the trigger.” The captain halted his draw, sneered at him, and dropped his weapon. Nargal sneered back and nodded. “A wise choice.” 
 
    The rest of Nargal’s team had entered the command center in quick succession behind him. In seconds, they’d subdued the rest of the command crew and disarmed them. The tactical officer had resisted, and now lay on the floor, dead from a shot to the head. Each officer was held at gunpoint and informed that any movement on their part would result in their immediate dismissal. 
 
    “Everyone, stand down and do as you’re told,” the captain ordered. His voice was calmer and more collected than his demeanor as he glared daggers at Nargal. “What is the meaning of this—” he checked the markings on Nargal’s shoulder plate, “—Master Sergeant? I don’t believe I’ve seen you on my ship before. I’m Captain Regal.” 
 
    Nargal dipped his head slightly. “Master Sergeant Nargal, and you’re right. I’m from Shein’s Might. We joined your forces not long ago. However, we don’t share the same views. You decided to turn against your emperor; we decided to help him.” 
 
    Regal’s glare filled with even more hate than before. “You intend to attack Dahkal’s ship, don’t you?” 
 
    “Very astute of you, Captain,” Nargal snipped, “but you’re absolutely right. This ship is in the most advantageous position.” 
 
    “You won’t get away with it,” Regal said. “We won’t let you. You may have taken the bridge, but engineering will block your advances as soon as you try anything.” 
 
    Nargal bared his teeth in a savage grin. “Will they now?” 
 
    Just then, the internal comm system sounded. One of Nargal’s warriors was standing behind the comms officer. “Sir, there’s a call from engineering.” 
 
    Smugness seemed to ooze from Nargal as he said, “Answer it.” 
 
    The bloodied face of a Sheingal warrior Nargal didn’t recognize filled the screen. His eyes narrowed when he saw the state of the control center. He didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Captain Regal, sir, I see the control room has been compromised. Another force tried to take engineering by surprise, but they failed. Our relief crew arrived early to prepare for the upcoming battle. They hadn’t planned for that, and we were able to best them. Only barely, though. Two of us are all that remain.” A pained moan came through the speakers. Behind the warrior speaking, another battered warrior stepped into view, aimed a laser pistol at the floor, and fired. The moaning ceased. 
 
    “Well done, Greevnal,” Captain said, relief in his voice. “Transfer all control to engineering.” 
 
    “No!” Nargal shouted. “You’ll relinquish control of this ship to me, or I’ll kill your captain and everyone here.” 
 
    “No,” Captain Regal replied in a calm tone, “we won’t. Greevnal, lock down the control center, rouse the relief command crew, and activate preventative measure alpha-nine-zero.” 
 
    Greevnal nodded. “Yes, Captain.” The doorway locked with metallic clicks, and the instrument panels went dark. A slow hissing sound emanated from the vents, and a light fog began to fill the room. 
 
    Nargal looked to his warriors and felt himself getting light-headed. His weapon seemed to weigh a thousand pounds. He swayed to one side and had to catch himself before he fell. To his right, a warrior fell to the floor, then an officer from his seat, then another, then another. 
 
    “What is this?” Nargal demanded in slurred speech. 
 
    “Preventative measure alpha-nine-zero,” Captain Regal replied. “Ground-pounders like yourself aren’t privy to it; only the command crews of imperial ships are.” He swayed and caught himself on the back of his command chair. “In a moment, we’ll all be unconscious. Then the relief crew will toss you and your followers into the brig and take my crew and I to medical for recovery.” He dropped to one knee and glared at Nargal. “When this is all over, Nargal, you’ll all be tried for treason, and I’ll request to punish you myself.” 
 
    Nargal tried to respond, but found he could no longer form words, or coherent thoughts for that matter. He tried to raise his weapon again, but failed. Darkness swept over him like a warm blanket, and he felt himself fall into an endless abyss. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How many casualties, Captain Nervankal?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Nervankal sighed. “Including the betrayers, I believe the count is forty-nine.” His eyes dropped to the floor. “It was forty-eight until we found Relief Captain Grekkal’s body.” The third captain’s entire body shook as he balled his hands into fists. “Otherwise, it would be him giving you this report. It looked like he was headed to the gym before his shift. Such a waste. He was a good soul.” 
 
    “You have my deepest condolences, Captain,” Dahkal said in a soft tone. “How’s the command crew recovering?” 
 
    “Fine, Emperor. The effects don’t last long, thirty minutes or so. They should be awake soon. They’ll have a horrible headache, but nothing a nanite shot can’t handle.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded, then smirked. “Nervankal, I’d be loath to punish the medical officer if they were so busy tending to the command crew that they forgot to administer the shots to the prisoners.” 
 
    Nervankal’s grim expression brightened. “Would you now? Good to know, Emperor.” 
 
    “Thought that might interest you,” Dahkal replied. “The ship is yours until Captain Regal is able to retake command. By the way,” he added, “in light of Grekkal’s unfortunate demise, you’ve been promoted to relief captain from third. I know it’s not how you would’ve wanted it to happen, but that’s the way it went.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Thank you, sir.” Nervankal bowed his head and saluted. 
 
    “Ready your troops and fighters for war, Captain. It won’t be long before we reach the planet. This is far from over. Dahkal out.” 
 
    The connection cut, and Dahkal looked to Ryan. “Let’s hope that’s the only mutiny we have to deal with.” He rubbed his palm over his face. “Nearly two whole engineering crews, more than twenty ground troops, a captain, an XO, and guards. The death toll just keeps rising.” 
 
    “It’ll rise even higher if Gortal’s left in power,” Reuan said from behind him. “When this is done, we may very well lose thousands of Sheingal and those who fight alongside us.” She placed a hand on Eleanor’s shoulder, gave her a tender smile, then looked at each being in the command center. “But if he’s allowed to have his way, millions of all races will die throughout the galaxy as he conquers their worlds. We can’t allow that to happen.” 
 
    “I know,” Dahkal said. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    Reuan nodded. “And that’s what makes you a far better emperor than Gortal could ever hope to be.” 
 
    “That’s yet to be seen,” Dahkal said. “Hunai, send out a fleetwide order to resume battle speed. It’s time we got this over with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Barronal scrambled down the ramp of Seritan’s shuttle and nearly fell at the bottom. She hurried behind him, doing her best to keep him upright. Barronal regained his balance then turned and motioned for her to quicken her pace. She tried, but the captain’s speed was beyond her motivational level. His head was on the line. Literally. 
 
    They rushed up the main stairs of the palace, past the displayed treasonous bodies of the executed, and through the main gate. The smell of decay was heavy in the air. Guards on duty simply nodded to them as they passed. No need to check his identification, or that of the council member. They were well known, even if it wasn’t proper procedure. 
 
    The clatter of their combined footsteps echoed off the walls of the long corridor as they rushed to the great hall. Large wooden doors, occupied by two more guards, loomed over Barronal as he neared the entrance and halted. 
 
    “Captain Barronal to see Emperor Gortal,” Seritan said from behind him. “Open the doors.” 
 
    “Gladly,” the imperial guard on the right said with a sneer. “The emperor’s been waiting for you, Captain. I’d hate to be in your scales right now.” The other guard gave a hoarse chuckle as they pushed the doors open. 
 
    Barronal said nothing, but strode through without making eye contact with either of them. He knew he was in major trouble. On the way to the palace, Seritan had caught him up on as much as she could. His only hope was that Gortal still had need of him. Otherwise, he might end up as the newest wall decoration. 
 
    Gortal sat upon his throne on the dais at the end of the massive room. Barronal held his head high and continued through the great hall. It smelled of ancient stone and felt like the heart of Shein itself. Massive columns covered with carvings that honored past battles and war heroes loomed over him as he walked. The statues of all the past emperors seemed to glare at him as he passed them, but it wasn’t their judgment he feared. Gortal’s angry green eyes locked on his, and he felt a pit settle in his stomach as a shiver of fear ran down his spine and through his tail. 
 
    He and Seritan approached the foot of the dais, saluted, and bowed. “I’ve brought you Captain Barronal, Emperor Gortal,” Seritan said, “as you commanded.” 
 
    Gortal gave her a single nod, keeping his eyes locked on Barronal. With that, she scurried off to the side and out an exit. Barronal stood alone, the weight of the situation pressing down on him like the weight of an entire planet. 
 
    “My emperor, I…” 
 
    “Over fifty calls ignored,” Gortal stated, his voice deep and harsh. 
 
    “No, Emperor, I beg your pardon, but I wasn’t ignoring you.” Barronal’s hands began to tremble, so he clasped them behind his back. 
 
    “No?” Gortal asked. “Then please explain to me why I had to send a council member to fetch you, and why you didn’t answer when I called. One missed call, I can understand. Perhaps even two. But more than fifty?” He spit on the floor. “That’s pure disrespect.” 
 
    Barronal shifted his weight, repositioned his tail, and hugged his wings closer to his back. “Sir, I’m embarrassed to say I was simply drunk and passed out in a cave. My slate was back in the hut, and I didn’t hear it.” 
 
    “So that’s your excuse, is it?” Gortal asked, though it was more of a statement. He shook his head. “Have you any idea of what’s been going on while you were off on an island, drunk and having the time of your life?” 
 
    “Seritan informed me of what she could, Emperor. I’m ready to serve you. I’ll report to Shein’s Might at once and end Reuan’s little stunt.” 
 
    Gortal stood from his throne and jumped down to land directly in front of Barronal. He leaned in and growled in his face. “And exactly how do you intend to do that?” 
 
    Barronal shook his head. “W-what do you mean, my lord?” 
 
    “It seems you aren’t as informed as you think you are, Captain.” Gortal’s lips pulled back into a feral sneer, and he yelled, “Shein’s Might has been destroyed! Nearly the entire fleet’s defected to Reuan’s side. Nineteen ships stood against her and were nearly destroyed. What’s left of them have now defected. There are escape pods and dropships landing on the planet even as we speak. So again, I ask you, how do you intend to stop her? Hmm? You have no ship, no crew, and no other ship will be within range in time to replace them.” 
 
    Barronal swallowed hard. “I… I…” 
 
    He was unable to finish the sentence because Gortal’s heavy right fist smashed in the left side of his face. His ribs cracked as Gortal’s left fist impacted with a hard uppercut. His feet left the ground as Gortal grabbed him by the base of his wings and slung him across the room. He impacted hard on one of the stone pillars and crashed to the floor. Before he could stand, Gortal had a hand around his throat. Again he was lifted into the air, then pain blossomed throughout his back, neck, and head as he was slammed into the stone once, twice, three times. Another punch to his gut and a knee to his damaged ribs dropped him to the floor again. 
 
    Barronal’s left eye was already swollen shut. Through his right, he could see the rage on Gortal’s face as he glared down at him. The massive brute’s chest heaved up and down as he breathed. His fingers were slightly curled, ready to claw right through Barronal and rip out his heart. 
 
    “You are a disgrace to the empire!” Gortal shouted. “I told you to take a few days to prepare for what might come! Not to drink yourself into a coma! I should kill you right here and now!” 
 
    Barronal lowered his eyes to the stone floor. He’d known better than to drink as much as he had, but he’d done it anyway. How was he supposed to know that Reuan would come back with such force? Nobody could have guessed that. 
 
    “D-do w-with me as you will, Emperor,” he managed to stammer. “I-I am n-not worthy of your f-forgiveness.” 
 
    “Nooo,” Gortal growled, “you’re not. This is the second time you’ve failed me, Barronal.” He reached down, lifted Barronal off the floor, and leaned him back against the pillar. He stuck a yellow-tinged claw in the captain’s face. “Our friendship is only going to get you so far, Barronal. Fail me again, and I will rip your beating heart from your chest and eat it.” 
 
    Barronal nodded as best he could. “Y-yes, my emperor. T-thank you for being so g-gracious.” He could barely speak now, and his vision was beginning to dim. His vision cleared, and his head shot up as pain erupted through his side. Gortal had pressed in on his broken ribs. 
 
    “Pain lets us know we’re alive, Captain,” Gortal said with sadistic grin. “Now that I have your full attention again, you’ll report to medical, get treated, and then you’re in charge of guarding my mother.” 
 
    “G-guard duty?” Barronal asked. “I d-don’t unders-stand.” 
 
    Gortal’s eyes narrowed. “Because you were off having a good time, and unable to captain your ship, there are no ships for you to command. Reuan will surely try to rescue my mother. Other things have been brought to my attention that I must tend to. You’ll tend to my mother.” He pressed in on Barronal’s ribs even harder. “Do you feel this station is beneath you?” 
 
    Barronal winced and gritted his teeth. “No, Emperor,” he managed to say. “It’s… it’s an… honor.” 
 
    “Good,” Gortal growled and released the broken captain. “Now go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I should have killed him, Gortal thought as Barronal, barely able to stand, hobbled from the great hall. After a few nanite injections and a night to heal, he’d be fit for duty again. I will after this is all done. But for now, I need all the warm bodies I can get. 
 
    He walked back up to his throne and sat down. His slate was on the arm rest, paused at the beginning of a video Brazal had brought to him. He tapped the play button and let it run until the end again, then lifted his mighty war hammer and smashed the slate into dust. 
 
    “So, big brother, you come home to play. I’ll be sure not to disappoint you this time.” 
 
    He stood from the throne and marched to the war room, located near the council meeting chambers. Inside, he found General Brazal examining the information on the incoming fleet from the various satellites in orbit. 
 
    “Still no activation of the spheres?” Gortal asked. 
 
    “No, Emperor,” Brazal replied. “They’re using Dahkal’s old code. I can’t deactivate it without Cortal’s approval. Not even you can do that. My technicians have tried to work around it, but to no avail. The Sheingal who designed the program was quite talented in his craft.” 
 
    “I want all the troops hidden in the city moved to the palace,” Gortal stated. “If Reuan were the one leading this charge, I’d say leave them, but this is Dahkal. I’m sure he’s already noticed the uncommon number of life signs in the homes by now. We won’t be able to flank them like that.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Brazal asked. “There’s a chance he might not have noticed. We don’t know if he even scanned the capital city.” 
 
    “It’s best not to underestimate him,” Gortal answered. “Pull them. I want every Sheingal warrior posted here at the palace. Surround it. I also want the trainee pilots on the other continent prepped for war.” 
 
    “But, sire, they aren’t ready.” 
 
    “They’ll have to be,” Gortal replied. “We need them to match the number of fighters who’ll be coming in from the ships. I also want all the ground troops in training brought over and added to the palace defenses. Ready all the anti-ship weapons planet-wide. I want the energy cannons firing as soon Dahkal brings the fleet within range.” 
 
    Brazal sighed and shifted his wings. “I never thought I’d see the day when we had to defend ourselves against our own forces. I’ll do as you command, Emperor, though it may be difficult to get a quarter of a million troops here before they attack.” 
 
    “Just get it done,” Gortal snapped. “There’s no way they can defeat us with that many warriors on the ground.” 
 
    “Yes, sire,” Brazal answered. 
 
    “One more thing, General,” Gortal said. 
 
    “Yes, Emperor?” 
 
    “I want all transmissions jammed. Everything. Audio, video, I don’t even want personal comms outside our own combat channel working. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” Brazal said. “It will be done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We got movement on the planet,” Eleanor reported from her tactical station. “Like, a lot of it. Looks like a bunch of ships are leaving the airfield from the palace and headed west. There’s a ton of life signs moving from within the city and headed toward the palace.” 
 
    Reuan rushed over and put it on the main view screen. “Damn!” she hissed. “Gortal must have ordered the trainees to battle and pulled the ground troops from hiding.” 
 
    “How many are in the training facility?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Over two hundred thousand before I escaped.” 
 
    “We can’t win against that many.” Dahkal shook his head and looked at the estimated arrival time. “We’re still four hours outside range of the anti-ship cannons. How quickly can the fighters reach the training facility?” 
 
    “Two hours, if they push it to the limit,” Reuan replied. “Alex and the drones would get there much faster, though. Probably less than an hour. They don’t have to worry about g-forces.” 
 
    “Get the fighters moving; they’ll have to catch up.” Dahkal hit the comm. “Alex, are the drones ready for a relaunch?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Alex replied almost immediately. “We replaced all the ones we lost and loaded the launch tubes. This is all we have from now on, though. Whatever we lose, we can’t replenish. Our spare materials are depleted. We’ve also got six F-BOMBs ready to go, but I want to hang onto those until we hit the ground. They’ll be more useful against the cannons and crew-served laser crews.” 
 
    F-BOMBs were a creation of Alex’s own design. They were drones, but instead of having weapons like lasers and missiles, they were designed more like piloted missiles with an electromagnetic pulse device, a warhead, and a bladder full of The Last Cocktail. The electromagnetic pulse would go off first, killing any electronics in the vicinity, followed by the warhead. Whatever the warhead didn’t finish off, The Last Cocktail would. The Last Cocktail was a nasty acidic concoction Garickle had come up with while commanding his mercenary company, Without Mercy, Inc. 
 
    “Agreed,” Dahkal said. “Get your team assembled and launch immediately. I’m sending you coordinates to a training facility on a separate continent. You’re to disable any and all aircraft. Fighters, shuttles, everything that flies. It’s imperative.” 
 
    “Plan fell to crap a lot faster than usual, huh,” Alex replied. “Got it. Take down anything that flies. Alex out.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ryan said, “give the guy some slack. It’s his first planetary invasion.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Fujiwhara shuddered as three hundred drones were launched into space. 
 
    “ETA is forty minutes,” Alex said over the comm. 
 
    Dahkal stood and marched over to Monday. “The timetable’s been pushed forward. Go find Brink, assemble the Bolts, and prepare to launch the shuttles.” 
 
    Monday looked Dahkal in the eye with a steely expression and saluted in the Sheingal fashion. “On it, Boss. I’ll see you on the ground.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “On the ground.” 
 
    Monday turned to run through the hatch when Dahkal yelled for him to wait. He halted abruptly and leaned back into the command center. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “You’ve just been promoted to captain. Now you and Brink are equals on the battlefield. Get over it. You do too much to remain a lieutenant any longer. Now, quit wasting time grinning like an idiot and get going.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Captain Monday replied and took off again. The sound of his boots echoed as he ran down the hall. 
 
    Ryan walked up to Dahkal and asked, “You just made his day, though he’ll never admit it. Ready to get suited up? 
 
    A sinister black grin split Dahkal’s face. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    Dahkal was about to exit the command center when Hunai called for his attention. He turned back and asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “Planet-wide frequency jamming has just started,” Hunai answered. “I can no longer pick up any signals. It’s like everything just shut down.” 
 
    “Gortal’s blocked all communications,” Dahkal said. “Can you do anything about it?” 
 
    “I can probably ensure we are able to stay in contact with our own troops,” Hunai answered, “but as far as anything beyond that, I highly doubt it. Whatever he is using is sophisticated and beyond my abilities, I am sorry to say.” 
 
    “It’s a mixture of jamming programs,” Dahkal said. “Don’t feel bad. I know how it works, and I don’t even know a way around it. If you can keep us in contact with each other, that’ll work. I don’t intend to give him a friendly call before dropping by anyway.” 
 
    With that, he and Ryan exited the command center and headed to prepare for battle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The lid to the black steel container lifted with a hiss as the hydraulics engaged. Dahkal grinned as the outline of his suit of matte-black heavy Sheingal armor became visible in the light. At any other time, he would’ve found every excuse in the world not to wear it. He hated how it made his movement feel restricted, and he wasn’t a fan of having his entire face covered with the helmet. He especially hated wearing the boots. Except this wasn’t any other time. This was quite possibly the most important thing he’d ever do in his life. He was thankful he’d never retrieved the container from Cortal’s ship. Now he had a suit he was familiar with to fight in, regardless of the improvements Reuan could have made for him. 
 
    Piece by piece, Dahkal slid the armor on. Each section fit him perfectly, and the suit enclosed his body completely, except for the toes and fingertips. The Sheingal heavy armor left the ends of the toes and finger open so the claws would be exposed and available for battle. They could rip and shred through nearly anything, and it simply didn’t make sense to cancel them out in battle. The wings were also exposed. In the past, many different types of armor had been tested that would also encase their wings, but none of them had proven practical in battle. It inhibited their ability to fly or glide, and made them so heavy it was hard to use them in hand-to-hand combat. Energy shields were being theorized, but nothing practical had been produced yet. 
 
    Once fully armored, he put the helmet on and checked his HUD. It automatically downloaded updates from the ship. He checked the suit’s sensors and ran a diagnostic. Everything came back green. Satisfied, he removed the helmet and began arming himself. On his hip was his sword, his kinetic pistol was magnetically holstered to his thigh, and his kinetic rifle was nestled between his wings. He strapped on a belt loaded with Sheingalian frag grenades that contained a powerful explosive and hundreds of tiny steel balls. Also clipped to the belt were extra magazines for his rifle and pistol, interchangeable between the two.  
 
    Fully armed and armored, he stepped out into the hall. Ryan was there waiting for him, already in his new suit of armor. He had a laser rifle slung over one shoulder, several grenades hooked to his belt, and his ever-present katana. 
 
    He grinned up at Dahkal. “You look like a total badass in that armor. Makes me think of Shruikan, except you’re the good guy and not some spellbound, crazed dragon who wants to eat everyone.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Dahkal said with a grin and slapped Ryan on the shoulder. “You ready for this?” 
 
    “Hell, no, I’m not ready,” Ryan answered, then shrugged. “But screw it. Let’s go anyway.” 
 
    Dahkal snorted. “Fair enough. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
    “Captain,” Phil greeted Dahkal with a tip of his hat. Garickle, in his new uniform with the master chief insignia, snapped a salute. There were three Leethog and a Prithmar there as well who also saluted. They were all standing in the bay of Winged Fury. 
 
    Dahkal saluted them and pointed to the group of beings with them. “I’m afraid I don’t recognize them.” 
 
    “Repair crew,” Phil answered. “Can’t fight this bird and keep her running all by ourselves.” He winked at Dahkal. “We ain’t all as talented as you.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Garickle added. He absently rubbed his chest. “The ship is ready for battle, and we can leave as soon as you’re ready, sir.” 
 
    “Then let’s get moving,” Dahkal said. “The Bolts will be launching soon as well.” He turned to the older Human. “Phil, when we’re clear of Fujiwhara, push it. Hard. Get us there as fast as you can without killing anyone.” He turned to the small crew. “You’ll all want to strap in and put on your suits. Trust me.” 
 
    The Prithmar leaned out and looked down the line of Leethog, who were all nodding. They’d obviously taken a look at the ship’s engines and knew what it was capable of. The Prithmar shrugged and gave Dahkal a nod. They scurried off to engineering to suit up and strap in. 
 
    Dahkal turned his attention back to Phil and Garickle. “After Ryan and I jump, immediately change course and head for the training continent. We can’t let any of the troop carriers make it to the battle. Do your best to disable, not kill. I know you won’t be able to do that with all the ships, but I’d like to keep the body count as low as possible. Enough lives have been lost as it is. I’m not looking forward to the number of deaths that’ll occur in the ground fight, either.” 
 
    “Killin’ your own is tough,” Phil said with grimace. “Ask me how I know when all this is over. But we’ll handle it. Shouldn’t take us long to get there once we toss you boys out the back.” He slapped Garickle on the back. “Come on. Let’s get this girl moving.” 
 
    Rather than follow Phil and Garickle to the bridge, Dahkal and Ryan went to the main bay. There, they found two newly installed seats for them to strap into. The seats on the bridge weren’t designed for someone wearing full armor to sit in, much less while experiencing extreme g-forces. When they were secure, Dahkal activated his comm. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Monday clambered into his mech and began his startup sequence. Locked into the dropship next to him was Captain Brink’s mech. They were only a few minutes from launch, and Monday was about to close his canopy when Dahkal’s voice came over the comm. 
 
    “Captain Brink, do you copy?” 
 
    Brink looked over at Monday and shrugged. “I copy, Dahkal. I think we all do. Do you want me to switch over to a private channel?” 
 
    “No need,” Dahkal answered. “I was just wondering if I ever told you about the dark or honey-roasted version of Krishta.” 
 
    Brink’s face went blank, and he gave Monday a funny look. “No, no you didn’t. I thought there was only one kind. Are you telling me there are different flavors?” 
 
    “Many,” Dahkal replied. “The kind I gave you before is the most basic and not even the most popular one we have.” 
 
    “You held out on me!” Brink responded with false anger and a smile. “And here I am risking my neck for you. You could have at least hooked me up with some of the honey roast first. I have half a mind to go back home now.” 
 
    “And miss all the fun?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Well, there is that,” Brink answered. “Creator knows, I do love a good fight. I guess we’ll hang around. But I want some of the other blends when we get done. So not cool, man. I can’t believe you held out on me like that all this time.” 
 
    “In my defense, Captain, you never asked.” 
 
    “Fair enough, I guess.” 
 
    “But I tell you what,” Dahkal said, “if we’re both alive at the end of all this, I’ll make sure the Bolts receive a lifetime supply of Krishta with all the different roasts you want. Deal?” 
 
    “Oh, you bet your ass that’s a deal,” Brink replied. “What do you think, Bolts?” 
 
    A collective roar of “Hell yeah, damned right!” and “Whoo!” filled the comm and the shuttle Monday and Brink were in. 
 
    Corporal Zarmlon’s voice came over the comm as the chatter died down. “Don’t worry Captain Brink, we’ll get that Krishta!” 
 
    “Well, there you have it, Dahkal,” Brink said. “You have yourself a deal. And just in case I can’t collect, I want you to know, it’s an honor to go into battle with you.”  
 
    “The honor is mine,” Dahkal replied. “Thank you all for what you do here today. See you when it’s over.” 
 
    The link cut. Brink and Monday looked at each other and smiled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “No big, inspiring speech?” Ryan asked. “Not exactly what I was expecting.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “I’ve had to give too many speeches lately. Besides, the Bolts are warriors at heart. They’re here because they want to be and already believe in the mission. They don’t need words to motivate them; they only need a good cause.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “As you all know, I don’t do big speeches,” Brink said. “So there’s only one thing I have to say. Do your job, watch your brothers and sisters’ backs. Be…” 
 
    “One With The Lightning!” every single Bolt shouted. 
 
    Captain Brink reached up and placed three fingers on the side of his face covered in glowing tattoos. “On my command…” 
 
    Every Bolt reached up and placed their fingers on their own tattoo switches. 
 
    Brink gave the command loud and clear. 
 
    “Hide the Lightning!” 
 
    Monday watched as the light blue glow in the dropship disappeared as every Bolt shut their tattoos off, then their hatches shut. He realized the flashing tattoos would have played hell on their instruments during battle. 
 
    “That’s a pretty badass ritual, Captain Brink,” Monday said over the comm after his mech sealed. “Thanks for letting me be a part of it.” 
 
    “We all have our thing,” Brink replied. “And it’s an honor to drop with you. I read your files. Impressive. And congrats on the promotion, by the way. Three full ranks. Nice. But from what I understand, you’ve passed up several promotions in the past, so it’s about time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Monday said. He wasn’t real sure what else to say. Then he smiled. “Hey, you guys wanna join in on my little jump ritual?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Brink answered. 
 
    Monday grinned as he scrolled through his music playlist and selected Black Sabbath’s Iron Man. He held his finger over the play button and said, “If this doesn’t pump you up, I’m afraid you might already be dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Winged Fury rocketed from the open bay of Fujiwhara as Captain Phil piloted the ship toward Shein. On the radar, he noted all six dropships had also launched and were headed toward the planet as well. 
 
    “You ready for some g-forces?” he asked, looking back at Garickle. 
 
    “Ready as I can be,” the Caldivar replied. 
 
    Phil hit the comm. “Everyone who ain’t strapped in better get there quick. I’m about to open this baby up.” 
 
    He shut the comm off and increased thrust. Before long, the ship was moving at the maximum acceleration Humans could withstand. Even with specialized suits and dampeners, there were still limits to what certain species could take. The Sheingal and Leethog had very high g-force tolerances, but Humans could only take about nine Gs without special equipment. Some had survived much higher in freak accidents, but those were rare anomalies. 
 
    “Damn,” Phil grunted. “I ain’t done anything like this in years. Forgot how much it sucks.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “All right squad, everyone swap to atmospheric flight,” Alex called to his team as the flames died off. “We’re ten minutes from target.” 
 
    He entered the command, and wings popped out on each drone as well as a tail wing. In space, the drones were able to fly in their sleek design using only thrusters, but when in a planet’s atmosphere, they needed the wings for lift and maneuverability like any other atmospheric aircraft. It had seemed like a better decision to make the drones adaptable to both environments than to have to build two different sets. Besides, there wouldn’t have been room on the ship for both. 
 
    As the airfield came into view, Alex could see thousands of scrambling Sheingal warriors rushing onto hundreds of shuttles and troop carriers. He hoped the fighters would be along soon because he wasn’t sure they could stop all the transports in time. It was also likely they’d be engaged by fighters. “Remember, if it flies, it dies! Concentrate on troop carriers and shuttles first, then move to the fighters and such. Go for their engines. We have to stop these guys from making it to the main fight.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “General!” the tactical officer in the war room called out. “Three hundred small craft have entered the atmosphere! They’re maneuvering at Gs no biological being could survive and are headed straight for the training camp!” 
 
    “Drones!” General Brazal exclaimed. “They’re trying to stop the troops from reaching the ground battle.” He picked up the comm and called the facility’s barracks commander. “You have three hundred enemies inbound! Scramble the fighters and don’t let them stop the transports!” 
 
    “Yes, General!” the barracks commander replied. 
 
    Brazal ended the transmission without another word and got on the main command network. “This is General Brazal. I want all crew-served laser teams and anti-ship cannons ready, and I want it five minutes ago!” 
 
    He received an affirmative reply and turned to Gortal. “The situation is under control, Emperor. Your brother will not prevail here today. You have my word of honor.” 
 
    Gortal narrowed his eyes at the old general. “Your confidence is admirable, General.” He turned to look at the screen showing the progress of Dahkal’s ships. “But you forget who we’re dealing with. My brother is far from a fool and is as relentless as I am. You have things under control here. I’ll leave you to it and prepare for what’s to come.” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor. As you command,” Brazal replied and snapped a salute. 
 
    The emperor turned without returning the salute and exited the war room. “Today will be a most exciting day, indeed,” he whispered to himself. A smile crept across his face as he imaged how it would feel to crush Dahkal’s ribs with his war hammer. His smile turned into a grin. He’d find out soon enough. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex targeted the engines of a troop carrier beginning to lift off. The ramps weren’t even all the way closed yet, and there were many Sheingal still scrambling to hold on. When his drones achieved target lock, he fired both his missiles and lasers. In addition to his pod, four other pods were firing on the same carrier. The crew hadn’t been able to get the shields powered up. All missiles impacted the engines, and the sustained laser fire burned through the steel plating. Sheingalian steel was beyond formidable, but even it couldn’t hold up to direct laser fire forever. 
 
    The port engine exploded, causing a chain reaction of additional explosions, and the carrier fell back to the ground. Prior to being fired upon, the ship had made forward progress, enough that before it hit the ground, its nose crashed down into the stern of the troop carrier ahead of it. Both ships broke in half, and there were several large explosions. 
 
    Alex grimaced at the thought of killing so many Sheingal at one time. They were there to save them from Gortal’s tyrannical rule, after all, not kill them. He felt a little better when, as he passed over the wreckage, he saw hundreds of warriors fleeing the area. Mind back on the mission, he and his accompanying pods went after another troop carrier. 
 
    “Fighters, fighters, fighters!” someone yelled over the comm. 
 
    Alex broke his gaze from his targeting reticle and checked his instruments. Sure enough, fighters were launching by the dozens. “Keep targeting the troop carriers!” Alex commanded. “Try to avoid the fighters, but keep attacking those transports! We can’t let them get to the palace!” 
 
    He switched over and called Dahkal. “Captain.” 
 
    “Go,” Dahkal responded. 
 
    “We’re going to do what we can, but there’s thousands of fighters here, and they’re launching. These are the last three hundred drones we have left besides six F-BOMB models. Once these are gone, I can’t do much more. I’ve got twenty-five groups of four pods attacking the carriers. Hopefully that’s enough.” 
 
    “Fighters have been scrambled behind you,” Dahkal replied. “Dropships have launched as well as Ryan and me in Winged Fury. Do what you can as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Phil eased back on the throttle as they broke through the atmosphere of Shein. They were over one of the smaller cities of the planet and quickly approaching the capital city of Bregnata. The plan was for Dahkal and Ryan to jump and land among the troops landing with the dropships on the battlefield. 
 
    Alarms screamed as huge balls of energy were fired at Winged Fury from the cannons positioned in front of the palace. Phil banked the ship hard to miss them. One nearly caught the port side as he dove to avoid the ones coming head on. 
 
    “Shoot back at those assholes!” he shouted. 
 
    “Two away!” Garickle announced 
 
    Two missiles launched, each headed for a separate energy cannon. One was blown out of the sky, but the other struck home and blew a massive crater in the earth where the cannon had been. 
 
    “All right, boys!” he yelled over the comm. “It’s game time. I’m opening the bay now. Go while they aren’t firing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal and Ryan unstrapped and walked to the edge of the open ramp. Twelve-thousand feet below, the ground was rushing by. The air was already filled with battle. Thousands of fighters and gunships swarmed one another, firing missiles, machine guns, and lasers as they fought to own the skies. Many already littered the ground below, and pillars of smoke rose from the city where others had gone down. This was a battle that would be fought on all fronts. 
 
    Ryan activated his comm. “Reuan, come in. Reuan, are you out there?” 
 
    “Still here!” Reuan replied. Her voice was strained, and the channel was full of static due to the scrambler Gortal had activated. “I’m a little busy here; what’s going on?” 
 
    “Just making sure you’re okay,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “You and Dahkal get to the ground and into the palace. All that matters is taking Gortal down. You can’t spare time to worry about me. Out here.” The comm cut. 
 
    “She’s right.” Dahkal said as he sprayed an adhesive on his wings to protect them from frostbite in the high altitude. If not for their combat armor, they would’ve had to jump at ten thousand feet or lower. Any higher, the air was too thin, and jumpers required oxygen tanks. “Reuan will be fine. She’s the best pilot I know and relentless as hell. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yup,” Ryan replied as he checked the membranes of his jump gear. 
 
    Attached to his suit were three membranes made of material strong enough to carry the weight of his suit. He also wore a parachute pack. They’d jump from twelve thousand feet and glide to their position. Dahkal would do his dragon thing and fly all the way to the surface, but Ryan would have to wait until the last possible moment to deploy his chute. For a short time, he’d be all but helpless in the air. His suit had an energy shield, but if the chute was damaged, he’d fall to his death. An energy shield wouldn’t protect him from that. 
 
    “Go!” Phil shouted over the comm. 
 
    They leapt from the ship and immediately splayed their arms and legs to steady themselves in the air. Ryan watched as Dahkal expertly positioned his wings and tail as well as his arms and legs to remain in perfect freefall. Dahkal kept looking over at Ryan to make sure he was on course and not tumbling to his death. 
 
    Dahkal pointed off into the distance. Ryan looked and saw the palace high up on a hill with a huge plot of land between it and Bregnata. There were hordes of Sheingal warriors lined up behind protective barricades, crew-served missiles, and the energy cannons. On the far side of the field, dropships were landing and forming another defensive front. 
 
    They maneuvered themselves to fly across the landscape. As they got closer, Ryan zoomed in with his HUD and could see how much more advanced the Sheingalian dropships were than any he’d operated with before. Instead of dropping troops and taking off again, they landed nose to stern with each other, creating a long protective wall. The port side of the shuttles broke apart, lifted on hydraulic hinges, and folded over to the starboard side to double the thickness of the steel. Once the shuttle was folded in half, the Sheingal warriors would take up defensive positions. 
 
    Mounted in the center of each shuttle was either a crew-served laser or some other kind of high-powered weapon. A window large enough for the muzzle to fit through slid open, and the weapon slid forward on tracks. Another small window opened above the muzzle so the operator could aim. He couldn’t tell, but he thought there might have been an energy shield in the aiming window. That would only make sense, considering how well Dahkal could aim with his rifle. A sniper could easily pick off the gunners through the viewing port. 
 
    The altimeter and timer on his HUD showed twenty seconds had gone by, and they were closing in fast. It was nearly time for him to deploy his chute. He counted down, and at a suicidal 250 feet, he ripped the cord to his chute. The chute deployed, and he felt like he’d just been snatched straight up. To his left, he saw Dahkal with his wings now fully extended and circling him as they descended to the ground behind the protective wall of shuttles. 
 
    Suddenly he felt himself dropping faster and faster. He looked up to see holes had been blasted through his chute. Without thinking, Ryan raised his rifle and aimed at the enemy lines across the field. Through the digital scope, he could see dozens of warriors firing at him. He dropped his gun, activated his energy shield, and held it in front him. Several rounds impacted against it almost immediately. He used his right hand to steer his chute in the correct direction. Landing on the outside of the protective barrier would definitely have sucked. 
 
    Dahkal was still circling him with his rifle drawn and firing back. Ryan watched helplessly as several warriors on Gortal’s side of the field dropped. Below them, the warriors opened fire as well. Then it was all-out war as kinetic rounds, laser bolts, and mortars bombs flew through the air. Dual-turreted tanks fired both laser and kinetic rounds. The impacts were devastating and caused an insane amount of damage. 
 
    Ryan’s feet touched down, and Dahkal landed next to him. Ryan quickly freed himself of the harness and discarded the flight membranes. 
 
    “You fly pretty good for a Human,” Dahkal said over the comm. 
 
    “Apparently I make a great target, too.” 
 
    Huge explosions on the other side of the battlefield grabbed their attention, and they ran over to peek around the barricade to see what had happened. Smoke boiled up into the air from multiple ruined tanks. There were deep gouges in the earth where laser beams had burned through. They looked up to see Winged Fury maneuvering to avoid energy cannon fire as it sped off into the distance toward the training continent. 
 
    “Old man’s good at blowing things up,” Ryan stated. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bye bye, tanks!” Garickle shouted as he watched them explode on the monitor. 
 
    “Sonsabitches,” Phil grumbled as he banked the ship to miss another energy ball. “Did you get them all?” They were out over the ocean now. 
 
    “No,” Garickle replied, “but I got four of them. That should help out some. Looks like the fighters are starting to target them, too.” 
 
    “Well, they’re going to be on their own. We gotta get out of here quick. Alex is losing drones faster than he can take out ships. How many missiles did we fire?” 
 
    “Just the two,” Garickle replied. 
 
    “Good. We’re going to need the rest for the troop carriers. Hold onto your hat. I’m going to open her up again. We gotta travel a long way in a short time.” 
 
    Garickle reached up to his head, but stopped before he could touch his scalp, and shook his head. “I’m not wearing a hat, Phil.” 
 
    “Just hang on, son,” Phil replied as he pushed the throttle. 
 
    Seventeen minutes later, land came into view as they approached the training continent. Immediately, Phil saw a problem. Several troop carriers were already in the air and headed toward the battle. Aside from those, there were fighters lifting off and jetting away. 
 
    “Damn!” Phil shouted. “We got birds in the air! Looks like four troop carriers.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Garickle asked. “Should we engage them?” 
 
    Phil shook his head. “No, we don’t have time. I want you to lock on and fire missiles as we pass. Aim for the engines. I don’t think they’re carrying enough troops to make much of a difference, but if we waste time with them, all the others still on the ground will launch. That’ll definitely give them the advantage.” 
 
    “Got it,” Garickle replied. 
 
    “I’m going to split them,” Phil said. 
 
    Phil piloted the ship directly between two of the oncoming ships. They immediately opened up with laser fire, but Winged Fury’s shields shrugged it off. Troop carriers weren’t designed to dole out firepower like a battleship. They had great shielding and strong hulls to keep the warriors inside safe.  
 
    As they passed, Garickle fired two separate volleys of missiles, two for each ship. The port side carrier released chaff, and the missiles exploded harmlessly without impacting the engines. The starboard side carrier released chaff too, but didn’t fare so well. One of the missiles impacted the shielding over the engines, and the other broke through and directly impacted the engines. Fire, smoke, and debris filled the air from the explosion. The carrier listed to starboard, lost altitude, and crashed into the ocean. 
 
    “Hope they can swim,” Phil quipped. 
 
    “Do we?” Garickle asked. 
 
    Phil shrugged. “I ain’t too sure, to be honest. This whole thing confuses me. Everyone’s on the same team, but not all at the same time.” 
 
    Garickle fired the main lasers at the ship directly ahead of them. They impacted the shields, but caused no visible damage to the carrier as they passed. 
 
    “Preparing aft missiles,” Garickle said. 
 
    “Save ‘em,” Phil said. “Gonna need them at the base. We’ll have to let those three go.” 
 
    Garickle disarmed the rear missile tubes. “Got it.” 
 
    “Alex, I’m coming up on your drones, fast,” Phil said over the comm. 
 
    “Roger,” Alex replied. “I’ve got you on radar. Head to the east side of the complex. That’s where all the carriers are. We’ve taken out a bunch, but at least four got away.” 
 
    “Three,” Phil corrected. “We got one of them. Changing course for the east side of the complex.” 
 
    “There,” Garickle said, pointing through the view portal. 
 
    In the distance, a huge complex with hundreds of smoking aircraft on the ground buzzed with activity as drones, fighters, gunships, and anti-air artillery duked it out. 
 
    “Lock the lasers on the anti-air artillery and fire,” Phil commanded. 
 
    “Locked and firing,” Garickle replied. The guns exploded as the lasers made contact. “Additional artillery located. Locked on and firing.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Alex shouted over the comm. “They’ve been a pain the ass this whole time! We’ve been so busy keeping the fighters off our backs and taking down the carriers, we haven’t been able to take the artillery down.” 
 
    “Lock onto those carriers,” Phil ordered. 
 
    “Already done,” Garickle said as he fired two missiles. 
 
    The engine section of two carriers being loaded with troops exploded. Seconds later, two more shared the same fate. One made it off the ground, but hadn’t had time to get the shields up, and was brought crashing down by a pair of missiles to the engines. 
 
    Winged Fury shook and shuddered as fighters and gunships attacked. The repair crew of Leethog and the Prithmar were kept busy as they rushed to swap out fuses and other electronic components. Alex’s drone squad did its best to protect Winged Fury from attack as well as continue to blast carriers and other grounded craft. 
 
    “Shields down to 60 percent,” Garickle said. 
 
    “Take the tower, Alex,” Phil said over the comm. “Make it hard for them to coordinate.” 
 
    “On it,” Alex replied. 
 
    Phil watched as a swarm of drones surrounded the air traffic control tower and blasted it to bits. It toppled to the ground, and actually took out an entire line of fighters in the process. Phil and Garickle kept firing missiles at carriers. 
 
    There were still two dozen left when Garickle announced, “Missile stocks depleted!” 
 
    “Lasers it is, then,” Phil replied. “Rapid fire. Let’s give ‘em some more hell.” 
 
    “Firing,” Garickle said. 
 
    When the firing stopped, the complex was filled with nothing but the burning hulls and scrap metal. Laser fire had been raked down the rows of fighters and gunships, and not a single carrier remained worthy of flight. Sheingal warriors were now firing into the sky with handheld weapons. Some even tried firing surface-to-air missiles, but they did little to no damage to Winged Fury. 
 
    “How’s your drone count, Alex?” Phil asked. 
 
    “Down to eighty-four,” Alex replied, “plus the six F-BOMBs.” 
 
    “That’ll have to do,” Phil said. “Let’s head back to the palace and see what we can tear up over there. You probably wanna launch those six and use them on the energy cannons and heavy weapons.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Alex said. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re into the atmosphere!” Brink shouted over the comm. “Prepare to drop!” 
 
    The bottom of the Bolts’ dropships opened to reveal the blue ocean far below. The clamps holding the mechs in place released, and the mechs dropped into the sky. Each mech pilot engaged their thrusters and maneuvered away from the dropships. Brink counted to five, then entered a command on the HUD of his mech. Suddenly the dropships exploded above them. Bits of flaming debris joined them in the sky as they plummeted toward the ocean. 
 
    Brink’s heart dropped as Corporal Bronson’s life signs turned from green to red. They hadn’t even gotten to the battle yet, and he’d already lost one of his Bolts. He couldn’t fixate on it though; the water was rushing up fast. As they neared the surface, each pilot fired thrusters to slow their descent. When they were twenty feet from the water, they cut the thrusters and let themselves fall to a splashdown. 
 
    Down, down, down they sank into the depths of the ocean. Brink watched the life signs of his remaining Bolts and the status of their mechs. Everyone and their war machines were still in the green. He was thankful for that. Three hundred thirty-eight feet later, his feet touched down on the ocean floor. He activated the exterior lights and was immediately greeted by the aquatic life of Shein. Right in front of him was a ten-meter-long serpent-like creature with six sets of fins down its side, a long, spiked dorsal fin, two tails, four pitch-black eyes the size of his fists, and a mouth full of dagger-like teeth. The massive predator swam at him, then darted to the side at the last second, smacking his mech with both tails. Brink nearly lost his balance, but managed to stay upright. Immediately he hit his comm. 
 
    “Zarmlon, did you see what happened to Bronson?” 
 
    “He never gained control, sir,” Zarmlon replied. “A chunk of metal went right through his mech. I was above him when it happened.” 
 
    “Damn.” Brink sighed. “All right, everyone do a system analysis. If you have any issues at all, now’s the time to address them.” 
 
    He received a round of “All clears.”  
 
    “Well, it looks like the plan worked,” Monday said. “They probably think we died in the explosion. Now I just hope Reuan’s thing works. Otherwise, we’re going to be out of fuel and power before we make it to the shore. I don’t know about you guys, but becoming an artificial reef for fish isn’t how I wanna go out.” 
 
    “Me either,” Brink replied. “Looks like Reuan’s package landed fifty meters closer to the shore. Locate it on you radar and move out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” the tactical officer called out. 
 
    “What is it?” General Brazal asked as he walked over. 
 
    They were in the command center on the battlefield. He’d wanted to remain in the war room within the palace, but Gortal had declared that to be cowardly and unbecoming of a Sheingal general. Brazal knew better than to argue. Besides, the Sheingal had always led from the front lines. This was where he belonged. 
 
    “Six dropships entered the atmosphere,” the officer replied. 
 
    “Many of them have,” Brazal replied. “Perhaps you’ve noticed all the ones across the battlefield?” 
 
    The officer shook his head. “No, sir. I mean, yes, sir. But these six were over the ocean to the rear of the palace. It was almost like they were trying to flank us.” 
 
    “Were?” Brazal asked. 
 
    “They exploded upon entry, sir. It looks like a lot of debris fell into the ocean, but that’s all I’ve got. There are no heat or energy signatures.” 
 
    Brazal waved a dismissive hand. “Then they’re of no concern. Even if they’d tried to flank the palace, there’s not enough room to land six dropships, and we have tanks and artillery on watch.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was just keeping you informed.” 
 
    “Well done. If you see anything worthy of note, let me know immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “There it is,” Monday said as his lights shone on three large steel containers. “Looks like it survived the fall.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Brink replied. “Can you open it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Monday said. “I think so. Looks like it landed upside down, but that shouldn’t matter.” 
 
    He reached out to the hatch and gripped the dual handles. It took a considerable amount of the mech’s strength to get them to turn, but they finally gave. The container had settled into the soft sand of the ocean floor, so he’d had to dig some of it away before opening the doors. Monday pulled first one door open, then the other. Inside sat Reuan’s solution to their power and fuel issues. 
 
    Neatly stacked one atop the other and side by side in the container were what Reuan had called mech skiffs. Monday thought they looked like the scooters underwater divers used. Each one had a name etched into it. They’d been designed to carry the weight of a specific mech and its pilot. 
 
    The devices were different widths and looked like a double-ended wing to an aircraft. Larger races, like the Taylahh and the Withaloo, obviously needed larger designs. Each skiff had a large turbine mounted on each side. Next to each turbine were handholds built for each mech’s specific hand design. Each grip also served as the throttle to the turbines. They worked independent of each other, like the tracks of a tank. To turn left, you increased the trust of the right turbine or decreased the left. Vice versa for turning right. Monday pulled them out and distributed them. Two other mechs moved to the other containers, opened them, and handed out the other skiffs. 
 
    “You think these things will have enough power to actually propel a mech through the water?” Muraingo asked as he inspected the skiff. His was massive, and the turbines on it were nearly the same size as some of the other mechs. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Zarmlon said. 
 
    She gripped the skiff by the handles, pointed it toward the palace, and turned the throttle wide open. “Whooaaaa!” she shouted as her mech was snatched from the seabed and rocketed forward. If not for the lights mounted all over her mech, she would’ve been invisible in the deep, dark waters. 
 
    “Yup. They work,” Monday said. 
 
    Once all the skiffs had been handed out and tested, they formed up five lines deep. 
 
    “Ready, Brink?” Monday asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Brink replied. 
 
    “Remember,” Monday said, “you have to watch out for rocks, reefs, old wrecks, and canyons. If you screw up and fall into a hole, there’s no guarantee we can get you out. You’ll likely be resigned to a watery grave with a slow and agonizing death. Sound like fun?” He received a few faint negative replies. “Sounds like Suckville on Planet Screwthat to me. Pay attention to your surroundings and don’t get separated. We’re ten miles from shore, and it shouldn’t take long to get there.” 
 
    “You heard the man,” Brink said. “Everyone, move out!” 
 
    As one, they turned the throttles on their skiffs and moved forward. Most were wobbly and not very well controlled at first, but they soon got the hang of it. Before long, the group was moving at a rapid pace through the water. 
 
    Monday figured out if he tilted the nose of his skiff up, he’d rise toward the surface, and if he turned the nose down, he’d go deeper. It dawned on him that divers had to spend some time at certain depths to decompress their bodies after being so deep underwater and breathing under pressure. Otherwise, they could develop compression sickness and die. Being in mechs, he wasn’t sure if that would apply to them. The mechs worked great in space, but there was no pressure in the vacuum of space. Here in the depths of the ocean, there was nearly 150 pounds per square inch pressing down on them. He also wasn’t sure how deep water pressure effected the other races. He commed Brink privately and expressed his concerns. 
 
    “I think it’s best to play it safe,” Brink said after a minute of thought. “We won’t do Dahkal any good if we’re dying of compression sickness instead of fighting.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Monday said. 
 
    “How long and at what depth do we stop?” Brink asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Monday said. “I know a lot of divers stop at like fifteen or twenty feet for like five minutes or so, but I’m not sure if that’s based on the kind of depth we were just at. I say we stop at 150 feet of depth and wait like seven minutes, then again at 75 feet for five minutes, and again at 20 feet for another five minutes. That might be overkill, but at least we won’t actually be killed. We can skim the ocean floor and just stand there instead of trying to hover with these things. We gotta walk up onto land anyway.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Brink said. 
 
    At a depth of 150 feet, they brought the entire platoon to a halt and waited for seven minutes before starting again. At sixty feet, they repeated the process for five minutes, and again at twenty feet. At twenty feet, the tops of the Taylahh mechs were brushing the surface of the water, so they dropped down to all fours. Instead of using the skiffs, everyone walked the remaining distance to shore. Once out of the water, they hurried to take cover beneath the cliffs and stacked the skiffs up in a pile to the side. 
 
    “Something’s stuck to me,” Doyle, a Pikith, said over the comm. 
 
    Monday turned to look at him and laughed. A creature that looked a lot like a sea star clung to the front of Doyle’s mech. It was bright green with blue spots and had seventeen arms. It looked more like a crazy tribal sun than a starfish with the way its appendages curved back and forth. 
 
    “Hang on, Doyle. I got you,” Monday said. He walked over and, as gently as he could, peeled the sea creature off the mech and quickly ran it back to the water. He considered tossing it, but the act seemed cruel, and he dismissed the idea. 
 
    Once he was back at the cliff, Brink said, “Everyone check your fuel and power levels!” 
 
    The remaining fuel levels varied from 75 percent to 80, and everyone still had 90 percent power left or more. The Taylahh mechs had their own small powerplants and weren’t concerned with power levels. They did, however, run system checks on the plants to make sure being underwater hadn’t caused any unforeseen issues. Luckily it hadn’t, and they were running at full efficiency. 
 
    “What do you think?” Brink asked as he stepped up next to Monday. “Should we boost up there? We have the element of surprise.” 
 
    “That was the plan,” Monday said. “Climbing up would eat a lot of power and take too long.” He turned to Muraingo. “What do you think, Sergeant Muraingo?” 
 
    “Sir?” Muraingo asked. 
 
    “What do you think we should do? Just blast up there all at once and give them hell? Or is there a better way?” 
 
    “You’re asking me?” Muraingo asked. “Sorry, sir, but I’m just a sergeant. I work for a living. I don’t make the plans. That’s what you officers are for. I follow orders and do what I’m told.” 
 
    Monday laughed. “Yeah, I remember those days. Then I got screwed over with an officer’s commission. Hell, Dahkal even made me a captain before this mission. Can you believe the nerve of that guy? Anyway, here’s the thing, Muraingo. My style of leadership is a bit different than the average officer. I prefer to go with the best plan available, not the best plan available that I can come up with.” 
 
    “Ya know,” Brink said, “the more time I spend around Emerald Dragons, the more I like them. Go ahead, Sergeant. Tell us what you think we should do.” 
 
    Muraingo was silent for a long second. “Uhhh, well, I do have something that might help.” 
 
    “And that is?” Monday asked. 
 
    “Sir, the Taylahh mechs have our own powerplants, so power usage isn’t an issue for us. Not only that, but our mechs are twice the size of most of the others.” 
 
    “Okay,” Monday said. “What advantage does that give you over us right now?” 
 
    “We can climb up without burning through our power in less than half the time it would take you.” He pointed to Dooringo. His mech had dual .50-caliber, multi-barreled weapons mounted on the shoulders. “Even Dooringo, with all the extra weight he’s carrying.” 
 
    “Go on,” Monday encouraged. 
 
    “I say you and Captain Brink let us Taylahh climb the cliff before you all boost up. We can attack first and get their attention. Dooringo can concentrate fire on one of the heavy weapons and blow it to bits with the .50 cals. The rest of us can wreak all kinds of havoc. They won’t be expecting an attack from below, much less from anything as big as our mechs.” 
 
    “I like it,” Monday said. “Literally send in the big guns first, then smack them in the back of the head while their attention is on you.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Muraingo said. 
 
    “I like it, too,” Brink said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “All right then,” Monday said, “we’ve got ourselves a plan. Good job, Sergeant Muraingo. We may have to make you an officer after this is all said and done.” 
 
    “Can someone frag me instead?” Muraingo asked, his voice pained. “It would hurt a lot less.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Muraingo gripped the rock face and dug the feet of his mech in deep. Tylinga, Bornlago, Narmango, Kaptinga, and Dooringo lined up on either side of him. They were less than ten feet below the cliff’s edge. 
 
    “On your mark, Sergeant,” Tylinga said. As an officer, she outranked him, but in the spirit of Captains Brink and Monday, she’d given him command of their part of the operation. It had been his plan, after all. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” Muraingo replied. “Everyone ready.” All of them confirmed they were. “As soon as we clear the top, open fire. On my mark. Three… two… one… Mark!” 
 
    As one, all six Taylahh leapt up and over the clifftop. As soon as their weapons were clear, they began to fire. Dooringo’s dual .50 caliber guns hammered the nearest crew-served laser. Unsuspecting Sheingal warriors jerked and shook as their armor and bodies were riddled with countless rounds. The laser sparked, smoked, and finally exploded in a brilliant flash. The explosion blew the warriors who had ducked down into cover into the massive wall surrounding the palace. They didn’t get up. 
 
    Muraingo set his sights on a tank with dual turrets. He pushed his mech to its full speed and fired his shoulder-mounted rail gun as he ran. Narmango and Bornlago kept pace at his sides, firing their weapons as well. The turret turned in their direction, but before it could fire, they were upon it. All three massive twenty-foot tall mechs slammed into the side of the tank. They hit it with so much force, the track lifted half a foot off the ground. 
 
    “Flip it!” Muraingo shouted. 
 
    Each of them dug their fingers into the soft soil beneath the tank’s tracks, gripped, then heaved as hard as they could. The tank rose higher and higher as they lifted, and the servos of their mechs whined under the immense weight. 
 
    “Throw it!” Muraingo grunted. 
 
    With a mighty heave, the three of them shoved the tank up into the air. It rocked up onto the other track, wobbled, and stayed there. It didn’t flip over. The track on the ground began to rotate. The turrets rotated toward the ground. 
 
    “Ram it!” Narmango yelled and ran forward. “The driver’s trying to flip it back over!” 
 
    Muraingo and Bornlago rushed in as well and slammed into the belly of the beast. Finally, the tank rolled over and onto its back. Muraingo leapt onto it, placed a large thermite grenade on the belly toward the front, and took cover. He guessed that was where the driver should be. It blew and quickly ate through steel. The thermite dripped through the hole, and he heard someone screaming. Quickly, Muraingo popped the pin on a frag grenade and tossed it through the hole. It blew, and the screaming ceased. 
 
    After the initial surprise of the attack, though, the Sheingal warriors had collected themselves and were systematically attacking, and the Sheingal were beginning to push the Taylahh back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Now!” Monday and Brink shouted together. 
 
    Every Bolt on the ground fired their bounding boosters at full power and rocketed up the side of the cliff. Like the Taylahh, they fired as soon as they reached the top. Monday and Brink went in opposite directions. The platoon followed their lead and split, half with Monday, and half with Brink. 
 
    “Holy hell!” Monday shouted. “They flipped a freaking tank! That’s the most metal freaking thing I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    He fired his railgun into the face of a charging Sheingal. Immediately, he shifted aim to a large crew-served machine gun firing at the Taylahh taking cover behind the flipped tank. The Sheingal ducked, so he pulled a frag grenade from his belt and threw it. To his astonishment, a large Sheingal sprang up and batted the grenade back at him with a huge steel club. Monday did the only thing he could think of in the moment, he dove to the side and prayed like hell he didn’t die. The grenade blew before reaching him, but he still took damage from the flying shrapnel. Several indicators lit up on his HUD where he’d taken damage. 
 
    Monday rolled over to see the club-wielding Sheingal leap over the barricade and run at him with a nasty snarl on his face. He rolled, brought his arm with the minigun up, and fired. The rounds pinged off the Sheingal’s armor, and several impacted flesh, but he kept coming. The warrior struck down with the club and connected solidly with the front of Monday’s mech. Monday tried to fire the minigun again, but the Sheingal knocked his arm to the side, dove onto him, and tried to claw his way through the war machine. Monday balled the other hand of the mech into a fist and punched the Sheingal in the ribs as hard as he could. Blood sprayed from his mouth, and he toppled off and to the ground. Monday rolled over and quickly got to his feet. The warrior was struggling to get to his own feet, but Monday kicked him in the head with all the mech’s considerable strength. There was a spray of red, and his helmet flew off into the distance. 
 
    Wasting no time, Monday checked his instruments and immediately sought another target. He grinned as he took aim at one of the crew-served lasers. It had been too long since he’d gotten to use his mech in real battle. 
 
    He saw a Bolt indicator turn red on his HUD, and his smile immediately disappeared. Monday turned to see a single Sheingal running from one mech to another. The one on the ground was in pieces. The warrior had torn it apart with his bare hands and claws. The Sheingal were everything Dahkal had said they were. He took a deep breath and fired his railgun at the Sheingal. The round pinged off the warrior’s shoulder, and it dove into cover. Another mech chased after it, firing. Monday returned his focus to the laser as he searched for cover. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Roogeval looked at Bervental with a confused expression. “Each time I fire the laser at the larger machines, the beam does no damage. It only bounces off. I think it has to do with how polished and shiny they are. It doesn’t look like they’ve been painted.” 
 
    “Then we stop using lasers,” Bervental replied. He knelt down and opened a long case on the ground. “I’ve always wanted to fire one of these in a real battle,” he added as he lifted the surface-to-air missile launcher. 
 
    Roogeval grinned and picked up the other one. “Me, too. Should we go for the large midsection?” 
 
    “No,” Bervental replied. “That might be too well armored. You take the right leg; I’ll take the left. There’s no way that won’t work. It’ll at least drop it to the ground so we can get in close and rip it to shreds.” 
 
    They leveled their launchers and took aim. The other three Sheingal working the laser joined them at the barricade and drew their melee weapons, ready to attack. 
 
    “Ready?” Bervental asked. 
 
    “Fire,” Roogeval replied. 
 
    They both fired. Small missiles rocketed forward and slammed into the legs of the massive war machine. Parts and hydraulic fluid flew everywhere amidst the explosions. Some of the shrapnel from the larger war machine even embedded itself into neighboring machines, causing them to take damage as well. 
 
    “Charge!” Bervental shouted. 
 
    All five Sheingal erupted from the barricade and dashed for the downed machine. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Muraingo hadn’t had enough time to react when his mech warned him of incoming missiles. There were two distinct explosions, and his mech toppled to the ground. He hit hard enough to knock the breath out of him. Circuits and fuses blew in his cockpit, and every alarm went off. A quick assessment showed his legs had been blown out from under him. Luckily, the damage had been low enough his actual legs hadn’t been injured. Quickly, he grabbed his .50-caliber hand cannon from its place on the wall and shoved it into the holster. He was about to pull the eject handle when his mech was suddenly being ripped apart from the outside. In seconds, he could see daylight shining through. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Monday watched in horror as Muraingo’s mech toppled to the ground. He’d taken cover behind a large crane he assumed had been used to lower the steel and concrete barricades into position. He aimed his rail gun and raised his minigun but dropped them an instant before he fired. The chance he might hit Muraingo was too great. He needed to think of something. Time was short, though. Parts of Muraingo’s mech were flying through the air as the Sheingal tore into it. 
 
    The large hook and cable of the crane caught his attention. It was hanging in the perfect place. “This is going to be the most amazing thing I’ve ever done,” he said as he ran forward and grabbed the hook. 
 
    Still running, Monday held onto the hook, jumped into the air, and activated his external speakers. His forward momentum stopped, and he swung back again. Rather than stop himself, Monday fired his bounding booster and swung the crane’s cable and hook as high as it would go, then cut the boosters. 
 
    As he swung forward again, Monday burned the last of his fuel to accelerate the swing and yelled, “Heyyyy youuuu guyyyyyyys!” 
 
    All five Sheingal looked up from their ravaging in time to see the steel bottoms of Monday’s mech feet come crashing into them. When the swing reached its forward apex, Monday released the hook and dropped to the ground in a perfect superhero landing. The hook swung back toward the crane. Two of the Sheingal stood up at the worst time, and the hook collided with them, knocking them out cold. Two others were clearly dead, having taken the impact of the mech’s feet directly. 
 
    Monday was about to put several rounds from his railgun through the chest of the fifth one when it rose up much faster than it should have been able to do. The Sheingal ripped and slashed at him with his razor-sharp claws, taking several chunks from Monday’s canopy. The beast jumped on him and took Monday and his mech to the ground. I’m getting tired of my mech getting knocked down so easily! Then again, I’ve never faced an opponent like the Sheingal before. They were apex predators with advanced technology. 
 
    The Sheingal roared in frustration as Monday managed to keep him at bay. “You disgusting creature! I’ll rip you to bits with my claws and feast upon your flesh!” 
 
    “I don’t think so!” Monday shouted. 
 
    He entered a command, and three curved, serrated blades extended from the back of each of his mech’s hands. Monday punched up under the armor on both sides of the Sheingal. He extracted the blades and punched them in again, over and over, until the warrior fell off him, dead. Monday stood his blood-covered mech up once again and hurried over to Muraingo. 
 
    Worried for his friend, Monday began to frantically sort through what remained of Muraingo’s mech. “Muraingo!” he shouted, the external speakers still on. “Hey, man! Are you all right?” 
 
    A large, armored fist punched up through the wreckage of the mech, followed by an arm, and then Muraingo’s head. Painstakingly, Muraingo pulled himself out of the ruined machine and rolled off the side. Monday jumped over next to him and knelt. 
 
    “Thanks, Captain,” Muraingo panted through labored breaths. “Wasn’t sure I was going to make it out of that one.” 
 
    Monday smiled, though he knew Muraingo couldn’t see it. “Any time, bub. You good to go?” 
 
    Muraingo held up his pistol and nodded. “I’m always ready, sir.” 
 
    Monday raised his clawed fists. “Then let’s get to it.” 
 
    Side by side, they charged the next barricade. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex piloted his remaining drones into the airspace over the battlefield. Before arriving, he’d called the six available F-BOMB drones. He, Bologna, three of Bologna’s brothers, and Brawlt were flying with an F-BOMB in their pods. Brawlt was by far the best pilot on the ship, and Alex knew not getting him involved would be a mistake. They needed to take out as much of the heavy artillery as possible, so he’d had one of the other pilots swap out with Brawlt. 
 
    “Monday and the Bolts have engaged the rear of the palace,” Alex said as his drones passed over. 
 
    “I see that,” Phil said. “Looks like they’re doing all right, too. Got a damned tank turned up on its back. Now I done seen it all.” 
 
    “I’m going to focus the F-BOMBs on the energy cannons. You should engage the tanks and artillery and try to take out as many as possible.” 
 
    “Copy,” Phil answered. “Ah, hell, I got about a dozen fighters coming after me already. Gotta go, kid. Things just got complicated.” 
 
    “Damn!” Alex shouted. “I was hoping there wouldn’t be that many of Gortal’s fighters left at this point. Shit! I got three on me now!” 
 
    “Same!” Brawlt shouted. 
 
    Nearly every pilot in the drone squad with drones left had multiple fighters tailing them. 
 
    “Just do the best you can!” Alex shouted as he banked hard to the starboard side. “Damn! I lost another drone!” His pod was down to one drone and one F-BOMB. 
 
    “We need to dive-bomb the artillery!” Brawlt shouted. “Just like we did in Raegah! The F-BOMB is made for that anyway. Instead of trying to fight the fighters, we just need to crash and destroy.” 
 
    Alex growled in frustration and hit his comm. “Admiral Cortal, how are the fighters holding up on the planet?” 
 
    “Well,” Cortal replied, “it seems Gortal’s fighters have decided you and Captain Phil are a bigger threat than the other fighters and gunships after what you did to the training facility. We still outnumber them greatly, and you’re providing a wonderful distraction, to be honest. In the few seconds we’ve spoken, our fighters have taken down ten of theirs.” 
 
    “That’s something, I guess,” Alex said. “Look, we have to kill that artillery. I’ve got six drones that can do that. Can you tell me anything else helpful?” 
 
    Cortal sighed heavily over the comm. “Yes, but I find it tasteless.” 
 
    “Sounds low down and dirty,” Alex said. “Let me hear it.” 
 
    “Take out the command center,” Cortal responded. “General Brazal will be there, commanding the battle. Take him out, and you’ll cause all kinds of confusion on the field.” 
 
    “Cut the head off the snake and kill the body,” Alex said. “I got it.” 
 
    “Alex, targeting officers is not the Sheingal way,” Cortal said, his words heavy over the connection. “I’m sure your race has similar rules in times of war.” 
 
    “I understand, Admiral, but sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do. He’s no different than any other warrior on that battlefield. His life doesn’t matter any more than the innocent warriors out there who’ve already died. If taking him out will help us win this thing, that’s what I’ll do. Can you give me a location? I’m a little too busy to scan the area right now.” 
 
    Just then several pods were destroyed, including two with F-BOMBs. 
 
    “I’m diving!” Brawlt shouted as he piloted his F-BOMB into the nearest energy cannon. His screen went blank, and he turned to face Alex. “That’s it, man. Hopefully I took that one out. I lost my other drone to a fighter. It was that or nothing.” 
 
    “I need a location, Cortal!” Alex shouted. 
 
    “I’m sending you the coordinates,” Cortal said. “My tactical officer located the command center only seconds ago. Do what you must.” 
 
    The coordinates came through, and Alex cut the connection. “Hopefully this makes some kind of difference,” Alex said as he aimed his remaining drones at the indicated spot. On his screen, it looked like a tent camouflaged to look like the surrounding grass. He increased the thrust to maximum and set the warhead in the F-BOMB to detonate onr impact. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Incoming!” the tactical officer shouted as he jumped up from his station and ran. 
 
    General Brazal tried to follow, but never made it. The last thing he saw was a bright flash right after hearing a high-pitched whistle and screaming thrusters. 
 
    Outside the command center, Master Chief Berkal pushed himself up from the ground after narrowly escaping death. He rolled over just as the shockwave from the following explosion threw him through the air and into a barricade wall. Amazingly, he survived, but something was wrong. His scales and flesh burned. It was like he was on fire, but there were no flames. He looked down at himself to see he was covered in some sort of greenish liquid that was eating his flesh. Berkal watched in horror as the scales melted from his hand, then his bones disintegrated. He screamed in agony along with nearly a dozen other warriors as The Last Cocktail did its gruesome work. Their screams were soon silenced. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alex leaned back from his monitors and looked around the drone center. Every other pilot was looking back at him. All the drones were gone, and they didn’t have the time or material to make more. He looked over at Bologna. 
 
    “Did you manage to hit anything critical?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bologna replied. “I hit another energy cannon, and Kologna took down another tank. That was the best we could do.” 
 
    “You did great,” Alex said with a nod. He looked around the room. “You all did great.” He stood from his station and turned to Brawlt. “We should head up to the command center and see what we can do from there. Hopefully, Phil is having better luck.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Shields are down to 12 percent!” Garickle shouted. 
 
    “Damn!” Phil replied. “They sure as hell don’t want us poking around that palace, do they?” 
 
    Phil turned the ship hard as several more missiles impacted the rear shields. Sparks flew everywhere, and Winged Fury bucked hard. Phil gasped as all thrust ceased. 
 
    “We have lost the engines!” one of the Leethog females called over the intercom. “Main powerplant is still online. Secondary powerplant is gone, and we cannot bring the engines back online.” 
 
    “Prepare for an emergency crash landing!” Phil shouted. 
 
    “Dahkal is going to be mad,” Garickle said as he checked his safety harness. After he was secure, he snapped his helmet on. “He said not to scratch his ship.” 
 
    “Scratches add character to a ship,” Phil replied as he snapped his own helmet in place. “Now, grab hold of something, grit your teeth, and pray like hell, ‘cause we’re goin’ down! I’m gonna try and put her in down in the open field past the city. Don’t want to kill any civilians when we bite it.” 
 
    The ship rocked again as more missiles impacted. A second later, Winged Fury hit the ground in a cloud of dust, dirt, smoke, and fire. Phil and Garickle were slung around in their seats and covered in dirt and debris when the viewing portal shattered from the impact. 
 
    Sometime later, a small hand cleared the soil from around his face shield. Phil opened his eyes to see the grim faces of two of the Leethog. One of them had a cracked face shield and blood running down the side of her head. The other looked fine. Together, the two dug Phil out of the dirt, then worked on Garickle. He wasn’t buried nearly as badly as Phil had been. 
 
    “Where are the other two?” Phil asked. 
 
    One of the Leethog turned to him and slowly shook her head. “They didn’t make it, Captain.” 
 
    “Aw, hell,” Phil said. He held his hand across his side. It felt like a few of his ribs were broken. “I’m sorry. Were they family of yours?” 
 
    “Bentalicktock was my cousin,” the Leethog with the cracked face shield said, “but it was a good death. He died in battle for a good cause. He will be remembered as a hero. So will the Prithmar, Herenzine. They were proud to be Emerald Dragons.” 
 
    Garickle, free of his restraints, stood and checked himself over. “No injuries,” he announced. He put a hand on the Leethog’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for the loss of your cousin, Reginalicktock. You’re right, though. They’ll be remembered as heroes who died in battle.” 
 
    “Come on,” Phil said. “We gotta head back toward the palace. There’s gotta be more we can do.” 
 
    They exited the wreckage and gasped at the distance they were from the battle. It was at least half a day’s walk to reach the palace, on a good day, without broken ribs. 
 
    “Well, damn,” Phil said. “I didn’t realize we were so far away.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can get the radio in the bay to work,” Reginalicktock said. “Maybe we can call someone to come pick us up.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Phil said. “I’ll come help you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Jauregui,” Hunai said, “I have Captain Phil. The signal is weak and barely readable. I don’t know how long it’s going to hold, either.” 
 
    “Put him on,” Alex replied. “Quickly.” 
 
    “Alex, can you—me?” came Phil’s voice. The connection was full of static and distorted. 
 
    “Barely,” Alex replied. “Where are you? We can’t see you on the scanners anymore.” 
 
    “Shot down. Ship won’t—anymore. Two dead. —ting evac—tion. North—city.” 
 
    “Phil!” Alex shouted. “Stay where you are! Don’t try to move! We’ll send help as soon as we can. Remain at your current position and wait for help. Do you copy?” 
 
    Phil replied, but Alex couldn’t make it out, and the connection died. Alex dropped into a chair and rubbed his temple. “I hope he heard me. Eleanor, can you scan the area north of the capital city and see if you can locate the wreckage?” 
 
    “Can do, sir,” Eleanor replied. A few minutes later, she said, “There’s all kinds of wreckage to locate, but the only thing I see that’s frigate-sized is this right here.” She brought up an image on the screen, and Alex immediately recognized it. 
 
    “That’s them. That’s Winged Fury. Hopefully they can hang on until this is all over. We won’t be able to send them help until then.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Phil stepped away from the console and kicked it. “Dang wrecked hunk of junk! I could barely make out anything he was sayin’. I think he wants us to stay put, though. Probably best. We’ll never make it back on foot before the battle’s over. Besides that, the hike would wear us out. At least if we get run up on here, we’ll have some fight left in us. Better than dying tired.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Garickle said. “I’ll see if I can salvage some weapons.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Phil said. He pointed at the two Leethog. “You two keep a lookout. We’re goin’ to be here a while.” They nodded, and he and Garickle set out to find whatever they could to protect themselves with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Steel screeched and squealed as the Sheingal’s claws ripped through the front of Yvonne’s mech. The fallen mech shook and rattled Yvonne as the dragon-like warrior clawed his way to the gooey Bolt snack in the center. Sunlight lit the cockpit as a large section was split and torn off. An orange hand reached through, and claws raked down the front of her helmet. Thankfully, her updated suit of armor protected her. She knew the suit had limits, though. The hand disappeared back through the hole. 
 
    Frantically, Yvonne groped for the short Sheingal-style laser rifle she’d been issued before dropping from the ship. She aimed through the newly torn hole and waited for a target. Again, orange hands reached in, gripped the sides of the hole, and ripped it further apart. A snarling dragon head appeared, then disappeared when it spotted the laser rifle. Yvonne fired, but too late. The laser beam missed. The Sheingal reached in, grabbed the barrel of the gun, and ripped it from her grasp. 
 
    “Damn it!” she shouted. “Stupid lizard!” She reached down to her belt and unclipped a small, round object with two buttons on the top. It was a thermite grenade. “This is a terrible idea.” 
 
    The Sheingal widened the hole further, shoved his head in, and snapped at Yvonne’s faceplate with his fangs. His teeth clamped down on the sides of her helmet, but the steel and clear steel held. The savage warrior chomped down several times, to no avail. He leaned back and roared down at her in frustration. Yvonne seized the opportunity, pressed the first button on the grenade, and shoved her hand into the Sheingal’s mouth and down his throat. The dragon warrior gagged and reared back off her and the mech, choking on the object left in his throat. Yvonne heard a dull pop followed by a pained howl. She pulled the emergency escape handle, and the canopy of her mech popped open. 
 
    The agonized screams of the Sheingal had already died off by the time she exited and stood next to her ruined war machine. The thermite was burning through the warrior’s body with ease. It was a horrible way to go.  
 
    “Better you than me, pal,” Yvonne said as she ran to retrieve her rifle.  
 
    She checked the battery pack and slung it over her shoulder. All around her, the fight raged on. Captain Brink was battling another Sheingal, and several other Bolts were firing at one of the crew-served lasers. Everyone was fighting. A dual-turreted tank leveled its lower barrel and fired at two mechs charging it. They disappeared in an explosion of steel and red spray. 
 
    “Nooo!” Yvonne screamed. “Bastards!” She lowered her head and ran toward the tank, ducking behind debris and abandoned barricades to keep from being targeted. With her mech down, and the others engaged in combat, she seemingly went unnoticed. 
 
    As she reached the tank’s rear, she leapt up and landed on the rear platform. The powerful engine roared to life, and the massive vehicle moved forward. The lower kinetic turret was turning toward another target, and the upper laser turret remained still. She rushed to the driver’s hatch and turned the wheel. It opened without resistance, and she lifted the hatch away and dropped in. The interior of the one-being tank was small by a Sheingal’s standards, but to a Human, it was spacious. 
 
    Boom! The entire machine rocked as another round fired. It was all Yvonne could do to remain standing. She noticed the kinetic barrel had an autoloader, leaving the driver free to maneuver or to fire the laser cannon. The driver was a lone brown, overweight Sheingal wearing light battle armor and no helmet. With all the noise of the engine and the excitement of battle, he hadn’t heard her or noticed the warning signal indicating his hatch had been opened.  
 
    Yvonne inched her way toward him. He roared with joy as he rotated the turret and prepared to fire another kinetic round at a mech she knew to be Corporal Zarmlon’s. Without a second to lose, she surged forward, pulled her field knife, reached around, and repeatedly stabbed the Sheingal in the throat numerous times. His eyes grew wide as he realized what was happening, but it was too late. Yvonne thrust her bloody blade into him one last time to be sure he was dead. A grin split her face as she realized she’d just traded her mech for a tank built with alien technology.  
 
    Excited, Yvonne turned to the controls and halted. “Geez. What a mess!” 
 
    A layer of blood now coated the control panel and viewing screens. There was a medical kit on the wall, so she opened it and pulled out the roll of gauze and all the cloth bandages. “Not like you’re gonna need these,” she said with a shrug and hastily mopped up the mess. With the controls cleaned up enough she thought she could use them, Yvonne turned to the massive being in the driver seat. “Crap. I should have let you get out of the chair before I killed you. How the hell am I supposed get your big ass out of my way?” 
 
    After a quick look around the compartment for anything worth using, she spotted a coiled rope hung on the back wall that looked like a tow rope. Perfect, she thought with a smile. She unraveled the rope and wrapped one end of it around the Sheingal’s chest and back under his arms. She wrapped the rope three times to be sure it wouldn’t come loose and tied it off. That end of the rope secure, Yvonne studied the tank’s control panel. She’d yet to come across a piece of equipment or machinery she couldn’t operate, and she’d be damned if this one would stump her. Using eye movement commands on her HUD, she activated the written translation program Reuan had downloaded into all their new suits. All the odd Sheingalian symbols in her view were translated into Earth Common as the program worked. 
 
    As soon as she tried to enter a command, the screen flickered, went black, then came back on with everything all scrambled. She touched the controls, and it did it again. Blood from the original driver must have seeped down in the cracks and gotten to the components. 
 
    Yvonne slammed her hand down on the console and shouted, “Focus, bitch!”  
 
    The program flickered, then snapped to its proper screen and remained clear. A grin cut across her face, and a minute later she rotated the laser turret around and angled it down just over the driver hatch. Quickly, she climbed out and tied the other end of the rope to the end of the laser turret, then scrambled back down into the tank. 
 
    Back at the controls, she angled the turret upward. As it rose, so did the body of the previous operator. She had to push and shove him a bit as the turret rose, so his body would clear the armrests, and she had to spread, lift, and refold his wings. When the turret was as high as it would go, the enormous warrior was still inside the tank, hanging about a foot off the floor directly under the hatch. Yvonne rotated the turret to the tank’s front, and his body rose and slid out of the hatch completely. On the forward view screen, she could see his blood-soaked body hanging from the end of the turret. 
 
    “Ha!” she exclaimed. “I got me a hood ornament.” 
 
    “Specialist Jacobs,” Captain Brinks voice called over the combat channel, “what are you doing?” 
 
    “Sir?” she answered. 
 
    “Why do you have that guy hanging off the end of the barrel?” 
 
    “Uhh, well, you see, the thing is…” 
 
    “Cut him down, Jacobs. We’re Bolts. We always conduct ourselves as such. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Yvonne replied immediately. And she did understand. Bolts were held to a higher standard, and that meant treating everyone with respect and dignity, including dead enemies. 
 
    “And Jacobs…” 
 
    “Sir?” she answered as she pushed herself out the hatch and sighted her rifle in on the rope. 
 
    “Nice job taking that tank. Now, how about you put it to use and take out some of those heavy weapons?” 
 
    Yvonne fired, the rope split, and the body fell to the ground. “Roger dat, sir!” 
 
    She ducked back into the tank and sealed the hatch, making sure to slide the interior lock as well so no one could drop in on her like she’d done to the Sheingal. It was only by sheer luck she’d managed to pick a tank with a lazy operator. She figured it was highly doubtful the other tankers ran with their hatches unsecured. Finally in full command of the tank, she rotated around to face the nearest crew-served laser. There were six Sheingal operating in the area, two targeting and firing, and four providing cover fire for the operators. They weren’t paying attention to her tank. Why would they? She fired the laser turret. In a flash, all six of them were vaporized, and the crew-served laser itself exploded. Shrapnel flew in all directions, and some of it even hit additional enemy Sheingal. The next closest target was one of the anti-ship energy cannons. She took it out with a single kinetic round. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” she shouted. “I have got to get me one of these! I wonder if Dahkal would give the Bolts a few to hold onto for a while.” 
 
    Her revelry was interrupted as the front right section of her tank’s armor was hit by a powerful laser. Systems overloaded, and sparks flew from panels. “Crap!” She panned around until she saw the culprit. It was another crew-served laser team. She was too slow, however, and another blast of energy hit the end of her laser turret, rendering it useless.  
 
    “Aww, damnit! I just got dat!” she lamented as she fired a kinetic round. The laser blew apart as the round passed through it, as did its operators. “Good thing I got a backup.” 
 
    “Jacobs!” Brink shouted over the comm again. 
 
    “I don’t have any more piñatas, sir! I swear!” 
 
    “What?” Brink asked. “No, listen, that was the last of the heavy energy weapons over here, but Monday’s side and the front are still dealing with them. We’re going to finish off the rest of the foot soldiers, then shift to the other side to help Monday out. I need you to get into the palace and find a way to shut down their power source. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “The wall is fifty feet high, sir,” Yvonne replied. “How the hell am I supposed to…” Her voice trailed off for a second. “Never mind! I figured it out!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Monday shoved the Sheingal off his mech and fired his minigun. Rounds bounced off the warrior’s heavy armor and energy shield. Several more rapid shots from his shoulder-mounted rail gun depleted the rest of the Sheingal’s shield energy and shoved him back in the dirt, but he was otherwise uninjured. In a flash, he leapt toward Monday’s mech, wings and claws extended, intent on ripping Monday’s mech to shreds. 
 
    Instinct kicked in, and Monday’s hands shot up and caught the warrior by the wrists before his claws could do any damage. Monday was unpleasantly surprised when the Sheingal was not only able to push back, but matched the strength of his mech. The natural strength of the Sheingal fought with the servo-assisted heavy battle armor. All’s fair in love and war, he thought as the shoulder-joints of his mech threatened to give out, but this is some bullshit!” 
 
    Then the part of the palace wall they were fighting next to exploded. Monday was knocked over onto his side, and chunks of concrete and steel pelted his mech. After a few seconds of disorientation, he realized he was still holding onto the wrists of the Sheingal warrior, but all that was left of him were his arms. Shocked, Monday released them and left the armored appendages laying on the ground. He pushed himself back up and turned to see what the hell had happened. 
 
    A large hole had been punched through the palace wall. He looked at the damage and noticed everything had blown out in his direction, so it had definitely come from within. Carefully, so as not to make himself a target for whoever was on the other side, he maneuvered his mech so the cameras could get a clear view through the hole. What he saw made him shake his head. 
 
    There was another hole in the wall on the other side of the courtyard. Stuck through the hole was the enormous muzzle of a Sheingalian tank. He watched as a Bolt shimmied down the barrel and dropped into the palace courtyard. The Bolt raised their rifle and moved up toward the back doors of the palace. 
 
    Monday checked his equipment and scanned for enemies on the other side of the wall. None showed, and he let out a sigh of relief. He figured whoever it was had been ordered to try to shut down the main power supply to the heavy energy weapons. The indicator for the Bolt read “Y. Jacobs.” Must be the specialist Brink mentioned before. 
 
    He activated his comm unit. “Brink, Earshot.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Earshot.” 
 
    “I spotted one of ours entering the back door of the palace. Looks like the coast is clear for the moment. Gortal must be concentrating his forces on the main gates.” He moved back from the wall and fired his railgun at a Sheingal. 
 
    “Affirmative. That’s Jacobs. She’s headed to try to cut the power to the main artillery. Agreed on Gortal. I expected more of a force back here. But then again, Alex has him pretty busy with the drones out front.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Monday chuckled. “Jacobs managed to take out the guy I was fighting with that tank round. Pretty much turned him into mush. I got lucky it didn’t hit me, too. Does that count as friendly fire? Not that there’s any such thing. I’d just as soon not be shot at.” 
 
    Brink laughed. “I think lucky fire is more accurate. She also took out the heavy artillery and the crew-served lasers over here. We’re cleaning up the last of these ground troops, and then we’re headed to your side to assist.” 
 
    “Roger. See you in a bit.” He raised his arm-mounted rotary gun and fired as another Sheingal warrior charged him. They already had a large dent in the side of their armor, courtesy of his railgun. His mech wasn’t faring much better. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant Reuan, do you copy? This is Specialist Jacobs of the Bolts,” Yvonne called over her comm as she crept up to the massive wooden doors. 
 
    “I copy,” Reuan answered. “Make it quick. I’m about to make a grand entrance.” 
 
    “I’m trying to make it down to the main powerplant to turn off the heavy energy weapons. I’ve got the schematics pulled up, but what I have doesn’t specify which plant to go after.” 
 
    “Understood. There are twelve powerplants down there. You need to shut down number four.” 
 
    “Roger on number four.” Yvonne listened at the door, but heard nothing. She pushed, but it didn’t budge. “Any suggestions on how to get inside without blowing the doors and calling attention to myself? The rear doors are bolted from the interior.” 
 
    Reuan laughed over the connection. “There’s a very thin piece of steel hidden under the welcome mat. I hid it there when I was young so I could sneak back in when I stayed out later than I was supposed to. Slip it between the doors and push it up. The bar will lift, and the doors should open. It’s about four feet up from the bottom. It shouldn’t be hard to do.” 
 
    Yvonne laughed as she flipped the rug and found the piece of steel. “You were a bad kid, huh? Sneaking around late at night and stuff.” She slipped the steel through the crack and slid it up until it came in contact with the crossbar. She pushed hard, and the bar lifted and snapped into its upright position with a light click. Yvonne pushed on the door again, pleased to find it gave no resistance and opened an inch or two. 
 
    “I gotta say, the security around here sucks.” 
 
    Reuan laughed again. “I was naïve enough to believe my parents didn’t know what I was doing. Gortal, on the other hand, isn’t known for his strategic prowess. Be thankful he was stupid enough to expect the full attack to come from the front. The sea never crossed his mind.” 
 
    Yvonne stepped into the palace and shut the door behind her. “I’m in. Thanks for the help.” 
 
    “No problem,” Reuan replied. “One last thing. The main doors to the powerplant level are guarded, even when the palace isn’t under attack. Normally, there are four guards on duty. Once you get inside, there are two roaming guards. You won’t be able to get past the guards at the main entrance.” 
 
    “Well, what the hell am I supposed to do, then? Ask nicely? Hey, Mr. Guard Guy, can you let me in there so I can shut the power down and your boss’s brother can kick his ass?” 
 
    Reuan snorted. “There’s another way. I knew Brink said he had someone, but I didn’t expect anyone to be taking this mission solo.” 
 
    “Welcome to Plan B—” Yvonne snorted, “—meaning me. Everyone else is too busy trying not to get ripped to pieces out there. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” Reuan admitted. “I should have thought of it before and prepared you better. Go down past the powerplant level and into the old dungeons. Be careful, there are a thousand things down there for you to get hurt on. You’ll find a small staircase that leads up to the powerplant level. It opens up through the floor of powerplant eight. I’m honestly not sure why it was ever built, I just know it’s there.” 
 
    “Great,” Yvonne said. “So, now I have to creep through a chamber of death without killing myself on the thousand torture instruments you people have tucked away. Who the hell keeps dat kind of stuff around anyway? Freaking awesome… anything else I need to know about?” 
 
    “Um, no, I think that’s it.” 
 
    “Fan-freaking-tastic. Jacobs, out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    The palace of the Sheingal Empire was vast and absolutely breathtaking. Yvonne had to admit she’d never before seen such splendor as she crept down the halls in search of a lift that could take her below the powerplant level. The walls were ornately decorated with many beautiful paintings, statues, pottery, and the wooden trim itself appeared to have been hand carved and inlayed with precious metals. There appeared to be no shortage of wealth on Shein, at least for the imperial family. She hadn’t seen much of the regular population, so she couldn’t speak to their circumstances. 
 
    Then she remembered the gate had been closed off from the galactic public for thousands of years. The Sheingal Empire probably didn’t trade with anyone outside their system, so, to them, the gold and metals were probably best served as decoration. From the intel she’d been given, they were a self-sustained race and didn’t need anything from the outside. Aside from the first heir’s experience, that is. They couldn’t gain the knowledge and experience a leader needed without leaving the Sheinrah System. She’d been briefed with enough information to know they were the only ones permitted to do so until they felt like they were worthy to return home. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted when a group of guards rushed past the opening at the end of the corridor she was traversing. She quickly ducked behind a table with an assortment of large vases on it. A quick peek around the table’s corner revealed no incoming warriors. They apparently hadn’t seen her and continued on their way. 
 
    Yvonne rushed from her cover to the end of the hall and stood with her back to the wall. She peered around the corner and checked to see if any of the guards had lingered in the adjoining corridor. The directions on her HUD indicated she needed to take a right and a service lift would be at the end of the hall. Thankfully, it was in the opposite direction from where the group of guards had been going. She took a deep breath and ran as fast as she could without making any noise. 
 
    She approached the lift with caution, afraid it might open at any second, filled with more guards. When it didn’t, she pressed the button that indicated she wanted to go down. The doors slid open silently, and she slipped inside. Immediately, she smashed the close button a multitude of times. The doors slid shut, and she pressed the button for level six, which was the lowest level available. The lift came to a stop, and the doors opened. Yvonne stepped out into the dimly lit dungeon. The first thing she noticed was how dreary the place was in comparison to the splendor above. The walls and floor were bare stone and appeared to be damp. Clumps of mold grew in every crease and corner of the wall and between the stones. 
 
    “Great,” she huffed to herself. “I get to go tromping around in the moldy depths of an ancient dragon castle’s dungeon all by myself. Thanks for the assignment, Captain Brink. Remind me to bake you a freaking cake later. If I even live through this crap.”  
 
    Reuan hadn’t been exaggerating. It really was a dungeon. It reminded her of the many images she’d seen in history books or in videos. She exited the elevator and surveyed her surroundings. Dozens of prison cells lined the walls. In the center of the room were many different kinds of tables. Some were steel, some were wooden, others were simply metal frames, the wood long rotted away. They were clearly designed to restrain a Sheingal. There were not only the four cuffs for the arms and legs, at the bottom center of the frame were 3 more cuffs that got smaller from top to bottom. Yvonne guessed that was for their tails. To the right and left of the frame, past where the arms would be stretched out, were four chains with clips on the end, and above were steel circlets. A Sheingal’s wings would have been stretched out and chained down with these.  
 
    The mental image made her shudder, so she turned away from the ancient torture table. On the right-hand wall, beyond all the torture tables and chairs, hung a variety of sinister looking blades, pokers, and other malevolent-looking tools. They were all covered with centuries of dust and rust, which made them look even more menacing. The sight of it caused a shiver to run down her spine. This entire part of the palace made her feel uneasy and sympathetic for those who’d known its cruelty in the past. 
 
    She stepped with caution, carefully avoiding anything tossed on the floor. It was a mess, as Reuan had warned her. The prison cells were all open. As she reached the first one, she stopped and looked inside. A bunk on the back wall, half rotted, held a single shredded, mold-covered blanket. There was a large hole in the far corner of the floor. Yvonne could only assume what it had been used for, and the thought turned her stomach. Repulsed by the sheer brutality the inmates must have endured, she pushed herself to continue to the end of the dungeon. She needed to reach the staircase, if for no other reason than to escape the depressing weight of the dungeon. 
 
    As she neared the end of the dungeon, she could make out the frame of a doorway. There wasn’t a complicated lock on it, just a simple latch. She pulled it open to see a steel spiral staircase. 
 
    “Finally,” she sighed. Then something caught her eye. The cell door to her immediate right was closed. All the rest had been open. “Huh, wonder what dat’s all about?” 
 
    She pushed and pulled on it, but the heavy steel door didn’t budge. There was a small, barred window in the door about two feet above her head. After a quick look around, she found a wooden crate and stood on it to reach the window. She pulled a small flashlight from her belt and shone it inside. Her eyes went wide as the sight of gold filled her vision. All along the floor were small, coin-sized pieces of gold, piled on top of one another like a stack of coins that had fallen over. Something was odd about them, though. When the beam from her flashlight washed over them, the metal seemed to change color and shimmer. It was almost like…  
 
    Yvonne gasped as something else came into sight under the light. 
 
    Sitting in the back corner on the floor was the full skeleton of a Sheingal. A big one, too, judging by the bones. Probably not as big as Gortal, but definitely larger than Dahkal. The gold coins on the floor weren’t coins at all. They were scales. Scales that had fallen off the dead Sheingal as his flesh and muscle rotted away over what had to have been decades, possibly even centuries. There were manacles around both his wrists and ankles, and long, thick chains ran from those to anchors in the wall. 
 
    Yvonne looked into the empty eye sockets of the skull. “Whatever you did to die down here like this must have been pretty freaking bad.” She shook her head. “I gotta get the hell out of here.” She jumped down from the crate, exited the dungeon, and closed the door behind her. “I gotta get those weapons shut down. This has taken too long already.” 
 
    The staircase was sturdy and barely vibrated as Yvonne charged up to level five. When she reached the top, she didn’t come to another door, it was more like a ceiling with an attic access. There wasn’t a string or cable to pull down on, nor were there any buttons or latches. She braced the palms of her hands on the access panel and pushed up. It moved, but barely. Yvonne tried again, but this time she engaged her suit’s augmented strength. The panel lifted, and she felt something heavy slide down the other side, then she heard it crash into a wall. 
 
    “Squat!” Yvonne froze and waited to be rushed by a group of angry guards. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she could hear the blood rushing in her ears. After what felt like forever and no guards showed up, she shone her flashlight through the opening and looked around the dark room. There were computer servers and a few large stations with blinking lights and screens on them, but there was nobody in the room. It seemed, for the moment, the coast was clear. Yvonne tried to push the panel up higher so she could enter the room, but she was unable to do so. Whatever was sitting on top of the access was now wedged against the wall and restricting further lift. 
 
    “Of course!” Yvonne groaned. “Why in the hell would this job go smoothly? Dat would be too damned easy.” 
 
    She gauged the width of the opening. It looked like it was barely wide enough to squeeze through on her stomach. The weight of the panel and whatever was sitting on top of it would have to be supported by her body, but her suit could handle it. It didn’t seem like more than a hundred pounds, if that. She stepped up to the highest stair, braced the access panel with the top of her back, and stuck her arms and head through. Yvonne pushed up with her legs and managed to slide her upper half up onto the floor, then she low crawled, using the added strength of her suit to pull her lower body up, too. The sound of the panel scraping against her armor wasn’t overly loud, but when her boots cleared the opening, the panel slammed back down under the weight of the object on top of it. That was loud. 
 
    Quickly, she scrambled to the nearest control panel, dove behind it, and hid in the shadows between it and the wall. She raised her rifle to a ready position and waited. Again, nobody came. 
 
    Maybe these rooms are soundproofed, or the guards are too far away to hear all this racket I’m making. I’d totally suck as a spy. 
 
    Yvonne stood and looked to see what had been sitting on top of the access panel. It was a steel cabinet like an engineer would keep spare components in. She looked around the room and noticed a door with a very small window at the top and a complex security access panel to the side. Through the glass she could see a large powerplant at full output. Painted in orange on the back wall, she could clearly see the number eight translated for her on her HUD. There were also dozens of warnings posted regarding powerplant safety. 
 
    There’s a pain in the ass safety guy in every race, I guess. I bet he makes them wear stupid yellow vests and hard hats, too. 
 
    She turned around and looked across the room to see another door without a window. It had a large security access panel to the side as well. Entry and exit were the only two functions she could imagine it served. She rushed over and tried to open it. It didn’t budge. Her best guess was it had a magnetic seal, since it didn’t even wiggle or rattle in the frame when she pulled on it. 
 
    “Reuan, can you hear me?” she said into her comm. No reply came. Again she called out to Reuan. Again nothing. “Damn it!” she cried in frustration. 
 
    She pressed the panel, and it lit up to show a keypad with Sheingalian symbols. Her HUD told her they were numbers. She tried a random sequence and was rewarded with a big red screen that indicated access was denied. Yvonne tried a different sequence and got another red screen. Her heart beat faster as she realized she was stuck in this room. Or worse, doomed to backtrack through the dungeon and attempt to get past all the guards at the main entrance to the powerplants. Then she noticed the security panel protruded from the wall a bit. She studied it from the side and noticed the screen was a separate piece from the component box embedded in the wall. That meant she could dismantle it. 
 
    Quickly, Yvonne pulled her knife out and pried the panel apart. The screen popped loose and hung there by several wires. Yvonne smiled. The guts looked like any other basic security panel in the galaxy. No matter how different races were, they seemed to do a lot of things in a similar fashion. She pulled a small tool kit from her belt and checked the wires. The blue wire provided power to the panel, and the green wire appeared to be sending the current to the electromagnets locking the door. Using a pair of wire cutters, Yvonne clipped the green wire. There was no sound or click or anything to indicate she’d been successful, but when she tried the door, it opened smoothly and easily. She only opened it about a millimeter, though, as she wasn’t sure if there was a guard nearby. 
 
    Tools tucked away and the panel stuck back in the wall, Yvonne slowly opened the door enough she could peek through it and into the hallway. Across the hall she saw a door with a number seven printed on it. The doors were sunk in a shallow foyer of sorts. She noted the access panel to enter the powerplants looked just like the one to exit. At least she knew she’d be able to get inside number four. Yvonne looked to her right to check the other doors, but she couldn’t see them due to the sunken entry way. She guessed the odd numbers would be across the way, and the even on her side. They were approximately twenty meters apart. 
 
    The roaming guards were nowhere to be seen, so she darted down the hall and turned when she came to what should be powerplant four. Her momentum was abruptly halted as she slammed into what felt like a steel wall. She stumbled backward and fell on her rear. As she looked up, she realized it hadn’t been a wall she’d run into. No, that would have been much better than what she’d actually run into. Her blood ran cold as her sight trailed up the steel abdominal and chest plates of imperial guard armor until her eyes met the bright blue eyes of the massive gray Sheingal guarding powerplant four. To make it worse, he wasn’t alone. Next to him was an equally large guard, this one yellow with green eyes. To her surprise, they didn’t immediately pounce on her and tear her apart. 
 
    “Told you I heard something,” the gray guard said. “You owe me a drink.” 
 
    The yellow one snorted and shook his head. “I should know better than to make bets with you by now. I never win.” 
 
    Gray looked down at Yvonne and said, “Well, stand up, then. Or are you going to sit on the floor all day?” 
 
    Yvonne was completely taken aback. As soon as she realized what she’d run into, she’d expected near immediate death. But they hadn’t moved against her at all. Slowly, and without so much as thinking about her rifle, she stood, her hands up in a submissive manner, and looked at them. 
 
    “You’re one of the Humans who came with Dahkal to overthrow Emperor Gortal, aren’t you?” Gray asked. 
 
    Yvonne shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Well… I… uh, umm… he… we…” 
 
    Yellow reached down and tapped a claw on the top of her helmet. “You all right in there?” He looked over to Gray and said, “I think it might have scrambled it’s brains a little bit when it ran into you. Sounds broken.” 
 
    “Hey!” Yvonne snapped, finding her voice. “I ain’t broken. And I’m a her, not an it, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Oh, look,” Yellow said, “I fixed it.” 
 
    Gray chuckled. “So, are you one of the Humans who came with Dahkal?” 
 
    “I am,” Yvonne answered, trying not to sound afraid. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a Human before,” Yellow said. “Can you take your helmet off?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Gray added. “I’d like to see one, too.” 
 
    Yvonne thought about it for moment. Taking her helmet off would make her more vulnerable to their attacks, but they hadn’t said or done anything that even resembled hostility. They seemed nice, though that could be a ploy to get her to drop her guard. But why would they do dat? she thought. They can literally rip me apart even with this suit on. 
 
    “Sure,” Yvonne said, her decision made. She thought maybe, just maybe, she’d gotten lucky and these two were some of the Sheingal who wanted Gortal dethroned and supported Dahkal. If that were true, they could help her. She reached up, gripped the sides of her helmet, twisted, and pulled it off. Her hair, dyed a bright red, was cut short and shaved up on the sides and back, which made it more manageable and easier to wear a helmet. She smiled at them and hoped they wouldn’t think the action was a challenge. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be,” Gray gasped. “An actual Human here on Shein. Isn’t that something?” 
 
    “You look kinda squishy,” Yellow said. “Small, too. No wonder you use those suits and big war machines to fight. You’d lose every battle you fought without them.” 
 
    Yvonne fought the urge to snap at him. Instead, she calmly said, “Every race uses weapons, even the mighty Sheingal.” She indicated the rifles they carried, then the pair of scythes hanging from Yellow’s hips. “Mechs are our weapons, and our armor is like prosthetic scales to protect our skin.”  
 
    “That’s a good way of putting it,” Yellow said as he nodded. 
 
    “Besides all dat,” she added, “you guys can’t do this.” 
 
    She reached up with three fingers and pressed three different points on her face. The flashing blue lightning bolt tattoo came to life in brilliant form. 
 
    Both of them looked impressed, and Yvonne swore she saw a bit of jealousy in the yellow one’s eyes. 
 
    “What’s your mission?” Gray asked. 
 
    “Mission?” Yvonne asked, batting her eyes. “What mission?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Gray grumbled. “You didn’t come through the main doors. They’re in that direction.” He pointed down the hall. “So, you must have come up through a passage that I don’t know about. If you know a passage I don’t, and you’re trying to get into this particular powerplant—” he thumbed toward the door behind him, “—then I’m guessing you were sent on a mission to infiltrate the palace and shut down the power to the main weapons. Does that sound close to accurate?” 
 
    Yvonne didn’t respond. Instead, she just stared up at him, unblinking. 
 
    Gray smiled, and Yellow chucked. 
 
    “Yup,” Yellow said, “That’s her mission, all right. You can see it in her eyes. Determination and dedication to her duty.” He nodded to her and winked. “Warrior knows warrior.” 
 
    Gray studied her with his hypnotic blue eyes. “I must inform you that powerplant four is strictly prohibited to non-imperial guards or authorized technicians. That’s because it powers all the main weapons, and shutting it down inadvertently would cause many problems when it comes to defending the palace.” 
 
    Yvonne was about to try to appeal to their better nature when Yellow turned his right wrist over and checked a small slate strapped to his arm. 
 
    “Hey, Arkal, it’s time to do our patrol of the corridor and check in with the others up at the main doors.” 
 
    “So it is, Norkeval,” Arkal replied. “Is the master code to open the doors still 3-4-7-2-8-5? I always mix up the last two digits. I don’t want the others outside to think I’m an idiot and laugh at me.” 
 
    Yvonne’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “Yes,” Norkeval answered. “That’s it.” 
 
    Arkal looked down at Yvonne and smiled. “Excuse us. Duty calls. It would dishonor us if we didn’t keep to our strict patrol schedule. It should only take about ten minutes.” 
 
    The two of them moved forward in unison and turned toward the main doors. Arkal stopped and look back at her over his shoulder. “Remember, number four is off limits.” They walked away and disappeared around a corner. 
 
    Yvonne wasted no time, shutting off her tattoo and putting her helmet back on, then rushed up to the security panel. The translation program showed her what number each symbol represented, and she frantically punched in the sequence Arkal had said. The panel turned green, and she opened the door and rushed in. This room was much busier than the other one she’d been in. There were three times as many control panels and screen that were reading off information. She ran to each one until she found the one she needed. Immediately, she began the process of overloading the powerplant. Nothing stopped big guns like blowing them up. 
 
    An image of the palace blowing up from the inside and then falling into a giant crater flashed in her mind. It made her realize something. 
 
    “There are probably a ton of innocents in the palace,” she said to herself. “Possibly kids, too. Plus, Dahkal would probably be pretty ticked if I blew up his whole house.” 
 
    She immediately changed strategies, but it bothered her. Simply shutting down the plant wouldn’t be enough. Someone could just turn it right back on. It needed to be taken offline permanently, or permanently enough to get them through the battle, anyway. Yvonne turned and looked around the room, searching for the answer. Then she saw it and grinned. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Yvonne shut the door to powerplant four and locked the keypad. Not feeling that was good enough, she raised her laser rifle and fired a constant beam on half power from top to bottom. The steel of the door and the frame welded together in fantastic fashion. If someone wanted to get back in there, they’d have to work for it. Arkal and Norkeval came back around the corner as she was preparing to run back to number eight and escape back through the dungeon. They both had pleased looks on their faces when they saw her still standing there. 
 
    Arkal looked over her at the door. “I see you made our job a little easier, Human. It’ll take a lot of effort for anyone to get in there now.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Yvonne answered. 
 
    Norkeval chuckled. 
 
    Yvonne decided to push her luck a little more. “Say, you two honorable Sheingal warriors wouldn’t be interested in escorting a lady back out to the main battle so she can kick a little more ass before the day is done, would you?” 
 
    Arkal and Norkeval looked at each other, then back to her, and grinned. 
 
    “Well,” Norkeval said, “I think it would be the right thing to do. Don’t you, Arkal?” 
 
    “I do,” Arkal answered. “What’s your name, Human?” 
 
    “Jacobs,” Yvonne answered. “Specialist Yvonne Jacobs of the Bolts. You can just call me Yvonne, though.” 
 
    They both nodded to her. 
 
    “Follow us, Yvonne,” Arkal said and turned toward the main entrance. 
 
    Norkeval fell in next to him, and Yvonne found herself behind a wall of wings. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” she said, “shouldn’t we go back the way I came in? There are guards posted up this way.” 
 
    Norkeval looked back at her over his shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’s already taken care of.” 
 
    They moved quickly and were soon at the main doors. Arkal shoved them open and stepped out with confidence. Norkeval and Yvonne followed, though Yvonne brought her rifle up, ready for an attack. Four more imperial guards stared down at her. All had rifles, all wore light armor, and all had some sort of melee weapon as a backup. Two of them were blue, one green, and one a bright green. 
 
    “Charleean, Brograll, Urponal, and Murwan,” Arkal said pointing at each of them as he said their names. “All fine warriors, and all sick and tired of Gortal’s reign of terror and cruelty. We’ll not only guide you back to the battle, Yvonne—” his eyes narrowed, and his features hardened, “—we’ll help you and Dahkal win it.” 
 
    Norkeval and all four new guards gave her a single nod of agreement. 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” Yvonne shouted. “I was really dreading having to go back through the dungeon.” 
 
    “We have a dungeon?” the bright green guard asked. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reuan banked hard, barely missing the tall building. Two missiles screamed past her gunship, mere feet from impacting her shields. She flipped her laser turrets to aim backward and fired them on full auto. The Sheingalian fighters pursuing her barrel rolled in opposite directions to avoid being hit. One fighter took several impacts to its forward shields. The other evaded entirely. 
 
    “I don’t know whether to be angry or proud of their abilities,” Reuan grumbled as she accelerated. She was nearing the g-force limits of her gunship, while the fighters had barely tapped into theirs. 
 
    A third fighter entered the fight from her nose. She fired two missiles, both of which missed the target due to chaff and expert flying. Before Reuan could refocus her attention back on the two fighters to her rear, all three fighters fired missiles. Reuan dove into the city to avoid the missiles, but they were locked on. She weaved between buildings and released what remained of her chaff. In an act of desperation, she pushed her gunship beyond the normal g-force limits. She shook and rattled under the force, and she could hear metal give under the pressure. She was feeling it as well, and her body ached from the insane g-forces she was experiencing.  
 
    As she quickly approached two large buildings, Reuan tried to turn the ship on its side to slide between them, but she was too late. The gunship rocked violently as one missile struck her engines, and another impacted on the portside aft. All her instruments turned red, sparks flew, and smoke filled the cabin. The gunship lost all thrust and began a nosedive into the city streets. Reuan pulled back hard on the controls, desperately trying to lift the nose. The ground came rushing up to meet her, and everything went black. 
 
    Reuan woke to the sound of an alarm in her headset. Her vision was blurry, and her head was pounding. The HUD of her heavy battle armor helmet was flashing a warning that exterior temperatures were reaching fatal levels. She shook her head, but that only made it hurt worse. Suddenly, she realized her wings were beginning to burn. They weren’t protected by her armor and were open to the elements. That was a sign she really needed to get moving.  
 
    The manual controls of her ship had broken off in her hand and she was still holding onto them with a death grip. Reuan tossed the stick to the side and quickly released herself from the safety harness of her pilot seat. Once free, she rolled to the side and turned to face the rear of her ship. It was completely engulfed in flames. The stern of the ship was blown open, but she’d have to walk through the fire to get out. The ship was lying on its port side, so she was unable to exit using that doorway, either. She had to figure a way out, and fast. The fire was getting closer and closer to her. 
 
    Heart racing, Reuan turned back to the cockpit. The large viewing portal was cracked, and there were several spots where small openings were already started. She looked around for something to bash the rest of it out with. Her eyes landed on the large pry bar strapped to the wall next to the fire extinguisher. Unfortunately, the fire was beyond a simple extinguisher at this point. She snatched the pry bar down and bashed ferociously at the thick polymer, focusing on the area with the most damage. The cracks spread with each blow, and small chunks flew out onto the craft’s nose. The edge of the portal broke loose in the corner as she struck.  
 
    Reuan flipped the bar and wedged the flat end between the polymer and the steel frame and pulled back as hard as she could. It took all her strength, combined with the servo-assisted strength of her armor, but then the whole edge of the windshield broke free. Reuan took a few steps back, lowered her shoulder, then rammed the loose side of the canopy as hard as she could. The polymer cracked and warped, but it wasn’t enough. Twice more she shouldered the windshield before the entire starboard windshield shattered into several large pieces and fell from the frame to land on the nose of the ruined gunship. Reuan quickly scraped the pry bar along the frame’s edge to clear it of any sharp, protruding pieces, then she grabbed her spear from its mount on the wall and chucked it out the window. Careful not to slice her already tender wings, Reuan slid out on the craft’s nose on her belly, then down to the ground. 
 
    As soon as she hit the ground and stood up straight, all her injuries from the crash landing hit her at once. She doubled over as the left side of her ribs exploded with pain, and her head began to swim. The pain was so bad, she dropped to her knees and hugged herself with both her wings and her arms. Her only saving grace in that moment was that the cool wind felt soothing on her singed wings. Once she caught her breath, she grabbed her spear and slowly stood. One glance up at the sky told her she wouldn’t be the only one crashed in the city. There were hundreds of fighters still going at it. 
 
    She needed to get away from the ship in case it exploded. There were live missiles onboard, and she didn’t want to be around when they cooked off. That thought in mind, she immediately looked around for civilians who might have been hurt in the crash. By some miracle, she’d managed to miss both buildings completely, and the ship had actually slid the entire length of the alley between them. It rested in a burning heap in the middle of a large eight-lane street intersection. There were no bodies she could see, and she didn’t hear crying or screams for help. That was a good sign. However, the sound of the fighters battling above the city could easily drown out someone’s calls for help. 
 
    “Hello!” Reuan called out. “Is anyone hurt!” 
 
    Nobody answered. After another quick survey of the area, she concluded all the citizens must be hunkered down in shelters or hiding from the battle at large. She needed to get back to the battle and help Dahkal. If she couldn’t fight from the air, she’d fight on the ground. In order to do that, she needed to acquire transportation.  
 
    As quickly as she could manage, she moved up the street in the direction of the palace, looking for a hovercraft she could commandeer. A sleek, black model sat on the right side of the road two blocks up from the crash site. Once she got to it, she wasted no time in bashing the window out with her elbow. It wasn’t stealing if she was doing it for the good of her entire race. She had her hand on the interior door handle when a commanding voice from behind made her freeze. 
 
    “Hold it right there,” a deep male voice commanded. “Put your hands in the air and step back from the cruiser.” 
 
    There was something vaguely familiar about the Sheingal’s voice, but the familiarity escaped her as quickly as it had come. Reuan sighed with frustration. She didn’t have time for this, but getting shot in the back seemed like a far worse scenario, so she did as she’d been instructed. 
 
    “Please,” Reuan said, “I need to get back to the palace.” 
 
    “Why?” the voice demanded. “So you can help Gortal beat Reuan and keep us all under his murderous thumb? I don’t think so. Best to kill you now. One less blade for him to cut our throats with.” 
 
    Now the voice sounded very familiar. She’d heard it many times in her life, only where it had once been light with joy, it was now heavy with hate and remorse. 
 
    “Uncle Marnal?” Reuan asked, hope in her voice. 
 
    “Reuan?” the voiced gasped. 
 
    Reuan spun and met the dark blue eyes of her father’s brother, Marnal. He was carrying a laser rifle and wearing outdated light imperial armor that was dirty, scuffed, and dented from recent battle. There was a look of complete surprise on his dark green face. 
 
    Reuan ripped her helmet off and yelled, “Uncle Marnal!” She rushed to him, wrapped her arms around him, and squeezed, forgetting she was wearing her heavy battle armor. 
 
    “Oof!” Marnal grunted as the wind was forced from his lungs. “Easy, Reuan, easy. I’m old, and my bones are brittle!” 
 
    Reuan released him and stepped back to look up at him. Hot tears stung her eyes and rolled down her cheeks as joy filled her heart. Of all the beings she could’ve run into, he was the one she’d least expected, but had hoped for in the back of her mind. He slung his rifle and cupped her face in his hands. Reuan reached up and pressed her hands against the back of his, happy for the familiar touch of family. 
 
    “Dear little hatchling,” he said in a loving tone. “I never thought to see you again.” He shook his head. “Then word spread you’d returned with a force to fight and overthrow Gortal.” He banged a fist on his chest plate. “I’ve been doing my part to help you. There’ve been many of his warriors who crashed in the city. We’ve dealt with them.” 
 
    “We?” Reuan asked. 
 
    Marnal gave her a devilish grin and nodded. “We.” 
 
    He lifted his arm and tapped something into a wrist slate attached to his armor. A moment later, armored warriors walked out of doorways on both sides of the street, came from behind other cruisers, and emerged from the shadows of the city buildings and alleys. There were close to two hundred warriors around them in no time at all. She looked around in wide-eyed amazement. 
 
    One thing was common to all of them. They were all beyond retirement age. Every one of them had served their time in the imperial military and retired to live the rest of their lives in comfort. Now, they stood around her, ready to fight for their freedom and for the freedom of those they loved. Age didn’t matter. Health didn’t matter. All that mattered was setting things right again. Her tears poured forth again, and her heart filled to the point of bursting. Reuan snapped them all a perfect salute and bowed. The air echoed with the sound of steel on steel as every single one of them returned the salute in perfect unison. 
 
    Reuan turned back to Marnal. “This is amazing. How did you manage to gather this many warriors?” 
 
    “With her help,” Marnal replied, and pointed a finger over Reuan’s shoulder. 
 
    Reuan turned to see the smiling crimson face of Maran. Her council robes were tattered and dirty, but she still carried herself with the same confidence she had in the palace for Reuan’s entire life. At that moment, she was an absolute beacon of authority and hope. Every warrior looked at her with respect. Though she didn’t carry a weapon, and was well beyond the age fighting, Maran was clearly the leader of this retirement militia. 
 
    “I knew you’d return,” Maran said in a steady voice. “I’ve been preparing for it since you left. None of the military leaders wanted to act. So I did.” She waved a hand at the warriors. “These are only about half our numbers. More are positioned in the city, closer to the battle, in case any of Gortal’s followers try to take refuge or hostages. Our plans were nearly foiled when General Brazal forced the citizens to allow warriors to hide in their homes. Luckily, you forced his hand, and he had to recall them to the main battleground.” 
 
    “You have twice this many warriors ready to fight?” Reuan asked. 
 
    Maran nodded. Reuan looked back to her uncle, who gave her an affirmative nod. 
 
    “We also have two dozen vehicles that have been modified with armor and some heavy weapons,” Marnal said. “They aren’t exactly tanks, or even close to real armored vehicles, but they’ll certainly give the ground troops something to think about.” 
 
    “Or they could carve out a path for someone to get to the palace and challenge Gortal,” Reuan said in thought.  
 
    Marnal raised an eye ridge at her. “And who would be challenging him? I can’t think of anyone who can stand against him. The one warrior who stood a chance already tried and died.” He closed his eyes and sighed deep and long. “I do so miss my brother.” 
 
    “I can think of someone,” Reuan said with a smirk. “Someone who’s beaten him over and over since the day Gortal tumbled out of his egg.” 
 
    Both Maran and Marnal stared at her with confused looks on their faces. 
 
    “The only one who even remotely fits that description is…” Marnal struggled to say the name, “Dahkal. And he’s dead, too.” 
 
    Reuan couldn’t hold it in any longer. “He’s alive!” she shouted. “And he’s out there, right now, commanding the forces on the front line!” 
 
    “What?” Marna and Marnal said at the same time. 
 
    “He lives?” Marnal asked in disbelief. 
 
    “But the report from Koshal,” Maran said. “Dahkal was reported dead by his spies. There was a full report. A funeral. Gortal was named first heir.” She narrowed her eyes at Reuan. “Do you mean to say that all of this was based on misinformation? That it was all a mistake, and Gortal has done all he has based on a clerical error?” Her eyes blazed with anger, and her hands balled into fists. 
 
    “No,” Reuan said with a shake of her head. “Gortal set it all up, and Koshal helped him do it. They’d been planning it for a long time. The two of them arranged for a Caldivar mercenary to kill Dahkal while he was on his journey so Gortal could become the first heir, except Dahkal killed the mercenary’s entire team, and nearly killed him as well. Instead of killing him, Dahkal had him report that Dahkal was dead and the Caldivar had been successful. There was no way for Dahkal to know what it would all lead to. Then Koshal hired the Caldivar to catch me, but Koshal didn’t know we’d already made contact with the Caldivar. We set a trap for him and caught him. Afterward, he told us everything he and Gortal had been up to for more than a year. Then Dahkal snapped his neck and tossed him out an airlock.” 
 
    Reuan giggled. “What’s funny is, that Caldivar is now our friend, and is helping us in the battle. He’s helping Captain Phil, the Human who saved me and helped me find Dahkal—it’s a long story—fly and fight Winged Fury. They’re the ones who dropped Dahkal and Ryan into the battle. Ryan is another Human, and basically Dahkal’s long lost brother from another mother. Oh! And we kind of expanded the empire, because we bought a planet that’s absolutely loaded with gold, emeralds, and all kinds of other stuff in the Raegah System. The system government doesn’t like it, because we’re tax exempt, and they’re greedy. Another long story. We’ll tell you guys all about it after this is all over with.” 
 
    Her uncle and the elder council member stared at her, their jaws agape, and their eyes wide. 
 
    Reuan tilted her head to the side and smiled. “Wow. I sounded just like Bahroot right then.” 
 
    “Who?” Maran asked. 
 
    “He’s an AI,” Reuan replied. “Yes, a real AI, with all the bells and whistles. But that’s all I can really say about it. The rest I’ll leave to Dahkal. Right now, we need to focus on winning the battle and taking Gortal down.” She looked at her uncle. “You said you have two dozen armed and armored vehicles?” 
 
    “We do,” Marnal answered. He took a step toward her and dipped his head to her. “And they’re at your command, Heir Reuan.” He swept his arms around to indicate the warriors gathered around them. “As are we all.” 
 
    The surrounding warriors thrust their weapons in the air and roared. 
 
    Pride welled up in Reuan, and a broad grin broke across her face. She lifted her spear high, spread her wings, and slowly spun as she released a feral war cry that would have made her father proud. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathan Brink fired the last round from his railgun and cursed. This battle had been much harder than they could ever have expected. The Sheingal were relentless, and it took more than a few bullets to bring them down. The ones in heavy battle armor were the hardest. You had to either blast straight through the face shield, or hit them in the weak spots in the armor’s joints, and those were few and far between. Ryan had been right when he’d dubbed them dragons, because they were every bit as fearsome as the old fables said. 
 
    The Sheingal he’d just fired at swung a mighty battle axe at him. The heavy battle armor they were wearing allowed them to swing it as if it weighed nothing. Brink figured, even without the armor, the beast could have done so anyway. At the last second, Brink spun his mech away, but the axe took a chunk out of his left hip joint, and several warning lights popped up on his HUD. He spun back again, swung with a backhanded fist, and connected with a lucky shot as the Sheingal was preparing to bring the axe back around. 
 
    Even through the helmet, Brink heard the warrior roar in pain at the strike. Not wasting a single second, Brink hit him in the face shield with the other fist, then again with the first. The heavy impacts caused the Sheingal to drop the axe and stumble backward. Brink, whose mech now had a bad limp, rushed forward as fast as he could as the warrior lost his balance and fell. Using his undamaged leg, Brink stomped on the fallen warrior’s chest, but the armor was strong. 
 
    After three stomps, there was hardly a dent, though he knew the warrior was feeling every blow. There was a flash of scaley leather, and suddenly sunlight was pouring through his mech’s canopy. The Sheingal was attacking him with his spiked wings. Each time they hit him, a hole was stabbed through the steel. Brink stomped faster and harder. It was a race to see who could break the shell first. Though not for lack of tremendous effort, the Sheingal lost the race, as the armor over his chest finally cracked, and Brink landed the killing stomp. 
 
    Brink’s heart was pounding, and sweat dripped down his face as he sucked in deep breaths. “Now I know why Bradford won’t sell his stomper. Frost…” 
 
    An impressive line of absolutely vile Human curses and insults mixed with several from other races assaulted his ears. The composer of the amazingly disturbing haiku of debauchery didn’t repeat himself a single time. Brink was sure mothers all across the galaxy were grabbing bars of soap at that very instant. 
 
    He turned to see who this master of malice was. It came as no surprise to see it was none other than Captain Dustyn Monday. Two Sheingal were ripping his mech to pieces, but the man wasn’t going down without a fight. He’d snatched the railgun from his shoulder and was desperately trying to club them to death with it. The constant stream of elaborate profanity continued to pour from his mech’s external speakers, and he still hadn’t repeated himself. 
 
    Brink grabbed the dead Sheingal’s battle axe from the ground and hobbled toward Monday. He was about twenty yards away when he realized he wasn’t moving fast enough. Praying he wouldn’t hit the wrong target, Brink hurled the axe at the two attacking Sheingal. To his utter surprise, he actually struck one of them. The blade embedded itself deep in its back, and the warrior fell to the ground. 
 
    The second Sheingal continued to ravage Monday’s mech and tore a huge chunk of the canopy away, exposing Monday’s upper half. The man was ready, though, and fired a sustained burst of laser fire from a Sheingalian laser pistol directly through the face shield of the warrior’s armor. The back of the helmet grew bright red a second before a perfect hole burned through it. 
 
    Monday, still cursing, scrambled out of his mech and kicked the downed Sheingal with a final insult that could have started wars. Finally done with his rant, the man turned and looked up at his mech. He shook his head in dismay and turned to look at Brink. 
 
    “Well, she’s done for. Guess I’m on foot now. Nice throw, Brink. Much appreciated.” 
 
    “That was an impressive act of vocal warfare, Monday. You should give classes.” 
 
    Monday shrugged. “It’s a talent that can’t be taught. You gotta be born with it.” He holstered the laser pistol he’d used to kill the Sheingal, climbed back up his mech, and retrieved a Sheingalian-style short rifle that he slung over his shoulder. “You ready to keep going? How’s your mech?” 
 
    Brink reached down and wrenched the axe free. “Got a bad hitch in the hip and some holes. Out of ammo, too. But I have this now.” He swung the axe back and forth. “What about you? Can you keep going?” 
 
    “Ha!” Monday shouted. 
 
    Before he could say more, a smaller mech ran by, and the pilot shouted, “Yvonne got the power shut down! They’re charging from the other side! Let’s go! That big red bastard is just standing there. I’m going to take him apart!” A long armblade snapped out as the mech disappeared around the corner of the wall. 
 
    “Edwin, stop!” Brink shouted, but the Pikith either didn’t hear him or wasn’t going to follow that order. “Edwin! Gortal’s going to kill you! Get back here now, damn it!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal ducked in time for a kinetic round to ping off the barricade an inch below where he’d been peeking over. He laid his rifle over the top and blindly fired back. He figured he wouldn’t hit anything, but maybe he’d make them duck, too. Fifteen yards to his right, a crew-served laser fired at one of the energy cannons across the battlefield. The beam hit the cannon’s energy shield, but didn’t penetrate. 
 
    “We’ll never break through those shields if we can’t shut the power down!” Dahkal shouted. The sounds of fighters screaming overhead, the impacts of thousands of kinetic rounds, and artillery fire made it hard to communicate, even with comms. 
 
    “I noticed!” Ryan replied as he ejected his rifle’s power pack. “That whole being hooked up to a massive powerplant thing has really become a pain in our ass!” He slammed another power pack home, pulled the charging handle, and fired his laser rifle over the barricade. “Get some, you bastards!” 
 
    Across the field, a Sheingal in light armor clutched at his throat and fell to the ground. There were bodies scattered everywhere on both sides. The battle hadn’t even come to close quarters yet, and already too many Sheingal had perished. Dahkal had no idea how Monday and the Bolts were faring on the other side of the palace. He’d tried communicating with Monday and Brink, but all he got was static on the comm. With Gortal jamming communications, and the mechs being on the opposite side of the battle, that wasn’t too surprising. Hunai had said there might be some issues. 
 
    “We’re going to have to hold out until Monday and Brink can flank the rest of the artillery,” Dahkal said. “Once all the heavy weapons are down, we can close in and fight our way to the palace.” 
 
    “Tell me again why we didn’t just drop you off at the back door with the Bolts?” Ryan asked. 
 
    Dahkal snorted. “You saw how they targeted Winged Fury, and how they fired at you when we flew in. We barely made it this far. If we’d tried to enter the airspace over the palace, we’d be having this conversation in the next life. It wouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    “I know,” Ryan replied, “but it would have been nice. Geez, I hope Phil is all right.” 
 
    “If ifs and buts were candy and nuts,” Dahkal mused. “Phil’s as tough a Human as you are. I’m sure he’s just angry and trying to figure out how to get back into the fight.” He popped up long enough to fire three rounds and ducked back down. “I hate firing on my own warriors.” 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Ryan said. “Really. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now.” 
 
    “It’s necessary,” Dahkal said, his tone flat. “I do what I must. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    Suddenly the sound of battle diminished, making it noticeably quieter. Dahkal checked to his right and left; all his warriors were still firing. He risked a look over the barricade to see what was going on. Relief washed over him as he saw the crew-served lasers and the energy cannons were no longer firing. Sheingal were frantically working on them, desperately trying to get them back online. 
 
    He dropped down next to Ryan. “Someone must have gotten to the powerplant! The heavy weapons are down. Get ready to move!” 
 
    “Fix bayonets?” Ryan asked. Dahkal could hear the grin on his face. 
 
    “Fix bayonets,” Dahkal replied, grinning himself. “It’s time to get our hands dirty.” 
 
    Before giving the order to charge, Dahkal took another look around the barricade. His eyes widened as he saw a mech ignite its boosters, soar over all the Sheingal warriors, and land next to Gortal. Dahkal zoomed in to see the mech attacking Gortal with an armblade and firing an arm-mounted minigun. 
 
    Gortal easily dodged the blade and blocked the incoming fire with his energy shield. Then in a flash, Gortal smashed the mech’s canopy in with a single blow from his hammer. Then he smashed it again and again. With his free hand, Gortal slashed and ripped at the mech with his claws. He dropped his hammer and pried the mech open with both hands. Dahkal saw him strike the occupant several times with savage ferocity. Then Gortal snatched the mech pilot out and held them up by the throat. The pilot kicked and desperately tried to pry Gortal’s hand from their throat. It was no use. Even with the added strength of the new armor, they were no match for Gortal’s immense strength augmented by his own heavy armor. 
 
    Dahkal watched in horror as Gortal reached up and removed his helmet. He smiled at the pilot and said something that made him fight even harder. His futile effort made Gortal laugh. Gortal bared his teeth and roared in the pilot’s face. He dropped his helmet, gripped the pilot around the waist with his other hand, and pulled as hard as he could in opposite directions. There were small sparks of energy around the base of the pilot’s helmet, and then it came off. Only it wasn’t just the helmet that came off. 
 
    With a mighty roar, Gortal raised the pilot’s head like a trophy and waved it in the air. He cocked his arm and hurled it out into the battlefield. The head hit the ground and rolled several yards before coming to a stop. The face shield was facing Dahkal. 
 
    When Dahkal looked back up to Gortal, he saw his brother looking right at him. He was grinning as wide as Dahkal had ever seen him. That filled Dahkal’s heart with rage, hate, and the unrelenting desire to rip Gortal’s heart from his chest. 
 
    “Charge!” Dahkal roared over the command channel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal fixed his eyes on the barricade where he’d seen the all-black armor of his brother last. No other Sheingal had such a set, so he knew it was him. He wanted Dahkal to see him. To see what he’d do to Dahkal and any of his pathetic followers who dared to challenge him. They were nothing compared to him. Insects standing in the way of a god. He lifted his mighty war hammer, raised it in the air, and gave the command to charge. 
 
    “Come to me, brother,” Gortal murmured. “Let us find out who the better warrior is, once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cavernal struggled to keep his fighter in the air. One engine was out, he had zero missiles left, and his lasers were malfunctioning. He knew he should leave the fight, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave Harlan alone. 
 
    “I’m trying to bring my lasers back online,” he said over their private channel. “I’m out of missiles, and I lost an engine.” 
 
    “Just stay on me, and I’ll guide you out,” Harlan answered. 
 
    “I won’t leave you to fight alone,” Cavernal said. “Just let me get the…” 
 
    Cavernal’s heart turned to ice as Harlan’s fighter exploded in front of him, and the debris from what used to be her fighter clanked off the hull of his craft. For a long moment, he didn’t even breathe. All he could see was her face, all he could hear were the words he’d never gotten the chance to say to her, and all he could feel was emptiness. She was gone. In the blink of an eye, she was gone. They would never be together. He’d never hear her sweet voice or the sound of her laughter again. 
 
    The alarm that his second engine was failing snapped him out of his trance. He looked at it but felt no concern. It didn’t matter. Nothing did anymore. With Harlan gone, he had nothing else to look forward to. What use was a life without her in it? He looked down at the ground, saw Gortal standing outside the main gate, and made his decision. 
 
    “I’ll see you in a few minutes, Harlan,” he said, still on their private channel. “I have so much to say to you.” 
 
    Cavernal banked his fighter, angled the nose at Gortal, and gave the remaining engine all the power the fighter had left. The last thing he saw was Harlan’s face in the tri-v display he’d mounted on his dash, followed by brilliant flash of white. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal barely managed to dive out of the way before being crushed by the suicidal fighter pilot. He hit the ground and rolled down the stairs as the fighter crashed into the main gates. The sound of the explosion made his ears ring. He stood and turned to see what kind of damage the fighter had done. Parts of the wall were missing, and the gates had been obliterated. He sneered at the very idea that someone could think he would go down so easily. The emperor brushed himself off and returned his attention to the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal and Ryan charged the battlefield, guns blazing and shields activated. Ryan fired his laser rifle over the top of his shield, while Dahkal fired his massive kinetic pistol around the side of his. The sound of thunder filled the air as thousands of Sheingal warriors charged from both sides of the battlefield. Dahkal had his eyes set on only one, however. Unlike Dahkal, Gortal remained behind, patiently watching as his followers ran into battle. 
 
    The first warrior to reach Dahkal was wearing light battle armor, the kind he normally preferred himself, as he felt he was able to move better in it. The orange Sheingal dropped his rifle and drew a sword. Dahkal slapped his pistol to his chest using the electromagnet Reuan had installed for him and drew his own sword. 
 
    The enemy Sheingal swung wide, aiming for Dahkal’s neck, but Dahkal countered the swing and blocked it with ease, using a two-handed grip. Dahkal elbowed the warrior in the face, breaking his nose under the steel armor, then crushed his chest with a forward heel kick. The warrior stumbled back a step, and Dahkal took his head with a single slash of his sword. 
 
    Another warrior was on him before the first’s head even hit the ground. This one fought with a battle axe, but had apparently never learned to protect his mid-section. Three times he left himself open, going for a deathblow, and three times Dahkal slashed his sword across the warrior’s midsection. On the third strike, Dahkal managed to break through his heavy armor. Blood and bits of internal organs spilled from the open hole. He dropped to his knees, and Dahkal finished him off by stabbing straight through his face shield. 
 
    As the second warrior hit the ground, Dahkal turned to check on Ryan. To his surprise, there were already three bodies on the ground at his feet, courtesy of his katana. The most dangerous thing about Ryan was his speed, and his katana was little more than a blur as he moved. He was fighting a fourth, and clearly had the upper hand. Dahkal grinned and turned his attention back to the battle before him. He felled three more warriors before a gap appeared between him, Ryan, and the nearest enemy warriors. 
 
    Dahkal and Ryan marched forward, but stopped dead in their tracks when enemy warriors suddenly dropped to the ground in a spray of blood. Large caliber rounds were shredding them to bits, and lots of them. Dahkal turned to see two dozen armored vehicles racing in his direction, firing into the opposing ranks. Behind the vehicles were at least another two hundred warriors rushing to the battle. 
 
    “Dahkal!” Reuan screamed over the radio. 
 
    “Reuan!” Dahkal answered. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s help!” she answered. 
 
    A hovercraft with a kinetic 30mm gun mounted to the roof came to an abrupt stop between Dahkal and the incoming warriors. It continued to fire as Reuan and another warrior jumped from the back deck of the craft. Several more of the armored vehicles came to a stop and formed a protective barrier while continuing to fire into the oncoming horde of warriors. 
 
    “Marnal!” Dahkal shouted as he recognized his uncle. 
 
    That was all he could get out before the older Sheingal wrapped him in a quick, yet powerful embrace. 
 
    “I was overjoyed to learn you still live,” Marnal said. 
 
    “I’m pretty happy to still be alive,” Dahkal replied. He waved to the incoming warriors and the vehicles. “What’s all this?” 
 
    “Not important right now!” Reuan yelled. “All that matters is you get to Gortal! Marnal and the rest will cut you a path, and you get up there and take him out! We’ve got to end this!” 
 
    Reuan turned to walk away, but Dahkal grabbed her by the arm. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To get our mother. My guess is, Gortal has her locked in her room.” 
 
    “How are you going to get to her?” 
 
    “Like this.” 
 
    Reuan brushed his hand off her arm and stepped back. She flipped her left arm around and opened her hand. A small control pad shot from her gauntlet and into her palm. There were command buttons positioned to be operated by her fingers, including a toggle for her thumb. She closed her hand around it, pressed down with her thumb, and jumped up in the air. As her feet left the ground, thrusters in the heels of her boots, the backs of her calves, and several other smaller ones along the lower part of her armor ignited, and she shot into the air. Reuan spread her wings and spun into a barrel roll, then oriented herself in the direction of the palace. 
 
    Dahkal stood there gazing up into the sky, floored by what he’d just witnessed. He’d known she’d been doing something special to her armor for a long time now, but he’d never guessed she was giving herself real flight capability. 
 
    “Dude, dude, dude!” Ryan shouted while repeatedly punching Dahkal in the arm. “She has freaking rocket boots! Rocket boots!” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled. “Yeah. I see that.” 
 
    “All right,” Ryan said. “After we kick your brother’s ass, and you become emperor, your first imperial decree is, Reuan makes me a pair of rocket boots. I want some damned rocket boots.” 
 
    Dahkal reached up to scratch the back of his head, then remembered he still had his helmet on. “Uhm, okay. I mean, you don’t have a tail or wings to orient yourself in the air with, and you’ll probably just fizzle around like a pyrotechnic without a stick and die a sticky mess. But sure. I’ll get her to make you some rocket boots.” 
 
    Ryan turned and stared at him. Dahkal couldn’t see his face, but somehow the blank expression of his helmet spoke volumes. 
 
    “Just couldn’t let me have it, could you?” Ryan asked. “You couldn’t give me thirty seconds of absolute bliss at the thought of having rocket boots.” 
 
    “I said you could…” 
 
    “No, no,” Ryan said with a hand in the air. “Too late now. The moment’s gone. You took it from me forever. Leave it to you to ruin something as awesome as rocket boots.” 
 
    Dahkal rolled his eyes. “Shut up, cry-hatchling. We have more important things to do right now.” He turned his attention to Marnal. “So, you were going to cut a path for me?” 
 
    Marnal smiled at him. “Stay behind us, and we’ll get you to the palace. We have to. You’re the only one who can stand up to Gortal.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “Lead on, Uncle.” 
 
    Marnal looked Dahkal up and down the asked, “Before you go, may I see your face? If I don’t survive this battle, I would look upon you one last time.” 
 
    Dahkal reached up, gripped his helmet, twisted, and lifted it off. He locked his topaz eyes on the deep blue of his uncle’s. 
 
    “Take a good look, Uncle,” Dahkal said, “but it won’t be your last. You’ll survive this day and help me rebuild the empire into what it should be, and more.” He pointed a claw at Marnal. “That’s an order, warrior. Survive.” 
 
    Marnal’s face hardened with resolve. He stood at attention and snapped a crisp salute. “As you command, Emperor.” 
 
    Dahkal returned it. Marnal turned and shouted orders to the gunners and vehicle operators. Six armored craft formed a circle around them, three at the front and three at Dahkal and Ryan’s rear, to prevent them from being flanked once they were in the middle of the battle. 
 
    Dahkal replaced his helmet as he and Ryan fell into step behind the moving wall of armor and death. He looked up to see Gortal staring down at them. Gortal had a huge grin on his face as he watched them approach. Undeterred by the sight before him, Gortal spread his arms and wings as if to invite Dahkal to join him. The bright sun behind shone through the membranes of his wings and turned them the color of blood. In that moment, if either of them looked like an evil demon, it was Gortal. Grin still on his face, Gortal turned and ascended the steps to the palace, walked through the remains of the destroyed gates, and disappeared into the smoke. 
 
    I’ll wipe that grin off your face soon enough, brother. I swear it, Dahkal thought as they continued to move forward. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, Marnal jumped down from the back of the hovercraft. “We’re twenty meters away. When the center vehicle cuts right, you two run for the stairs and go after him. We’ll do our best to hold the line here.” 
 
    “Understood,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “Got it,” Ryan said. 
 
    Marnal put a hand on Dahkal’s shoulder and said, “Draktal would be proud of you, Dahkal. Know that as you go to face the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do in your life.” 
 
    “Geez.” Ryan snorted. “No pressure or anything.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to pretend it’s anything else,” Marnal snapped. “Draktal couldn’t bring himself to take the life of his own son, and he was the best of us all. The fact that he couldn’t do so proved he was. When Gortal took his life, he showed his true nature. Evil. Dahkal, you must do what your father couldn’t. For the sake of all the Sheingal.” 
 
    “I understand, Uncle,” Dahkal said. “I know what needs to be done, and I’ve accepted it.” 
 
    Marnal slapped Dahkal on the shoulder and hopped up into the back of the center hovercraft as it turned right. “I’ll see you again when it’s over!” 
 
    Dahkal and Ryan shot forward as fast as they could and headed for the main gate. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reuan twisted and rolled through the air, making herself as hard a target as possible. The last thing she wanted was a bunch of bullet holes in her wings, much less to get hit in the body by a large caliber bullet. She increased her thrust and rocketed high above the battle toward the palace. As she rounded the massive structure, her mother’s balcony came into view. There was nobody out there, but the doors were wide open, and the curtains were blowing in the breeze. It wasn’t in direct sight of the battle, so Reuan was certain her mother didn’t know of Dahkal’s return. Especially not since Gortal had scrambled all communications. Not that she’d have a comm device. 
 
    When she was at a sufficient height, Reuan tightened the spread of her wings and angled herself down toward her mother’s balcony. She was moving so fast, her vision tunneled, and all she could see was the balcony itself. At the last possible moment, she flared her wings. It hurt. A lot. Even without the burns on her wings, it had always been a painful maneuver. The strain it put on the wing joints was immense and always left one sore for several days, but it was worth the pain to avoid being shot or possibly seen. 
 
    Gortal had actually been the one who’d taught her how to do it when they were younger. Dahkal knew the maneuver but had refused to teach her until she’d gotten older and learned better control. Gortal had thought that was stupid and had taught her in secrecy. Despite all his newfound faults, he was the best flyer of them all. Or at least he was the most daring flyer of them all. She wasn’t sure whether that meant better or not, but he always seemed to be the best. That was the one thing he could beat Dahkal at, and he never missed an opportunity to do so. 
 
    Luckily, she’d made little to no noise when she’d landed, and no guards came rushing from her mother’s room. Reuan readied her spear and took a cautious step toward the open doorway. As she neared the threshold, she scanned the interior. She didn’t see her mother anywhere. The dining table was empty, except for a few empty glasses and a plate. The bed was neatly made, but there was nobody in it. She glanced over to the vanity, but the stool was also empty. It occurred to her that Shaelan might have been moved to another location, and that worried her. 
 
    Reuan stepped across the threshold and…  
 
    Clunk! 
 
    Her head rocked to the side as something solid slammed into the side of her helmet. Whatever it was, it had been swung with a lot of force. Reuan turned in the direction of the attack and was about to stab out with her spear when she heard a loud gasp, then something heavy hit the floor. 
 
    High Matron Shaelan, Reuan’s mother and former empress of Shein stared at her with wide eyes and her hands over her mouth. At her feet lay a large wooden table leg. Behind her mother, a large end table stood with one of the legs missing. Apparently, she’d crafted herself a club during her imprisonment. The lower part of the leg had even been whittled down enough that she could grip it easily. 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Mother,” Reuan said, taking off her helmet. She gave her mother a smile. “How about just a hug next time, okay?” 
 
    “Oh, my sweet little one!” Shaelan gasped and ran to her daughter to wrap her in a fierce embrace. 
 
    There were several loud knocks on the door, followed by a deep voice. “High Matron, are you all right?” 
 
    The sound of a bar being slid back on the outside of the door caused Shaelan to shove Reuan back toward an overly large sitting chair in the corner of the room. “Get back there and hide!” she hissed. Reuan did as she was told and got as low as she could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and a large, dark blue Sheingal wearing the armor of an imperial guard entered the room. With the door shut and secured again, he took a quick look around, then approached Shaelan. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Jobal asked, his purple eyes full of genuine concern. “I thought I heard something fall.” 
 
    “Everything is fine,” Shaelan answered with a small smile. She waved a hand at the table leg. “I tripped and knocked the leg off my end table. That’s all.” She shook the leg with the shackle around it, making the chain rattle. “This thing makes it difficult to get around sometimes.” 
 
    Jobal looked at the shackle and chain with disdain and sighed. “Yes, it can cause even the most graceful of creatures to move like clumsy hatchlings who haven’t learned to balance their tails and wings. I’m sorry, High Matron. If I could, I would rid you of this disgraceful thing. You shouldn’t be subjected to such humiliation.” 
 
    Shaelan could tell he meant every word. Jobal had done everything in his power to make her life of imprisonment as comfortable as it could be. He’d even lined the cuff with padding so it wouldn’t cut into her scales or rub her ankle raw, an act Shaelan had come to appreciate very much with time. She knew he didn’t agree with what Gortal was doing but was bound by oath and honor to the empire, and that meant obeying the orders of the emperor. 
 
    Her eyes must have lingered on him in thought for longer than she realized because he cocked his head to the side with a half-smile and asked, “What is it, High Matron? You appear to have something on your mind?” 
 
    “Jobal,” she began as she crossed her arms and turned toward the open balcony doors, “are you truly committed to the empire, or are you committed to Gortal?” 
 
    Jobal furrowed his brow at the question. “Are they not one and the same?” 
 
    “I don’t believe they are,” Shaelan answered. “I believe they’re two entirely different things all together. I believe one who’s committed to the empire would do anything to protect not only the idea of such a thing, but those who live in it as well. In our case, the entire Sheingal race. Is it they and their well-being you are committed to, or is it Gortal and his ideals and his orders?” 
 
    Jobal crossed his arms behind his back as he thought about his answer. After a brief moment he said, “I’m committed to the empire, High Matron. I believe what you’re really asking me is if I agree with your son’s decisions, and if I think what he’s doing is right. The answer is, I don’t.” 
 
    He jutted his chin in the direction of the balcony. “They say Reuan’s returned with a force, and our own armada has joined her, as well as thousands of ground troops. But I’ve seen no sign of her, nor have I been able to see the battle with my own eyes, as I’ve been ordered to watch over you. Captain Barronal says Gortal’s spoken with her, but I don’t know what I believe anymore.” 
 
    “And what if she is?” Shaelan asked. 
 
    Jobal turned and looked her dead in the eye. “If she was here, and there was a chance she could defeat Gortal, I would do what I could to help her. But she’s the only other heir to the throne, and no match for Gortal. So it would all be in vain. We would both die, her at the hands of Gortal, and I by the executioner’s axe for treason.” He sighed. “However, dying for what is right is an honorable way to enter the next life. Given the opportunity, I’d take it.” 
 
    “Then fight with me.” 
 
    Shaelan and Jobal both spun to see Reuan standing ten feet away, spear in hand, and a determined look on her face. Jobal reached for his laser pistol, but stopped himself. He looked from Reuan to Shaelan, then back to Reuan. A smile formed on his face, and he released the grip of his weapon. 
 
    “I see the rumors are true, First Heir.” 
 
    “Second Heir, actually,” Reuan replied. 
 
    Shaelan gave her a very confused look and narrowed her eyes. “No, you’re the first heir, Reuan. With Gortal on the throne, and no hatchling, that makes you next in line to rule.” 
 
    Reuan grinned at her mother. “No, Mother, I’m not.” She walked over and took her mother’s hands in her own. “You must promise me that you won’t shout or do anything to bring this room any attention.” She turned her gaze to Jobal. “That goes for you, too, Jobal. My father always trusted you, my mother trusts you, so I’ll trust you. Give me your word.” 
 
    “You have it,” Jobal replied, obviously eager to understand what was going on. 
 
    “I-I don’t understand,” Shaelan stammered. “You’re not making any sense, dear.” 
 
    “The reason I’m not the first heir…” she began, “is because Dahkal wasn’t killed by pirates, and we came here together.” 
 
    Shaelan’s heart began to race, and her breath caught in her chest. Beside her, she heard Jobal gasp in surprise, and he reached up to rub his head. She stared deep into Reuan’s eyes, searching for a hint of untruth, but there was none. Her daughter was telling her the truth. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she opened her mouth to speak, but Reuan reached up and pressed a finger to her lips. 
 
    “Shhh. Quietly, remember?” Reuan said with a smirk. 
 
    Shaelan nodded and took a deep, shaky breath. With an enormous amount of effort and self-control, she whispered, “How is that possible?” 
 
    She and Jobal stood there in joint disbelief for several long minutes as Reuan gave them an abbreviated recount of both her and Dahkal’s travels outside the Sheinrah System. At first she felt betrayal, then remorse, then joy, and finally searing anger at what her own son had done to their family. She’d already hated him for what he’d done to Draktal, but this, this was something completely different. The Battle of Ascension was at least honorable. What Reuan described to her was beyond the realms of dishonor and sickened her to her very core. 
 
    Jobal seemed to only experience a single emotion. With every word Reuan spoke, his normally friendly purple eyes became harder and colder. It was as if the light had gone out and been replaced by a black hole. His posture was now straight and rigid, and his jaw set in a permanent frown. 
 
    Reuan ended it with, “And Marnal is leading a group of armored vehicles to cut Dahkal a path to the palace now. That’s when I headed here. I don’t know whether he and Gortal have come to blows yet or not, but we need to get to wherever they are.” 
 
    “If I know Gortal,” Shaelan said, “he’ll go for flash and lure Dahkal to the great hall. He’ll want to kill him in the same place he killed your father. His only regret is there won’t be a thousand Sheingal in attendance to witness it.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll head first,” Reuan stated. 
 
    “There’s an issue,” Jobal said. “It’s a minor one, but I think we can handle it.” 
 
    “What?” Reuan asked. 
 
    “Captain Barronal and Nortal are down the corridor,” Jobal answered. “When Barronal’s ship was destroyed under Captain Kerigan’s command…” 
 
    “I really enjoyed wiping the smug look off her face,” Reuan interjected. 
 
    Jobal’s stone face broke into a brief smile. “I hadn’t realized you were a part of that. But as I was saying, after his ship was destroyed, Gortal beat Barronal senseless for being drunk on an island and not answering his comm when the emperor called him, then put him on your mother’s guard detail.” 
 
    “Beat him for being drunk on an island?” Reuan asked, one eye ridge raised. 
 
    Jobal held up a hand. “That’s a story for another time. The point is, we’ll have to dispose of them if we’re to get to Dahkal. They’re both very much on Gortal’s side. Nortal speaks of him as if he’s a god, and Barronal is scared senseless of him. For good reason, but that still lands him right in our way.” 
 
    “I’ll take Barronal,” Reuan said, her voice flat. “I have a score to settle with him anyway. He tried to kill me when I went for the gate to find help, sent fighters after me and everything. Can you handle Nortal?” 
 
    “I can,” Jobal answered. “I’ve never liked him anyway. Being around him makes me feel dirty.” 
 
    Reuan nodded. “Koshal made me feel the same way. It felt great to toss his body out an airlock. So, you take down Nortal, and I’ll handle Barronal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Tegan took cover behind a smoking tank hull as she surveyed the battlefield. As a medic, it was her job to save lives, not take them. However, she was a Sheingal, and the urge to fight was as strong in her as any other. Twice, she’d killed an opposing warrior in this fight while searching the field for warriors in need of medical assistance. Both times were in self-defense, and she’d done her best to wound rather than kill, but they’d both died from their wounds. It was war. Gortal had ordered her to the front lines, a punishment for breaking off her relationship with him. She didn’t regret breaking it off, but he was obviously a little upset about it. She wouldn’t die, though. She’d survive this fight. She had to. There was much more at stake now than there had ever been.  
 
    Teagan noticed a fallen warrior holding their hands over their abdomen. Their face contorted in a mask of pure pain, and their wings frantically flapped against the ground. The amount of blood pooled beneath them told her the wound was serious—maybe too serious for her to save them. She could ease their suffering though. 
 
    Teagan readied her laser pistol and activated her shield. With a deep breath, she rushed from her cover toward the fallen warrior. She was twenty yards away when one of the large war machines landed next to the warrior. She wasn’t sure where the war machines had come from. The operators inside them were protected by armor made from steel as tough as that of the Sheingal. To her, they were a complete mystery. Rumor had it Reuan had returned to the planet with a force to overthrow Gortal, but Teagan had yet to see her or hear her on the radio. Surely the first heir would have made her presence known to the troops. 
 
    The mech’s canopy opened, and a very large being hopped out. It wasn’t wearing the same type of armor she’d seen the other pilots wearing. Instead, it wore a very odd-looking suit that looked to be made from some sort of cloth. Her eyes widened, and she ran harder and faster as the pilot knelt next to the warrior and reached out to them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Specialist Pailoth leapt from her mech and rushed to the fallen Sheingal. She had no idea what side of the battle he was on, but she didn’t care. It was her duty to save lives, and she would do just that. This warrior was one of many who were simply following the orders of their commanding officers, much like she was. As a Withaloo, she knew what it was to be helped by strangers. Harmon Tomeral had allowed her entire race to move to Salvage to avoid extinction. Now, here she was on a planet of beings who also didn’t exist in any other part of the galaxy, helping to preserve their freedom and prevent countless deaths in the future. 
 
    As she reached the fallen Sheingal, her EMT Mark XI suit analyzed the wounds. Fortunately, Dahkal and Reuan had provided her with extensive files on the Sheingal anatomy so the suits could do their jobs. Without the correct information, the suit wouldn’t be able to correctly access the injuries, nor provide the correct amount of nanites. A regular medic with an injector could do some good in battle, but the EMT Mark XI was able to do so much more. It was almost like performing surgery. Instead of simply making someone’s last moments painless, it could save them entirely. Not all, of course, but many more soldiers would live to see another day, thanks to a young Caldivar and his science project. 
 
    Pailoth was reading the instructions the suit was giving her as she reached out to the Sheingal when a voice roared down at her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Get away from him!” Teagan roared as she leveled her laser pistol at the head of the mech pilot.  
 
    The pilot froze in place and slowly lifted its head to look at her. The face shield was clear, and Teagan could see the pilot was a female Withaloo. There were silver lines trailing up to her cheeks and into her eyes. The sight was a bit alarming. She also noticed, under the odd suit, the Withaloo was actually wearing the same armor as the other mech pilots, minus the helmet.  
 
    “I’m trying to help him,” the pilot responded in a calm voice. “I don’t want to hurt him further. I want to save his life.” She pointed to a patch on her suit. “See? I’m a medic.” She then pointed to the pack on Teagan’s back and the injector on her hip. “It looks like you are, too. I think we were both trying to get here to help him at the same time. My name is Pailoth.” 
 
    Teagan narrowed her eyes at the Withaloo. “What’s wrong with your eyes? What is that silver substance?” 
 
    “Nanites,” Pailoth answered. “The suit uses them to create a HUD directly on my eyes and tells me what to do. This suit can save his life, but not if you kill me.” She looked down at the warrior and back up. “We don’t have long before it’s too late to help him.” 
 
    Teagan adjusted the grip on her pistol and licked her lips as she thought. Then in a second, she was down on her knees, moving the warrior’s hands from the wound, and applying pressure. 
 
    “We save him first, then we talk.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Pailoth said. 
 
    Teagan watched as Pailoth reached out to the warrior’s wound. It looked as if an infusion of nanites was injected directly from the fingertips. In a few seconds, the warrior tensed as nanites flooded his system and began to repair the internal damage. She knew the pain had to be intense. The flow of blood ceased as the wound was cauterized. 
 
    “Once the painkillers kick in, he’ll loosen up,” Pailoth said. “This suit does it all.” 
 
    Quickly, Teagan slipped her pack off and pulled out some bandages and tape. Once the wound was covered, she pulled two bags of blood from the cold storage section at the bottom of her pack. Sheingal, like many other races, had several types of blood, and there were two types that were universal. The type she was giving this warrior was G positive. She inserted the needle into his arm and taped the bags to his chest. Each bag had an automatic pump that would shut down once the bags were empty, as opposed to a gravity drip. The warrior’s chest rose and fell with steady breaths as he lay there. 
 
    “Help me move him to cover,” Teagan asked and moved to grab the warrior under the shoulders. 
 
    Pailoth grabbed under the back of his knees, lifted, and together they quickly moved him behind the smoking tank hull Teagan had previously been behind. Teagan activated her comm and called out their location to her medical team for an emergency evacuation. She received a confirmation and was told it would be several minutes before they got to him. That was to be expected. 
 
    Teagan locked eyes with Pailoth through her face shield. “Explain.” 
 
    “I’m a Bolt from Salvage System. The long and short of it is, I came here with my platoon to help Reuan and Dahkal take Gortal down and end all this awfulness that’s taken over your planet.” 
 
    Teagan stared at her, wide-eyed. “You said Dahkal.” She shook her head. “No, that isn’t possible. He’s dead. For a while now.” 
 
    “Another long story,” Pailoth replied. “Look, all you need to know is, he’s alive and ready to kick a whole lot of asses to save all of you from Gortal. Moreover, he’s trying to save the neighboring systems, too. Gortal plans to invade and conquer them. Like I said, long story.” 
 
    “I guess we all have a long story to tell right now.” Teagan sighed. 
 
    Flashes of laughter and romantic dinners with Gortal flew through her mind. It had all ended abruptly with the lack of emotion on his face and in his tone when he’d dismissed her the night she’d ended their relationship. She knew he’d been upset, but she hadn’t expected such a deadly retaliation, though she knew she should have. 
 
    “If you’re lying to me…” 
 
    “I’m not,” Pailoth snapped. “Why the hell else would I be here? How could I be here, unless with Reuan or Dahkal? Your gate’s hidden from the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    Teagan looked down at the injured Sheingal as she tried to make sense of it all. The Withaloo was right. Nobody could’ve entered Sheinrah without the gate codes, and there were only three Sheingal outside the system. Dahkal, Reuan, and Koshal. Koshal had gone to retrieve Reuan on Gortal’s orders. The current situation indicated he’d failed in that mission and was likely dead. 
 
    “Whose side are you on?” 
 
    The question ripped Teagan from her thoughts. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean,” Pailoth said, “who do you fight for? I’m guessing you didn’t come down here with the dropships, or you’d know all about Dahkal and Reuan. Are you on Gortal’s side?” 
 
    “No,” Teagan answered quickly. “No, I don’t agree with the things he’s done. I don’t fight for him. I don’t fight for anyone. I save lives—unless I absolutely have to take one, then I will do so—but I wouldn’t say I’m on his side. I fight for the empire.” 
 
    “That’s what Dahkal and Reuan are doing,” Pailoth said. “They’re fighting for the empire and all of you. They don’t want you to live like slaves under Gortal’s thumb. They want you to be free to make your own decisions and make your lives whatever you want.” 
 
    Teagan still couldn’t believe Dahkal was alive and back. Certainly, with a vengeance. Reuan would have told him everything. The death of Draktal at Gortal’s hands would have been more than enough to bring him home, not to mention all the other horrors. She didn’t know Dahkal, and had never met him, but she knew there’d always been a bit of a rivalry between him and Gortal. Nothing could have led her to believe it was anything on the level the entire situation had become. At the same time, she realized she hadn’t known Gortal as well as she’d thought she had, and there’d been much between the two of them. There still was, in a way.  
 
    A barrage of kinetic rounds impacted the tank hull and forced them to both duck. 
 
    “We should work together,” Teagan blurted out. 
 
    Now it was Pailoth’s turn to look confused. “What?” 
 
    “You and I,” Teagan said, flicking a claw back and forth between the two of them. “We should work the battlefield together. We can watch each other’s backs. You can use your suit on the more injured ones, and I can tend to the lesser injuries. You have normal nanite injections for your race, right?” 
 
    “I do,” Pailoth answered. “I have a pack in my mech with everything for Humans, Withaloo, Pikith, Yalteen, Prithmar, Caldivar, Taylahh, and several others.” 
 
    “Why so many?” Teagan asked. “Wait. Is your platoon made up of all those races?” 
 
    “And more,” Pailoth replied with a smile. 
 
    “We study other races,” Teagan said, “but never meet them. You’re the first non-Sheingal being I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Well, I’m pleased to be the first,” Pailoth said. “So, yeah, we should totally work together. I have my mech, too, and it’s not just for looks. It’s fully armed.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Teagan said with a grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jobal opened the door and leaned out into the hall. “Hey, Nortal!” he shouted. 
 
    Nortal was about ten meters down the way, leaning up against the wall, in conversation with Barronal. He turned and gave Jobal a dirty look. “What is it? Having a hard time wooing the high matron? The gods know you’ve been trying hard enough with all the catering you’ve been doing.” 
 
    “Again, I’m only doing my duty, Nortal,” Jobal replied. “Come here. I need you to watch her while I fix her chain. She’s gotten it all tangled and knotted up.” 
 
    “Let her sit where she is,” Nortal snapped. “That’ll teach her not to be so stupid in the future.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass your words on to the emperor,” Jobal responded. “I’m sure he’ll look kindly on you being so diligent in your care for his mother. You know, the one he told us to make sure we took care of and not allow any harm to come to? Being unable to use the facilities or eat and drink because she can’t move could certainly cause her harm. Not to mention the sores she’ll get from the chain wrapped around her ankle.” 
 
    Nortal looked back to Barronal, who gave him a quick nod in the direction of Shaelan’s room. He obviously wanted no part of angering Gortal further. His face was still cut and bruised from the beating he’d received. Sheingal healed very fast, and he’d even had a nanite treatment, but he still wasn’t completely healed. That was a testament to the severity of his injuries. 
 
    “Very well,” Nortal grumbled and headed toward the door. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nortal was still murmuring to himself about having to deal with the excrement of Sheingalian society when he entered the room. He’d never liked Draktal or his mate; they’d always seemed too soft for his taste. Gortal, on the other hand—now there was a great leader. Law with an iron fist. That was the only way to keep society in line. This is the law. Break it and lose your head. Simple as that. It was easy. Do what you were told, and life would be good. He wished Koshal had still been around, too. The old being had hinted around that Nortal could make some extra credit. But he hadn’t seen him around in a while. Hopefully, he’d be back soon. The extra credit would come in handy. He’d had his eye on a new hovercraft and needed it for the down payment. 
 
    Nortal was thinking about the new hovercraft smell the interior would have as he entered the high matron’s room. There was suddenly a very large hand covering his mouth, then a sharp pain in his back, followed by a lot of pressure in his chest. Nortal looked down to see a blood-covered blade sticking out the chest piece of his armor. 
 
    That took a lot of strength, he thought, right before everything faded to black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jobal held his hand over Nortal’s mouth until he was certain he was dead. When he was positive the guard was no longer a threat, he dragged the body over to the corner and pulled his sword out. He wiped the blood on Nortal’s waistcloth before sheathing it. 
 
    “Your turn,” he said to Reuan. 
 
    Reuan stepped out into the hallway and walked half the distance to Barronal. He’d turned the other direction and was doing something on a slate. 
 
    “Did you get it sorted?” he asked without looking back. 
 
    Reuan planted the butt of her spear on the floor, squared her shoulders, and answered, “Oh, yeah. We got it sorted, all right.” 
 
    “You!” he shouted and drew his sword. 
 
    “Me,” Reuan said with a snarl. 
 
    She charged him and thrust her spear at his midsection. Barronal countered by knocking it aside with his sword, then drew his kinetic pistol with his free hand. Reuan saw him go for the grab and quickly brought her energy shield up. One by one, the steel rounds mushroomed against the wall of raw energy and fell to the floor at her feet. 
 
    Barronal cursed as the slide locked back, the magazine depleted. Reuan thrust her spear at him again. Barronal dodged, but the spear pierced the membrane of his right wing, causing him to yell out in pain. When Reuan brought the spear back, Barronal charged with a series of his own attacks. Gripping the spear in both hands, Reuan parried each blow. Once, Barronal nearly cut her throat, but she’d managed to lean back far enough, she only got a nasty cut across one side of her neck. Another inch, and she’d have joined Nortal in the next life. 
 
    The ship captain struck at her with a downward slice that she blocked with the center of her spear. The blade cut into the rubber grip, exposing a small bit of the steel beneath it. With the help of her suit’s augmented strength, Reuan shoved hard and sent Barronal stumbling backward to fall on the floor. 
 
    Seizing the opportunity, Reuan leapt through the air and struck down with spear. Barronal rolled away in time for the razor-sharp blade to pierce the stone floor. Reuan snatched the blade from the floor and jabbed the spear at Barronal with her left arm. Barronal, barely back on his feet, had been ready for the move and caught the last two feet of the spear under his armpit, and gripped the steel shaft with his hand, holding it in place. 
 
    Reuan grinned, then depressed the button hidden beneath the spear’s rubber coating. A hundred thousand volts of pure Sheingalian energy surged from the weapon and up through Barronal’s body. His hand began to smoke as he convulsed, his eyes rolled back in his head, and foam formed at his mouth. Before he collapsed, Reuan twisted her right arm outward, causing a nine-inch stiletto to spring out from her gauntlet. 
 
    In one motion, she released the button and delivered Barronal a deadly uppercut. The spike penetrated under his chin and exited out the top of his head. Reuan held him there for a long moment as she watched the life fade from his eyes. The she retracted her arm and let his body crumple unceremoniously to the floor. Reuan turned back to see her mother and Jobal staring at her. 
 
    Jobal stepped up and gave her a respectful nod, warrior to warrior. “You fight well, Reuan. I’m happy to be on your side.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she answered. 
 
    “She had the best instructor Shein has ever known,” Shaelan said with pride. 
 
    Reuan smiled. “Father was patient and strict, all at the same time.” Her smile faded. “Let’s hope that today, Dahkal’s a better warrior than Father ever was. Come on, we need to hurry.” 
 
    The three of them hurried down the corridor, trampling on the wings of Barronal’s body as they did. At the end of the hall, they came to a lift. They entered and went down to the ground floor. As they exited the lift, they were nearly trampled by a Human and several imperial warriors. Everyone raised weapons except Shaelan, who crouched behind Reuan and Jobal, claws and teeth bared, ready to fight. 
 
    “Whoa!” the armored Human shouted, holding their rifle and hand in the air. “It’s me! Specialist Jacobs!” 
 
    “Yvonne?” Reuan asked, eyes wide. She looked around at the imperial guards escorting the Bolt. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Yvonne took her helmet off, ran a hand through her short hair, and smiled. She pointed to two particular guards. “Well, Arkal and Norkeval here ‘didn’t’—” she made air quotes with her fingers, “—help me get into and shut down the powerplant. Then when I got out of there, they and all these other guys decided to help me get back out to the fight.” She looked up at Jobal and back at Shaelan. “What you got goin’ on here?” 
 
    Reuan shrugged. “Used rocket boots to fly up to my mother’s room. Killed a ship captain and a guard to rescue her. Jobal was a friend of my father’s and the other guard on duty. He helped me.” 
 
    Yvonne poked out her bottom lip in and nodded. “Nice. The hell do we do now?” 
 
    “We have to get to the great hall,” Reuan answered. “Dahkal is most likely there, fighting Gortal. I’m betting Ryan’s there, as well, and probably angry as hell he can’t jump in and fight.” 
 
    “Probably a safe assumption, based on what I saw on the trip here,” Yvonne replied. “Well, what the hell are we waiting around here for? Let’s haul ass to this great hall thingy and watch the beat down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Dahkal and Ryan approached the main staircase to the palace, a bullet ricocheted off the stone at their feet. They turned around to see a green Sheingal aiming a rifle at Dahkal’s head. His light armor bore the insignia of a captain, and Dahkal recognized him after a few seconds. 
 
    “Captain Lental. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Surrender, Dahkal,” Lental replied, foregoing any sort of greeting. “End this madness and accept Gortal as emperor. I don’t want to kill you. I could have shot you in the back, but I think you deserve a better death than that.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m certainly going to end this,” Dahkal said, “but it won’t be by surrender, or by allowing my brother to continue his rule of terror.” He stepped forward and pointed his bloody sword at Lental. “As for giving me the kind of death I deserve, why don’t you cross your steel with mine? Let’s find out if you’re capable of such a feat.” 
 
    Lental sneered and dropped his rifle to the ground. “You think highly of yourself, Dahkal. I’ve trained with your brother. I can hold my own better than you think.” He drew his sword and took a wide stance. 
 
    Dahkal started to step toward Lental, but Ryan’s katana came down on his blade, stopping him in place. “What are you doing, Ryan?” 
 
    “You don’t have time for this crap,” Ryan answered. “Go. I’ll handle the insurance gecko.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled and turned his head in Ryan’s direction but kept is eyes on Lental. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Trained with you, haven’t I? Can he beat you?” 
 
    Dahkal snorted. “Not on his best day, with one hand and both wings tied behind my back.” 
 
    “Then I’ll be fine. You need to get to Gortal. End this before more good Sheingal are killed for this nonsense. Go. I got it. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded to him. “Honor in life…” 
 
    “Brings glory in death,” Ryan finished. 
 
    With that, Dahkal turned and ran up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ryan moved to block Lental’s path as he tried to follow Dahkal. “Uh-uhh, Martin. You want him? Gotta go through me first.” He spun his katana and took a high, two-handed stance. 
 
    Lental spit on the ground. “Puny little insect! You, a mere Human, think you can stand against a Sheingal warrior without one of those war machines? You’ll die quickly.” 
 
    “You talk a lot of smack for someone who hasn’t done anything yet,” Ryan stated. 
 
    Lental growled at him and narrowed his eyes. “At least remove your helmet, so I might see the face of my challenger. I’d like to know who I’m about to kill.” He removed his own helmet and tossed it to the ground, next to his rifle. 
 
    “That whole look your enemy in the eye thing, huh?” Ryan asked as he removed his helmet. “I can dig that.” He let the helmet clatter to the ground. 
 
    “The only thing that will be dug today is your grave, Human.” 
 
    The marine in Ryan boiled to the surface with a devil-dog grin as he gripped his katana with both hands and returned to his high stance. “Oorah!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal ascended the staircase to the main gates. As he did so, he couldn’t help but look upon the bodies of his fellow Sheingal. The ravaged remains of Aarontal were less than a hundred feet away from him. It was all he could to keep himself from taking the poor old chef down and properly laying him to rest right then. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and cleared the last three steps in one leap. The remains of the fighter that had crashed through the gates were scattered throughout the courtyard. Dahkal’s eyes searched the ground in case the pilot had survived. Seeing no one, he crossed the grounds and entered the palace. 
 
    It was cool and dim inside. He didn’t bother checking for an ambush, nor did he encounter one. This fight would take place in the great hall. Gortal had made sure Dahkal had seen him head to the palace. He wanted this fight as much as Dahkal did, and he wouldn’t let anyone or anything stand in the way. No, Dahkal knew the way was clear. 
 
    The hallway opened into the atrium, and Dahkal gazed up at the enormous statue of Emperor Razal. He stopped at the fountain and looked down into the water, then back up to Razal. 
 
    “Like you, I must now free our race from tyranny and oppression. I just hope I have the same strength you did.” A gust of wind blew down through the open ceiling and caused a small ripple to cross over the water. Dahkal gave the statue a nod and continued toward the great hall. As he entered the long corridor that led to the throne room, he began shedding his armor. Piece by piece, he removed it and let it fall to the floor with a resounding clang until he wore nothing but his waistcloth. In his hand, he carried his sword. His weapon of choice. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ryan and Lental charged at the same time, and their blades met in a flash of sparks. A look of confusion showed on Lental’s face for a split second, then his sneer returned. The servos in Ryan’s armor whined as they struggled to aid him in holding off the raw strength of the Sheingal. Lental bared his teeth and pressed down harder. Ryan held his ground and gave Lental nothing. He pushed as hard as his augmented strength would allow and managed to shove Lental away from him, breaking their swords’ embrace. Lental side-stepped, Ryan mimicked his movement, and they slowly circled each other. 
 
    “Your sword,” Lental said with a nod of his chin, “it should have shattered against the might of Sheingalian steel.” 
 
    Ryan grinned as they continued to circle. “Ancient Japanese steel can stand the test of time—and battle. The swordsmiths back then were true masters of their craft.” 
 
    “But it’s not normal Human steel,” Lental stated. 
 
    “Figured that out, did you? I’ll let you in on a little family secret,” Ryan replied, “something not even Dahkal knows.” 
 
    Lental stopped and tilted his head. “Do tell, Human. I plan to claim that blade as a war prize when I take your head, so I would like to know what I can of its history.” 
 
    “That’s mighty presumptuous of you, Lental,” Ryan said. He shrugged. “May as well tell you, not like you’ll live long enough to tell anyone.” His eyes darted to his weapon, then back to Lental. “The metal used to forge this sword is born of the stars. The steel was gathered from a meteorite that crashed to Earth over nine thousand years ago. I imagine it was already billions of years old by then. Who knows? Anyway, as far as I can tell, it’s every bit as strong as Sheingalian steel. The blade has never chipped, bent, or needed any repair other than cleaning and the occasional sharpening.” 
 
    “Then it is a fine weapon, indeed,” Lental said. “I shall wield it with honor.” 
 
    Ryan smiled. “Sure you will.” 
 
    This time Ryan went on the offensive and attacked first. He used not strength, but speed to take the advantage. Ryan was fast, much faster than Lental had anticipated. It was all Lental could do to keep up with the furious and complicated strike combinations Ryan threw at him. His movements were fluid and difficult to predict. Several times, Ryan managed to cut Lental between the plates of his armor, angering the Sheingal further. 
 
    Ryan, busy studying Lental’s defensive movements, didn’t notice the discarded laser pistol on the ground. His heel caught the edge of the weapon, and he lost his balance for a split second. That tiny bit of time was all Lental needed to lash out with the claws on his free hand. Ryan howled as Lental’s claws slashed four bloody lines across his face. The pain was nearly unbearable. Instinctively, Ryan’s right hand shot to his face. Lental again seized the opportunity, spun himself hard, and slammed his muscular tail into Ryan’s abdomen. The man tumbled backward, end over end. 
 
    Reality kicked Ryan back into mental gear as he realized if he didn’t act quickly, he’d meet his end. Blinking blood from an eye, he rolled, then scrambled back to his feet in time to see Lental charge again. The Sheingal swung wide, eager to end the battle. Too eager. His form was sloppy and left Ryan too much time to react, even with his injury. Ryan leaned back, let the blade pass by, then darted in with a jab to Lental’s mid-section. The tip of his katana pierced flesh, and fresh blood ran down Lental’s waistcloth. 
 
    With a furious roar of anger and frustration, Lental charged again, but this time he changed tactics and stabbed inward with his left wingtip as he slashed his blade in from the right. Ryan surprised Lental by diving forward and rolling between his legs, avoiding both attacks. 
 
    As Ryan came upright into a squatting position, he turned and sliced down, right through Lental’s unarmored tail. It hit the ground with a thunk and convulsed as the nerves went into shock. Lental yowled in both pain and rage as he spun around. Ryan was unable to dodge Lental’s powerful wing as he turned and was knocked several feet back. 
 
    “Gahhh! You putrid little creature!” Lental raged. He wobbled a bit, his balance off with the loss of his tail. “Curse you and your entire race! You’re lucky it’ll grow back!” 
 
    Ryan didn’t have the chance to respond as Lental reared back and threw his sword at him. They were too close for Ryan to avoid it, try as he might. The sword tumbled end over end through the air and struck him, the blade burying itself deep in his left shoulder. It was a lucky shot that hit him in the armor’s seam. Lental was on him in a flash. He gripped the handle of his sword and kicked Ryan in the chest, sending him rolling backward and extracting the blade at the same time. 
 
    Pain blossomed throughout Ryan’s shoulder and face, but he managed to hold his grip on his katana. With his good arm, he pushed himself up to his knees, then rose to his feet. Lental stood less than ten feet from him. Blood poured to the ground from the stump of his tail, which still quivered in the dirt. 
 
    “Give up!” Lental shouted. “You cannot hope to beat me!” He took a wide stance, spread his wings out and slightly back, and raised his blood-stained sword to attack again. 
 
    Ryan, unphased by Lental’s words, grimaced as he passed his katana behind his back to his right hand. He held the ancient weapon in a reverse grip, back and to the side. He bent his knees and gave no sign of submission. Blood pooled in the dirt as it dripped from the fingertips of his useless left hand. 
 
    Lental shook his head. “Stupid creature.” 
 
    Lental stepped toward Ryan, but before he could gain any ground, Ryan snapped his sword hand forward. A cable shot from the end of his katana’s handle and wrapped around Lental’s neck with a loud pop. Lental let out a yelp and grabbed the cable with his hands. Smoke rose from his palms and around his neck as the bright green energy surging through the whip burned through his scales and flesh. His yelp turned into an all-out scream of agony. Ryan yanked back with all his servo-assisted might and retracted the whip. Lental’s head hit the ground and rolled a foot from his still-standing body. His eyes blinked a few times, and his body collapsed. 
 
    Ryan fell to his knees. “Grow that back, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    He dropped the whip handle gripped between his hand and sword handle, then sheathed his katana and slid the whip back into its proper place at the small of his back. He retrieved a nanite injector from a thigh compartment and jammed it into his neck. It burned like fire as the nanites went to work on his face and shoulder. He hoped it was enough to stop the bleeding. 
 
    After a deep breath, Ryan stood and looked at the raging battle behind him. Sheingal warriors were engaged in combat with fellow Sheingal. Mechs peppered the battlefield, doing all they could to hold off the fearsome dragons of Shein. Above, fighters, gunships, and drones still battled for control of the skies, though it was nearly in the hands of Admiral Cortal. He picked up the laser pistol he’d tripped over and checked it. It had a nearly full battery pack. 
 
    Tired and in pain, Ryan walked toward the main gates in search of Dahkal. The bodies of innocent Sheingal decorated each side of the gates. It was despicable and made him sick to his stomach. They’d all been innocent in his mind. They weren’t his people, but they were Dahkal’s, and that was good enough for him. Their deaths couldn’t be in vain, nor could their murders go unpunished. He needed to be there when Dahkal fought Gortal. If Dahkal fell, someone needed to be there to take Gortal’s head. Regardless, he had to die. Reuan would become the emperor if it came to that. But the politics didn’t matter; all that mattered was Gortal’s defeat. He couldn’t be allowed to remain in control, no matter the cost. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two imperial guards stood watch as Dahkal approached the ornate wooden doors of the great hall. They remained silent and wouldn’t look him in the eye. They kept their heads low, but Dahkal could smell their fear. Whether they were afraid of him or his brother, he did not know, but afraid they were. The heavy doors swung open, and Dahkal entered the great hall. It was only then that he felt like he’d finally returned home. Flashes of the night of his choice ran through his mind as he passed the statues of the past emperors. The stone fixtures become more and more impressive as he walked, as over time the sculptors became better skilled, and technology allowed for more realistic likenesses. To his right, he saw his great-great-grandfather, then his great-grandfather, until he saw… his father. 
 
    Even in stone, his father had a commanding presence. The stone was pure opalescent pearl, and his eyes were as blue as Dahkal remembered. He wore his golden armor, and his sword hung from his hip. His eyes seemed to track Dahkal as he got closer and closer. Draktal’s statue almost seemed alive. It was as if, at any second, he’d step down from his pedestal and end this entire ugly matter like it was just another fight between brothers. But it was not to be. Draktal was dead, and Dahkal would have to end this on his own. His family’s blood would have to be spilled once again on the floors of the great hall. 
 
    Then a second, smaller likeness took Dahkal by complete surprise. He was looking at himself. Next to his father was a perfect likeness of him in black stone. They’d even managed to get the eyes to look evil, just like his. It was an odd feeling to see his own image in the great hall. Normally one didn’t get to because it wasn’t until death you were given such an honor. 
 
    “Still alive, I see,” Gortal’s voice boomed, bringing Dahkal out of his thoughts. 
 
    Dahkal forced himself to tear his eyes from his statue and look at his brother. Gortal lounged on the throne, one leg draped over the armrest and his body reclined back. His war hammer sat handle up on the floor next to him. Further back, his crimson armor sat in a neat stack. He wore only a waistcloth. 
 
    “No thanks to you, brother,” Dahkal spat. 
 
    Gortal nodded. “It would seem my efforts were less than successful.” He snickered. “But you know what they say, if you want something done right, you must do it yourself.” He indicated Draktal’s statue with a lazy wave. “Uncanny, is it not?” Gortal took a deep breath, let it out fast, and shook his head. “Every time I come in here, I expect him to start talking and chastise me for everything he thinks I’m doing wrong. But he just stands there, looking at me with that judgmental gaze. I swear, Mother had the artist give him that pompous look simply to drive me crazy.” 
 
    “He looks like he always did,” Dahkal replied. “Perhaps your guilt is causing you to imagine he’s judging you. I know if I were you, and I’d killed my own father in cold blood, I’d feel guilty.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re the spitting image of our dearly departed father. Weak. Unable to stomach doing what’s necessary.” 
 
    “Weak?” Dahkal repeated, his tone incredulous. “Father was anything but weak. Nor am I weak. We have honor and integrity, two things you obviously know nothing about.” 
 
    Gortal snorted and rolled his eyes. “Bah. Honor. Do you honestly buy into that load of nonsense? It’s a word. A mere word, brother. One meant as a means to control those under you. Honor is a subjective term. Example…” He stood and began to pace on the dais. “One race may believe it’s honorable to house and breed with multiple mates. That’s the way they’re raised, and is their custom. If a member of that race has only one mate, it’s considered dishonorable.  
 
    “Now—” he held up a finger, “—here on Shein, we’d find it dishonorable for a Sheingal to have more than one mate at a time. For us, caring for a single mate and giving your all to them is the honorable thing to do. Why, you ask? Well, because that’s how we’ve been raised. We think it’s the honorable thing to do, because we’ve been taught to think that way. You think what I’ve done here is less than honorable. Undoubtedly, Koshal told you of my plans to take over the neighboring systems before his demise. I assume you believe there’s no honor in that, either. Correct?” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Dahkal replied. 
 
    “I thought so. But you see, I think just the opposite. I think hiding within our own gate for over seven thousand years is not only dishonorable, but despicable and cowardly. The Sheingal don’t surrender, nor do we retreat in battle. Then tell me, why do we hide from the rest of the galaxy like scared little hatchlings?” 
 
    Dahkal scowled at his brother. “You know exactly why, Gortal. We became too strong, too powerful. It would’ve been too easy to eradicate another race. An emperor with the wrong mindset could have unleashed untold hell across the galaxy, much like what you’re attempting to do now. It was for the greater good. It was a sacrifice, not a retreat, and we certainly aren’t afraid. Your mind has become warped and disjointed with power. It’s like a poison to you.” 
 
    “Again, subjective,” Gortal replied. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head and stood tall. “No, it’s not subjective. What you’ve failed to understand, despite Father’s many lessons, is that understanding what makes an act honorable can’t be defined by words. It’s a feeling, a sense of right and wrong. Good and evil. What you’ve done here is neither right nor good. You’ve taken away the freedom of the Sheingal and stripped away their right to choose. You force them to do your bidding, and you force them to fight for your cause, whether they believe in it or not. That’s not right. That’s why so many turned on you as soon as they realized there was another way.” 
 
    Gortal sneered down at Dahkal. “It’s right because I say it’s right!” He jabbed himself in the chest with his thumb and leaned down toward his brother. “I am the emperor, and my word is law. They will serve me, or they’ll die as traitors to the empire.” 
 
    Rage boiled up from Dahkal’s stomach. “The Sheingal don’t serve the emperor! The emp…” His voice caught in his throat and his eyes snapped back to the image of his father. His father’s voice rang in his head as he remembered the last lesson Draktal had ever taught him. Dahkal could see him clear as ever as they stood at the edge of Winged Fury’s boarding ramp. 
 
    Dahkal looked back to his brother, fighting to hold tears back. “The Sheingal don’t serve the emperor, brother. The emperor serves the Sheingal.” 
 
    “Ha! You’re a fool, Dahkal!” Gortal bellowed. “You can’t honestly believe that. What dimwitted buffoon planted that seed of idiocy into your brain?” 
 
    “He was no idiot,” Dahkal stated. “He was the wisest, kindest, most loving being I’ve ever known, and I miss him dearly. That was the last lesson Father gave me before I left on my journey of succession. He said I wouldn’t understand then, but that I would later in life.” He looked to his father’s likeness again. “And in this moment, I understand. I understand what it really is to be emperor. It’s a life of servitude so that others may live happy and free lives. It’s not this abomination of control you’ve constructed.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gortal said, “Father was wise, kind, and certainly loving. But he was a weak leader and unfit to rule. His time on the throne had come to an end, and I knew you’d be just like him. You’ve proven me right in the last few moments. So I knew I had to do something for the sake of our race, lest we wither away and die, forgotten by the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    “Trying to kill your own brother, killing your own father, forcing your sister to commit terrible acts, and murdering countless innocents is what you chose to do?” Dahkal asked. “You chose to do the most heinous acts you could possible think of to make things better in your own opinion.” 
 
    “That’s because he’s a total dick.” 
 
    Dahkal turned to see Ryan standing behind him. His face was gashed and bloodied, his left arm hung limp, and blood coated the front left side of his worse-for-wear armor. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Ryan shrugged his working shoulder. “I’m a little leaky, but I’ll live.” He gave Dahkal a crooked grin. “Told you I’d catch up. I just followed the trail of breadcrumbs you left behind.” 
 
    “I see you brought a pet,” Gortal said above them. “Hello, little Human. Perhaps if you behave yourself, I’ll allow you to live as my servant, once I dispatch my brother here.” 
 
    Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Screw you, Mushu. You big, red, anal orifice.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” Gortal deadpanned. 
 
    Ryan looked up at Dahkal and smiled. “Told you.” He turned back to Gortal. “If you manage to get lucky and take down Dahkal, I’ll take your head myself.” He put his good hand on the hilt of his katana. “You won’t feel a thing. Scratch that. I’ll make sure you feel every inch of my blade.” 
 
    Gortal cocked his head. “Mouthy little pest, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ryan started to retort, but Dahkal held a hand up to forestall any further banter between the two. “Enough. This ends now. Emperor Gortal, I, Dahkal, first born son of Draktal and rightful heir to the throne by blood and rite of passage, do hereby officially challenge you to the Battle of Ascension, as is my right. I also accuse you of crimes too many to count against the empire and the beings in the Sheinrah system. You must pay for what you’ve done.” He stepped forward, turned his sword to a reverse grip, and plunged his blade into the stone floor. The sound of the impact and the cracking of the stone reverberated off the walls of the great hall. He released it and let it stand free. “What say you?” 
 
    Gortal looked at Dahkal’s sword and grinned. “Once again, the sword will face the hammer.” He reached down and lifted his mighty war hammer. “Do you know why I chose this instead of a sword, like you and father? It’s because the hammer is more of a double-edged weapon than your blade is.” He swung it side to side. “I can destroy entire worlds with this. And—” he knelt down and gently tapped a nail deeper into the wood trim around the dais, “—I can rebuild entire worlds with it. While your weapon is merely a weapon, mine is also a tool. But as I said before, it’s all about perspective.” He tossed his hammer down to the floor, and it hit with thunderous boom. His face grew dark, and his bright green eyes seemed to glow bright with excitement. “I accept your challenge, brother.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ryan,” Dahkal said in a stern tone Ryan wasn’t used to getting from him. 
 
    “Yeah?” Ryan answered. He froze in place as Dahkal’s eyes pierced him like flaming swords. 
 
    “Regardless of what happens, this is my fight. Don’t interfere…” The last word rolled out into a deep, feral growl, and his eyes appeared to brighten with intensity. His hands repeatedly balled into fists at his sides, his wings were slightly spread open, and his tail smacked the stone floor as his urge to do battle grew stronger and stronger. 
 
    A shiver ran down Ryan’s spine, and his breath caught in his throat. For the first time in their friendship, what felt like a lifetime ago now, Ryan actually feared Dahkal. The feeling was alien and shook him to his core. But he understood. Dahkal’s honor was on the line. He had to do this on his own. Not only that, but the time to claim vengeance for his father and all those who’d fallen at Gortal’s command was finally here. At that moment, Ryan wasn’t looking at his best friend, his brother in every way other than blood. No, right then, he was looking at the fearsome nightmare Dahkal kept buried and locked away in the depths of his being, chained and imprisoned out of fear of what he was actually capable of. But now the chains were broken, and the cell door was unlocked. The nightmare was free to do as it pleased. Dr. Jekyll was gone, and Mr. Hyde was in full control, just as Ryan had told him to do. 
 
    Ryan steeled himself and gave Dahkal a single nod. Through gritted teeth, he hissed, “Kill him.” 
 
    Dahkal’s lips pulled back into a sinister sneer, then he turned away and stepped into the fighting area below the dais. He crouched low, extended his arms and wings wide, and released a ferocious roar of challenge. Gortal took a similar stance high on the dais, bared his yellow-tinged fangs, and responded with his own monstrous roar of acceptance, then dropped down to the fighting area ten feet from Dahkal. 
 
    Ryan watched as the two circled each other. Good versus evil. Right against wrong. Light versus dark. There were many ways to describe what he was witnessing, but one thought kept running through his mind over and over. Titans. These are titans about to do battle to decide the fate of an entire race. 
 
    He suddenly felt very small in the grand scheme of things. Compared to humanity, the Sheingal were gods, and could easily take over Earth if they so desired. Or probably any planet, for that matter. Their natural abilities combined with their technological warfare would devastate most system defensives with minimal loses, never mind what would happen once they hit the ground. 
 
    Realization finally struck Ryan why it was so important that Dahkal win this fight. It was not only the fate of the Sheinrah System he was fighting to save; it was the fate of many systems and races. Of course, he’d already known what Gortal had planned, but actually seeing what the Sheingal were capable of forced the gravity of it all to really sink in. And it was terrifying. 
 
    He could understand why the ancient emperor had shut them off from the rest of the galaxy after the accidental genocide. No being with a sense of honor wanted such a thing on their conscience. He knew Dahkal had mixed feelings about keeping the gate closed, but he also knew that Dahkal would never allow something so terrible to happen under his command. Gortal, however, would simply see it as a necessary act in the name of building the Sheingal Empire to heights of new glory. The thought of so much death in the name of greatness sickened Ryan. 
 
    Across the great hall, Ryan saw several Sheingal and a Human emerge through one of the entryways. He brought up his laser pistol, then lowered it as he recognized Reuan. She was with three other warriors, another female who appeared to be older and dressed in a simple, yet elegant cloth, and a Human he couldn’t identify. He could tell she was a Bolt, though. The older Sheingal female he guessed to be Shaelan, Dahkal’s mother, since that was who Reuan had gone to rescue. Dahkal was oblivious to their presence, but Ryan was thankful they were there. The victor of this battle for power would need witnesses other than a lone Human. 
 
    The Bolt tried to raise her weapon, but Reuan reached out and stopped her. The other Human reached up and retracted her face shield. It was a woman with a dumbfounded look on her face. Reuan said something to her that made her look turn incredulous, and Ryan could tell she was using some choice language as she tried to argue with Reuan. She noticed Ryan and raised a hand as if to say, ‘What the hell, man?’ Ryan shook his head. He knew she didn’t understand, but he did, and so did the Sheingal warriors. He gave Reuan a nod, then turned his attention back to Dahkal and Gortal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal felt his adrenaline kick in, his heart rate increase, and he heard the blood rushing in his ears as Gortal dropped to the ground in front of him. Gortal’s green eyes glowed in sharp contrast to his bright red scales as he sneered and growled. Dahkal’s chest rumbled as he unconsciously growled in response. Hate and rage filled him so fully, he felt he might explode. Never in his life had he wanted to taste blood so badly. Never had he felt the urge to kill so fiercely. Never had he wanted to beat Gortal with such finality as he did in that moment. There would be no lesson learned for his younger brother on this day. On this day, he would end the lesson for all time. 
 
    Forgive me, Father, he thought in a brief moment of clarity. 
 
    He knew his father would, even if he hadn’t been able to do the deed himself. Despite his shortcoming in his own fight with Gortal, Draktal had been the one who’d taught them to always do the right thing, even if it seemed like the hardest thing in the world. Currently, killing Gortal sounded more appealing than ten barrels of beer from Brad’s Brews and a mountain of cheeseburgers and French fries. But deep down, he knew it would hurt later, a pain that would last until his dying day. Longer, perhaps. But Gortal had to die, for many reasons. No matter how much it would hurt Dahkal’s heart in the future, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the safety and freedom of the Sheingal, not to mention the safety of the rest of the galaxy. 
 
    If Gortal were allowed to continue unchecked, he’d destroy one system after another. None would be able to stand against the mighty Sheingal, not even Salvage System and their Bolts. Such had been proven throughout history, and had ultimately led to their reclusive existence. They were a race of warriors, born with the natural assets to rip, tear, and slash through flesh, bone, and even steel. Even without their technological advancements, the Sheingal could easily conquer another race. That couldn’t be allowed to happen. They were honorable warriors, not conquerors of worlds. Dahkal would end the madness and prevent such things from happening. He would allow nothing to stand in his way. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal stared into the blazing eyes of his older brother. They burned like angry suns right into his soul. His black scales glistened with their natural iridescence under the lights of the great hall as they prepared for one last fight. And this would be their last fight. Gortal flexed his claws and shifted his wings with anticipation as he realized this was his only remaining chance to best Dahkal in a fight. For over a century, he’d been unable to defeat him even a once, but this was different. This game was for keeps. At the end, only one of them would walk away. 
 
    Facing his father had been difficult; he’d known going in that it would be. Draktal had been the greatest warrior of his time. However, Gortal knew Dahkal was better. He was faster, stronger, and more creative under pressure. Draktal’s biggest advantage had been his cool headedness and logic. Dahkal had inherited all that and more. Gortal had inherited many of the same traits, and had even become the largest and strongest Sheingal on record, but no matter how hard he trained, no matter how much time and effort he put into studying different fighting styles, he could never beat Dahkal.  
 
    Today would be different. It was his time. He was the emperor. He was the strongest, the most powerful, the smartest—and more importantly, he was the most determined. He’d accomplished so much more in mere months than Draktal and Dahkal had in their entire lives, and he still had more to do. The fate of the entire Sheingal Empire rested squarely on his shoulders. He’d do what was necessary to ensure it survived. Better than that, he’d ensure it thrived. After this day, the entire galaxy would know and fear the Sheingal once again. They were the fiercest and deadliest race in the galaxy. He’d make sure everyone was reminded of that. First he had to get through Dahkal. Once he was gone, nothing could stand in his way. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal spread his wings slightly and took a slow step to the side. Gortal matched his movement and speed. Together, they made a slow circle, each intensely watching the other’s movements and looking for an opening to attack. 
 
    “Enough of this ridiculous posturing!” Gortal roared and surged forward. 
 
    Dahkal ducked down and to the side of a lightning-fast left jab and threw a left-handed upper cut as he slid right. Gortal lifted his chin in time to miss the blow. Dahkal quickly tried to recover to guard his ribs, but before he could, Gortal smashed them with a hard right hand, forcing the air from Dahkal’s lungs. He ate the pain and sucked air through gritted teeth as he quickly brought his left arm back down to protect his ribs, and Gortal cocked his arm back in preparation to deliver another rib-smashing punch. 
 
    Before Gortal could fully prime his attack, Dahkal snapped his hips to the left and delivered a heavy right hook to Gortal’s chin that snapped the brute’s head to the side. A stream of blood shot from his mouth and splattered to the floor. The punch had been so powerful, Dahkal felt bones break in his hand. He ignored the pain. It would go numb after a few more punches like that, then it would be like his own personal club. 
 
    As Gortal staggered back a few steps, momentarily dazed by the impact, Dahkal seized the opportunity to deliver a knee to his gut, then an elbow to the back of his neck. Gortal went down to his knees, but before Dahkal could attack again, Gortal surged upward, wrapped his arms around Dahkal’s waist, and lifted him off the ground. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal’s head was swimming as his knee hit the hard stone floor. He knew he had to act fast, or Dahkal would finish him off. He hadn’t expected his brother to have such force behind his punches. They’d never been anywhere near that powerful in the past. 
 
    With a roar, he lunged up and forward, wrapped his arms around Dahkal’s waist, and lifted him off the ground. He churned his powerful legs as hard as he could, carrying Dahkal across the great hall as he fought to free himself. Their momentum was abruptly halted as Dahkal’s back slammed into the brick wall beyond their father’s statue. Gortal stepped back, then surged forward again to crush Dahkal against the wall a second time. He felt Dahkal’s grip around his neck release and instantly dropped him to the floor. As soon as Dahkal was down, Gortal stomped on his chest and stomach once, twice, three times. A flash of glimmering black in is peripheral vision prompted him to reach down and lift Dahkal up by his throat with both hands. Then with great force, Gortal smashed Dahkal’s head face-first right through the bust of volcanic stone sculpted in his own image. 
 
    A sinister laugh escaped Gortal as he watched Dahkal crash to the floor with the remaining chunks of the now-ruined masterpiece. He spread his arms and grinned down at his brother in triumph. 
 
    “Why are you hitting yourself, Dahkal?” 
 
    Before Dahkal could regain his composure, Gortal rushed forward to stomp his foot through the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fire spread through Dahkal’s face as he felt the glass-like stone shatter and cut through his scales and flesh. He felt the warm sensation of blood flowing down his cheek and neck, even as he crashed to the floor. 
 
    He heard Gortal say something, then heard the shuffle of feet and the rustle of wings. In a split-second decision, Dahkal thrust out his left wing and spun hard to the left. He felt the spiked bone tip make contact with something and, as he continued his rotation, he watched as a gash opened up on Gortal’s left thigh. His right foot was in the air, as he’d been preparing to stomp on Dahkal again. The wound weakened the leg holding all his brother’s weight, and Gortal fell backward to the floor. 
 
    Dahkal leapt onto him, taking a high guard position, and locked his knees around Gortal’s waist as best he could. His waist, legs, and midsection erupted in pain as Gortal thrashed and slashed with his claws, tearing through Dahkal’s scales and flesh. Dahkal dropped a hard left elbow to Gortal’s right eye, followed by several right-handed punches to the left side of his face. That halted Gortal’s frenzy of claws as he tried to block the elbows and punches. 
 
    Blood covered the floor beneath them, as Dahkal fought to remain in control, and Gortal fought to gain it. Dahkal roared in pain as he attempted to throw another left elbow, but instead of blocking it, Gortal had let it fall, then opened his mouth and clamped down on Dahkal’s wrist with his dagger-like fangs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gortal wrenched his head back and forth like a wild animal trying to rip its prey apart. Dahkal reared back and howled in pain. With his brother’s weight off center and back, Gortal rose and turned as hard as he could, never loosening the grip of his jaws. Dahkal’s hot blood ran down his throat as their positions changed. 
 
    As they rolled onto their sides, Gortal released his grip on Dahkal’s arm, grabbed him by the head with both hands, and delivered a brutal head butt. The impact dazed even him. He knew better than to head butt anyone in a fight. It could be just as devastating to the one delivering it as the recipient, but this was no ordinary fight, and itcalled for extreme measures. 
 
    He blinked several times before his vision cleared enough to see that Dahkal was badly dazed. His war hammer was still in the center of the floor. Gortal scrambled to his feet, ignoring the horrible pain in his thigh, and hobbled to his weapon. His father had taught him never to turn his back on an enemy, but if he was going to defeat Dahkal, he had to end it quickly. He needed his hammer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It felt like an entire shuttle had crash-landed right on Dahkal’s face. As his vision cleared, he could see the fuzzy red image of Gortal hobbling toward his hammer. He was nearly there. Dahkal knew he had to get up, but he just wanted to lay there until the pain stopped. Everything hurt, his face, his ribs, his arm, and he was absolutely covered in blood. As his sight focused, he could see that Gortal wasn’t in any better condition. The fight hadn’t even been going that long, and they were both torn to ribbons and beaten to a pulp. 
 
    He could see Ryan off to the side, watching, a look of concern mixed with fear on his face. There appeared to be a group of others on the far side of the hall, but he couldn’t tell who they were, nor did he have the time to try and figure it out. 
 
    Up, he told himself. Get up and fight! Everyone is depending on you! 
 
    Gortal was mere feet from his hammer now. Dahkal pushed himself up and forced his legs to drive him forward. Pain coursing through his body, he reached Gortal as he bent to lift the hammer. Dahkal lowered his shoulder and slammed into him with as much force as he could manage. The impact sent a shockwave of agony through Dahkal’s body, but it also knocked Gortal rolling across the floor. Both of them were down again. Dahkal looked up to see that the spot where Gortal’s hammer had been was now empty. Dahkal’s sight drifted higher to see Gortal getting to his feet, war hammer in hand. 
 
    Dahkal sighed and rose to his knees. One side of his mouth rose in a smirk as he saw what stood to his immediate right. Still stuck straight down in the stone floor not two feet away was his sword. He reached out with his right hand, gripped the handle, and used it to lever himself to his feet. Once he was standing again, he wrenched the blade from the stone and pointed it at Gortal. His smirk turned into a savage grin. 
 
    “As you said before, the hammer and sword will meet again.” 
 
    “History often repeats itself,” Gortal retorted, then charged, the pain in his leg obviously forgotten. 
 
    Dahkal suddenly didn’t feel his injuries anymore, either. All he felt was the rush of battle and the desire to win. With his newfound vigor, he also charged. It was time to end this. 
 
    Sword and hammer met with a resounding clang and a brilliant eruption of sparks. The impact sent a shockwave through Dahkal’s arm, but he held fast to his sword and parried Gortal’s furious blows. He was faster than Dahkal remembered, and stronger, if that was even possible. His technique was more fluid, too, not the heavy-footed, stiff dance he’d always done in the past. Each time their weapons met, Dahkal’s sword took more and more damage, eating the blade’s edge away. 
 
    Gortal swung his hammer at Dahkal’s head, leaving his midsection open. Dahkal thrust his sword to impale him, but Gortal had anticipated the move and backhanded the blade to the side. In one fluid motion, Gortal changed the direction of his hammer swing and brought it down on the flat of Dahkal’s blade. With a high-pitched metallic ping, the blade snapped in two at an angle about a third of the way up from the guard. It was little more than a dagger now. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Gortal swung his hammer backhanded before the broken half of Dahkal’s blade could hit the floor. Dahkal leaned back in time to save his skull from being crushed. He received a kick to the midsection for his efforts and stumbled back a step. Gortal charged in, fully aware he had Dahkal at a disadvantage. 
 
    Dahkal realized it, too. He had no real way of fending off Gortal’s furious blows, aside from dodging them until he ran out of steam. The problem was, Dahkal would also run out of steam soon. They’d both lost a tremendous amount of blood and sustained many serious injuries. Dahkal was positive he had broken ribs, possibly a punctured lung, a severe concussion, and his arm was badly in need of medical attention. Neither of them was going to last much longer. 
 
    He noticed Gortal was beginning to get sloppy with his attacks, and slower, too. Dahkal continued to bob and weave and avoid being hit with the hammer. He couldn’t afford such an impact. Then the moment he’d been waiting for came. 
 
    Gortal swung his hammer wide in an arcing blow straight at Dahkal’s head. Instead of dodging it, Dahkal let it come. At the last possible second, he thrust what was left of his shattered sword forward and impaled Gortal’s forearm. The downward force provided by Gortal himself was enough to drive the blade all the way through. 
 
    Dahkal pushed forward, slicing between the radius and ulna, and ripping the blade out through the elbow joint. Gortal screamed in agony as the weight of his hammer bent his arm down in an unnatural manner. With his left hand, Dahkal gripped the ulna bone sticking out of Gortal’s arm, ripped it out, and stabbed it through his ribs. The bone pierced deep, with only a small portion still sticking out. Dahkal slammed his palm on the end of it, driving the rest of the bone into Gortal’s guts. 
 
    Still, the false emperor didn’t fall. Dahkal growled and thrust his broken blade through the knee joint of Gortal’s good leg and twisted, forcing another howl of pain from him. Blood sprayed from Gortal’s mouth as he screamed, an indication that the bone between his ribs had wreaked havoc on at least one of his lungs. Unable to hold his own weight any longer, the brute finally fell backward to the floor of the great hall. He was immediately surrounded by a widening pool of his own blood. 
 
    Dahkal reached down and picked up his brother’s war hammer. Careful of Gortal’s injured left arm, Dahkal knelt at his side. He looked down on him as he prepared himself for what he had to do. He raised the hammer overhead and paused. Suddenly he realized he was in the same position his father had been in. 
 
    “History.” The word came out as barely a whisper, but still loud enough. 
 
    Gortal gave a gargled laugh. “Don’t hesita—” 
 
    Dahkal brought the hammer down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal released the handle of the hammer and remained still at the side of his brother’s motionless body. He stared blankly at the hammer. It now rested in what remained of Gortal’s head. With great effort, he tore his eyes from the sight to look upon the statue of his father. Numbly he stood and walked over to it. As soon as he got to the base of the statue, he collapsed to his knees. 
 
    His breath became heavy, and his eyes filled with tears. He reached up and laid a hand on the feet of his father’s likeness and wished with all his heart that the stone would come to life, and his father would return to him. It was a wish he knew would never come true, a knowledge that only made the reality of the situation much more unbearable. How was he to run the system without his father to advise him? Who would be there for him now? 
 
    The sweet fragrance of the Rosanta flower filled his senses, and he felt soft hands run across his shoulder to wrap around his neck in a loving embrace. His tears fell as he realized his mother was holding him like she’d done so many times as a hatchling. He reached up and placed a hand on her arm as she held him for a second longer. 
 
    “My son,” she whispered in his ear. “You’ve come back to me.” 
 
    He nodded, unable to speak. 
 
    “He would be so proud of how strong you were today, my love. So very proud.” 
 
    A heaving breath escaped Dahkal as the stream of tears intensified. 
 
    “But it isn’t over yet,” Shaelan continued. “As much as it hurts right now, you still have a job to finish.” 
 
    Dahkal composed himself enough to realize what she was talking about. In as steady a voice as he could muster, he said, “The battle.” He broke her embrace, stood, and turned to face her. 
 
    “The battle,” Shaelan repeated. She reached up and cupped his bloody face in her hands. “They’re still fighting. You have to stop it before more of them lose their lives unnecessarily.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded silent consent and stepped away from her. He cleared his throat and wiped his face with his forearm, but he did so with his injured arm and only managed to smear even more blood on his face. That was probably best. Tear streaks wouldn’t help him in what he had to do next. 
 
    Without looking down, Dahkal strode past Gortal’s body and snatched up his hammer as he headed for the exit. With each step, he became more determined, his posture straightened, and his head cleared. The hammer felt heavy in his hand as he exited the great hall and made for the main gates. Behind him, he heard the bustle of both clawed and armored footsteps as the others followed him. As he continued, he came across his discarded helmet. He stopped, pulled his earpiece from within it, and put it in. 
 
    “Hunai, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Captain!” Hunai responded. “We have been trying to reach you. What is your situation?” 
 
    “No time to explain,” Dahkal replied curtly. “I need you to patch me into every single comm on the planet. All of it. Use the satellites, hack every network. The scrambler should be down now. Can you do that in the next thirty seconds? I need everyone on both sides of the combat at the very least.” 
 
    “It will be done, Captain,” Hunai answered. 
 
    “It’s emperor now,” Dahkal stated. “Thank you.” He ended the transmission as the remains of the main gate came into full view. 
 
    He stepped back through the debris and on top of the main staircase. Below, the battle still raged. Sheingal fought Sheingal, with armored Bolts scattered throughout the battlefield. He only saw one mech still operational, and there were many laying on the ground. Dahkal prayed most of the pilots had survived. The skies seemed to have quieted down, an indication that the fighters on his side had won the battle overhead. He activated his comm on the general channel and stepped up so all could see him. 
 
    Dahkal gripped Gortal’s hammer in both hands, spun, and heaved it with all his strength. The hammer arced high through the air before crashing down to the battlefield mere feet from a group of Sheingal warriors. The impact caused them to stop fighting and look down at the hammer, then up at him. Dahkal clenched his fists, spread his wings, and let out a ferocious roar that carried over the entire battlefield. It was so powerful he was sure his ancestors had heard it. The desired effect was achieved as every single warrior turned their attention to him. 
 
    Dahkal was in more pain than he’d ever felt in his life. Even still, he gritted his teeth and leapt from the top of the stairs to glide down to the battlefield. He landed smoothly on his feet and stepped over to stand by Gortal’s hammer. The head of the hammer was still coated in blood, with bits of bone and scales stuck to it. 
 
    “Hear me now!” he yelled. “I, Dahkal, first born of Draktal, and First Heir to the Sheingal Empire now claim my right to the throne as emperor!” 
 
    He pointed down at the hammer. Blood and red scales still clung to the steel. “I have defeated Gortal in the Battle of Ascension. His body lies on the floor of the great hall. I believe you’ll find I have more than enough witnesses to verify my claim.” He looked into the faces of the warriors around him. “However, I’ll do something no other emperor has ever done before.” 
 
    Dahkal spread his arms and wings wide and spun in a slow circle. “As of this moment, I open up the right to challenge me for the throne to any who feel they’re worthy! If any Sheingal believes their mettle to be stronger than mine, if any believe they can lead our race better, if any believe they can best me in combat… step forward now.” 
 
    As he continued to slowly turn, many warriors fidgeted with their weapons, shifted their wings, and shuffled their feet with anticipation. To his right, Dahkal noticed one warrior with a two-handed battle axe take a single step in his direction, then stop. He had a determined look on his green face, and his eyes said all Dahkal needed to know. Without a second thought, Dahkal stalked up and got nose to nose with the warrior. 
 
    “Do you wish to challenge me?” Dahkal growled. 
 
    He glared into the warrior’s eyes as he bared his teeth, snarled, growled, gnashed his fangs, and flexed his claws in a show of feral challenge. He was covered in blood, beat to hell, and probably looked even more terrifying than usual. Even still, the warrior held his ground—for a short moment, anyway. To his credit, the green Sheingal maintained eye contact for nearly thirty seconds before his tail tucked, and his wings folded closer to his body. He broke eye contact and lowered his gaze to the ground. Slowly, the warrior knelt. The entire act looked involuntary and painful, as if he was fighting an unseen force that pushed him down to the ground, but was unable to stop it. When his knee touched, he crossed his arm over his chest in a salute. 
 
    His voice was low, and he spoke with a defeated tone. “I issue no such challenge, Emperor Dahkal. My axe is yours to command.” 
 
    Dahkal spun from the would-be challenger to face the crowd and shouted, “Is there anyone else who wishes to test their mettle?” 
 
    None spoke. None stepped forward. Instead, one by one, every Sheingal on the battlefield dropped to one knee, bowed their head, and saluted him. Dahkal let out a sigh of relief as he realized it was finally over. 
 
    Whiiiir-clank whiiiir-clank whiiir-clank…  
 
    Dahkal turned to see Monday walking in stride with a barely functioning mech. His helmet was missing, and he cradled his laser rifle in his arms. He looked much the worse for wear, with his armor scorched, dented, and scratched, but he was otherwise all right. The pair came to a stop a few yards away. 
 
    Monday gave Dahkal a crooked grin and jerked his chin up at him. “You look like hammered shit, boss.” 
 
    Dahkal couldn’t help it. He laughed. “You don’t look much better.” He pointed at him. “Looks like you got a little scratch right everywhere…” 
 
    Monday looked down at himself, then shrugged. “Eh, it’ll buff out.” They both laughed. 
 
    The canopy of the mech popped open, but got stuck about a quarter of the way up. Monday walked over and helped push it higher so the pilot could force it fully open. Inside was a grinning Captain Brink. His helmet hung on the mech’s interior wall to his rear. There was a loud ding, and Brink reached over to grab something. To Dahkal’s complete surprise, Brink raised a steaming mug of Krishta to his lips and took a sip. He could smell the rich aroma as it wafted through the air. 
 
    “Ahh… nothing like a good cup of joe after a hard-fought victory on the battlefield,” Brink said with a sly grin. “So, you guys keep this stuff locked in a vault or something?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ryan was sitting at the bottom of the main stairs, leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. He shifted his katana back and forth between his legs as he looked over the battlefield. As he sat there, Ryan reflected over all the events of the months past, up until he’d sat down on the front steps of the Sheingal Empire. 
 
    “You look like you’re off in another world,” he heard Dahkal say as a shadow fell over him. 
 
    Ryan looked up to see his best friend silhouetted in the light of the sun. He smiled and nodded. “Just sitting here thinking about the craziness of it all. What we just did is something most would never believe in a million years.” 
 
    Dahkal cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Ryan snorted. “Dude, think about it. I’m sitting here on the front steps of a palace owned by a race of imperial dragons, wearing high-tech powered armor, holding a nine-thousand-year-old katana that I used in battle. Then you’ve got the Bolts running around in massive machines of war and destruction, wreaking all kinds of havoc. My best friend is a freaking space dragon from a star system that’s hidden itself from the rest of the galaxy for seven thousand years. You’re the heir to the empire, and while you were gone, your brother decided to usurp the throne by killing your father. I just raced across the galaxy with you to come here, start a war, and save your entire race of imperial dragons from a lifetime of tyranny and oppression. Then you became the emperor of it all in one fall of a war hammer.” 
 
    “That is a lot,” Dahkal said. He raised an eye ridge at him. “Were you going somewhere with this?” 
 
    “Yes. My shoulder hurts. A lot. With all that crazy shit that we did, I just want to know one thing. Who the hell throws a sword, anyway?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Specialist George Jacobs tossed his multitool to the side and threw his hands in the air. He’d been under the control console to powerplant four for two hours now, and still couldn’t figure out why it wouldn’t work. Not just him either. Reuan, Dahkal, Ryan, Ranga, and even several Leethog had tried their hands at getting it to turn back on. The powerplant itself seemed to be in perfect working order. The control panel was the problem. It simply wouldn’t turn on. 
 
    “I don’t know what the problem is,” George said, obviously frustrated. “I’ve checked every wire, tightened every bolt, swapped every fuse, and even blown the dust off the motherboard. Nothing. Not even a tiny little spark.” 
 
    “So there’s nothing else you can try?” Ryan asked. “Sorry, I know you’re irritated, but there has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dahkal said. “We don’t need the plant for normal use, but I don’t like the idea of not being able to set up proper defenses for the palace, should we need to.” 
 
    “I completely understand,” George said. He sighed heavily and glared at the control panel. “There’s one last thing I can try. If it doesn’t work, I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “Percussive engineering,” George answered. He crow hoped toward the control panel and kicked it as hard as he could with his steel-toed boot with a resounding clang. Nothing happened. George shrugged and turned back to Ryan and Dahkal. “Nope, didn’t work. That’s it. That’s all I got. I have no idea how to turn this thing back on.” He looked at Brink. “Who did you say you sent down here?” 
 
    “Specialist Jacobs,” Brink answered. 
 
    “No,” George replied. “I’m who you guys brought down here to fix it after nobody else could. I’m the Emerald Dragons intelligence specialist who also happens to have multiple engineering degrees and a background with electronics.” He turned back to the console. “Apparently none of which prepared me for this thing.” Absently he picked up his slate and pulled up the panel’s schematics for the hundredth time. 
 
    “No,” Brink said, “we have our own Specialist Jacobs. She’s a combat engineer. Likes to blow things up and commandeer tanks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Corporal Zarmlon said. Her white mohawk swayed as she spoke. “This has her name written all over it.” 
 
    “Well, get her down here, man,” George said. “She should’ve been the first one back in this place.” He looked over at the doorway. The entire door frame had had to be removed so they could enter the small room. “After seeing what she did to the door, she should have been your first call.” 
 
    Brink laughed. “You have a point there.” He activated his comm. “Hey, Jacobs, you copy?” 
 
    “Copy, Captain Brink,” she replied. 
 
    “Hey, can you come down here to plant four and show us what you did to shut this thing down?” 
 
    “Roger dat, sir,” Yvonne answered. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she strolled into the room. She halted and gave Brink a crisp salute. He saluted back and asked, “Jacobs, what the hell did you do to this thing? We can’t get it to light up.” 
 
    A deviant smile split her face. “I was wondering how long it was gonna take you guys to call me down here, sir. I been waiting up there for a while.” 
 
    “Well?” George asked, exasperated. “Are you going to show us what you did, or what?” 
 
    Yvonne shot him a look that seemed to hold a lot of profanity without saying a single word. “And you would be?” 
 
    George straightened himself and answered, “Specialist Jacobs, Emerald Dragons.” 
 
    “Huh…” Yvonne coughed as she looked him up and down. “Well, you ain’t all dat special then, are ya? Because it ain’t dat hard a problem to fix.” 
 
    Yvonne reached into her front pants pocket and pulled out a small black object. She turned away from everyone, walked to the far wall in the back of the room, and opened a panel on the wall. She inserted the small object and flipped a switch. Immediately, the control panel lit up and came to life. 
 
    She turned back to face everyone with the biggest grin in the galaxy. “A whole room full of brainiacs, and not a single damned one of you checked the breaker box. I’m a freaking combat engineer. I drive stuff and blow things up. You guys are supposed to be the smart ones.” 
 
    George tossed his slate over his shoulder, turned, and exited the room without a single word. Everyone burst into laughter. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Ryan said. “You seriously just pulled the breaker? That’s hilarious.” 
 
    “Hey,” Yvonne said, “ain’t none of you guys thought of it! I mean, seriously, who the hell checks the breaker for a freaking console? Nobody. Ever. The damn things never blow. They’re too concerned with the powerplant itself. Nobody worries about the stupid console, even though you have to have it up and running to operate the powerplant. On a ship, sure, but down here on a planet, nah. All the big, important stuff dat runs the actual reactor is in the other room with it. Of course nobody would think to check it.” She waved a hand at everyone in the room. “As you can see, sometimes the simplest things are the most efficient. None of you figured it out.” 
 
    Zarmlon scooted over to Yvonne’s side and leaned in close. “You really got under the other Jacobs’ skin.” 
 
    “Right?” Yvonne said grinning. “But I bet he remembers to check the breakers from now on.” She bit her bottom lip slightly. “He was kinda cute, though.” 
 
    Zarmlon nudged her with her shoulder. “Ooh, Yvonne has a cruuuush…” 
 
    Yvonne shrugged. “Hey, he’s got brains, looks, and a job. What more can a girl ask for?” 
 
    “Abs,” Zarmlon deadpanned. 
 
    “Eh, overrated,” Yvonne sniffed. “I’ll take someone kinda snuggly any day.” 
 
    “So, you gonna ask him out while we’re here?” Zarmlon asked. 
 
    “Oh, for sure,” Yvonne answered, “and I get whatever I set my sights on, too. Hell, he’s super convenient. If we go the distance, I won’t even have to change my last name. Hmm… I wonder if we got the same people back on Earth. Hope not. I doubt it, though. My people moved to New Bayou hundreds of years ago. I wonder what system he’s from?” 
 
    Brink looked over at Dahkal grimaced. “You might want to warn your Jacobs. Yvonne is relentless and really does get anything she sets her sights on. The guy’s doomed.” 
 
    “Hey, Emperor guy,” Yvonne said walking toward Dahkal. “I got a question.” 
 
    Brink shook his head and sighed. “Sorry, man. Yvonne isn’t exactly refined. She’s not being disrespectful, it’s just her personality.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled. “I didn’t take it as disrespect. I’ve been living with Ryan and Monday. I get it.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ryan said, “I’m refined and stuff.” 
 
    “Sure you are,” Dahkal said, then looked down at Yvonne. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “So, I took the VIP tour of your creepy hall of death and despair down below the palace,” Yvonne said. “Lovely tetanus factory of doom and gloom you got down there.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” Dahkal hummed. “You went through the dungeons.” 
 
    “Dungeons?” Ryan asked. “There’re dungeons here?” 
 
    “Bet your ass there’s a dungeon here,” Yvonne answered. “It’s full of torture tools, and it’s probably all kinds of haunted. And—there’s still an occupant in one of the cells! Except he ain’t exactly complaining about the room service anymore.” 
 
    “You met Magrondal.” Dahkal stated. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Magrondal,” Dahkal answered. “He was once the council elder and committed some of the most horrific crimes in Sheingal history. When he was finally caught, he was found guilty and sentenced to death. However, my great-great-great-grandfather felt death was too light a sentence. He felt death was too quick, so he vetoed the jury’s sentence and decreed that Magrondal would spend all of eternity in that cell. As you can see, he’s still serving his sentence.” 
 
    Yvonne’s mouth dropped open. “But he’s dead. Shouldn’t you do something with him?” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “All. Of. Eternity. His body will remain in that cell until the Empire crumbles into dust. When a Sheingal makes a vow, they keep it. Especially the emperor.” 
 
    “Harsh,” Yvonne said. “His crimes must have been pretty bad.” 
 
    “Think of the worst thing you can imagine,” Dahkal said, narrowing his eyes at her, “then imagine something ten times worse that spans more than a two hundred-year period.” 
 
    “Geez,” Yvonne said. “I guess death would have been an easy out in dat case. So, how come the scales are still there, but everything else but his bones are gone?” 
 
    Dahkal brought his forearm up in front of her face and tapped one with a claw. “Our scales will outlast even our bones. They’re very strong. Feel for yourself.” 
 
    Yvonne reached out timidly and touched his scales with the tips of her fingers. Her brow furrowed. “They don’t feel anything like snake scales or any other animal. They’re hard like armor. Dat’s not what I expected.” 
 
    Dahkal winked at her. “The Sheingal are very tough, but our scales are even tougher. Not bulletproof, but very durable.” 
 
    Yvonne looked him up and down, noting the multitude of claw and teeth marks, and blood. “I see dat. So, wanna tell me the whole story about Magrondal? You’ve piqued my interest. I’m sensing serial killer vibes. Never really thought of other races and planets having them, but I guess it only makes sense they do.” 
 
    “There’s evil no matter where you go,” Dahkal replied. His chin dropped and his eyes softened. “My brother’s a prime example.” 
 
    “Eh, we all got family dat sucks,” Yvonne said with a dismissive wave. “I got one cousin who can’t stay outta jail, and another one who keeps wasting his money on stupid pyramid schemes. The idiot. You’d think he’d learn after the twelfth time, but nope.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “I don’t know what a pyramid scheme is, but I don’t think I want to get involved. As far as Magrondal’s story, I’ll tell you over a beer sometime.” 
 
    “Imma hold you to dat,” Yvonne said, pointing at him. “Well, I need to go help the other guys with cleanup and whatever else needs done, now dat I’m done saving the day here.” She slapped him on the arm, winked at Zarmlon, and walked out. 
 
    Dahkal turned to Brink. “Your Jacobs seems to be a bit more of a handful than mine.” 
 
    Brinks shook his bald head. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “She’s great in a fight, though,” Zarmlon interjected, “as you can see.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Dahkal said. He looked around the room. The Sheingalian techs were getting the powerplant running again. “This seems to be back under control. I’m going to head back up and oversee getting the palace defenses back up. Hopefully we won’t need them. After that, I intend to help gather the dead.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Brink said. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    They filed out the room and back up to the battlefield. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The sandy shores below the palace were once again lined with thousands of Sheingal. The salty air filled Dahkal’s senses, and the spray of the sea cooled his scales under the hot sun. Drifting out on the tide were over a thousand handmade pyres lined with the bodies of the dead. The death toll had been far too high. It had taken over a week to collect, identify, and properly care for those who’d fallen in the battle. 
 
    Dahkal had decided to give them all a warrior’s funeral. They had, after all, only been fulfilling their duties to the empire. It didn’t matter who’s side they’d been on. They died with honor on the battlefield, and that was enough to earn their burial at sea. They would rest among the past warriors and emperors forever. 
 
    The decision of what to do with Gortal’s body had been hard on Dahkal. On the one hand, he was a traitor, a usurper, and a tyrant. On the other, he’d been the emperor in every sense of the word. In the end, Dahkal decided it was best to simply go with tradition and send him the way of every other emperor past. He’d discussed it at length with his mother, uncle, and sister. They all agreed that was the best decision as well. In a way, he felt it might provide him, and the Sheingal as a whole, some closure. Seeing his body burn and sink beneath the waves would give everyone a bit of visual confirmation that the horror was really over. Gortal was gone and so was his reign of terror. 
 
    Ryan, Monday, Alex, Brawlt, Hunai, Ranga, Captain Phil, Captain Brink, Garickle, and every remaining Bolt were also in attendance. The Bolts had also taken heavy losses. Twenty-seven of them had given their lives so the Sheingal could be free. Theirs was a sacrifice Dahkal would never forget. The two Emerald Dragon members who’d died on Winged Fury would also be traveling back with the Bolts so their families could pay their respects. Phil had been visibly upset by their loss when they were picked up by the medevac shuttle. Luckily the wreckage hadn’t been attacked further after they’d gone down. 
 
    Brink’s mech had been the only one still semi-operable. The rest had either been destroyed or were so badly damaged they were no longer combat effective. Dahkal offered to give the fallen Bolts a Sheingal Warrior’s funeral, but Brink respectfully declined. He wanted to take them home and let their families make the decisions regarding their final resting places. That was understandable, and Dahkal didn’t push the issue further. 
 
    Dahkal picked up the ceremonial bow, nocked an arrow, and dipped the cloth-bound tip into the small fire before him. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, released it, then opened his eyes again. Gortal’s pyre was around two hundred meters away. Dahkal raised the bow, adjusted for distance and wind, pulled back, and released the arrow. It soared high into the air, followed by over a thousand more just like it. His arrow struck first, and within a minute, the water was covered in fire, and the air filled with smoke. 
 
    Dahkal stared out into the flames, both sad and content at the same time. He’d avenged his father and saved the Sheingal, but he’d lost both his father and his brother—his father by way of his brother, and his brother by his very own hand. He’d miss them both. Dahkal decided right then not to remember Gortal as the tyrant he’d become, but as the brother he’d loved so much. 
 
    The two of them had gotten into so much trouble as hatchlings and adolescents, Dahkal couldn’t remember them all. It had never been just one of them. Even if it had only been Dahkal or Gortal involved in the actual trouble making, they’d always shared the blame. That’s what brothers did. No matter what, you always had their back. When Reuan had come along and grown to an age that she could join them on their adventures, the trouble became three times as bad and frequent. 
 
    Dahkal knew Reuan would be feeling the same as he was, so he reached over and took her hand. She turned to him with a knowing look in her eyes, so blue like their father’s, and gave him a small smile. Dahkal felt his other hand taken and turned to see his mother looking out over the water with tears rolling silently down her cheeks. She’d lost both her husband and her son. Their whole family had been torn asunder. He squeezed both their hands reassuringly, and together they stood there and watched until the flames were swallowed by the sea. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A week later, Dahkal and Ryan stood next to Brink as the last of the Bolts’ supplies were loaded onto a shuttle in preparation for their trip back to Salvage. 
 
    Brink looked up at Dahkal and smiled. “Thanks for not kicking us off the ship in Salvage. It may seem odd, but I really wanted to do this. So did the other Bolts. It’s what we do.” 
 
    “It’s not odd to me at all,” Dahkal replied. “Like the Sheingal, the Bolts are warriors, plain and simple. Are you sure you can’t stay for the coronation? You’d be my honored guests.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Brink said, “I want to, but there are some things back home I need to tend to. I hate to fight and run, but duty calls and all that. New troops to train.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “I fully understand, my friend.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure how to thank you for the ship, the shuttles, and the dropships,” Brink said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Hell, you even had all our mechs rebuilt to the exact specifications as before. Your replicators are crazy fast, too, by the way. They spit out the mechs like they were nothing. Except now they’re built from your guys’ steel and nearly indestructible. That’s certainly going to come in handy. The Taylahh loved that you were able to keep their mechs shiny like before. It’s really effective on laser reflection.” 
 
    Dahkal held up a finger. “Not indestructible. Remember, you can still take damage, it just takes a lot more firepower to take you down now. Don’t let yourself or your Bolts become overconfident on the battlefield.” 
 
    “That’s good advice,” Brink noted. “I’ll make sure to drill that into everyone’s heads.” He looked back over his shoulder again at the group of Sheingal loading the craft. “You sure you’re ok with those guys coming with me to Salvage? I mean, I wasn’t trying to steal your warriors or anything, but you can’t really blame me for asking around a bit. I mean, look at you guys and what you can do. Make for one hell of a Bolt.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled. “No, it’s quite all right. Consider this a good-faith gesture in the direction of a military exchange program between Salvage and Sheinrah. Aside from that, the Sheingal are free to do as they please. Those warriors came directly to me and asked for my blessing, and I was more than happy to give it to them. Think no more of it.” He looked up to the sky and asked, “Is the ship large enough?” 
 
    Brink grinned. “Are you kidding? It’s one of your medium-sized troop carriers. Compared to a Human or a Pikith, that thing is massive. It’s absolutely big enough. Even the Taylahh and the Withaloo are going to have room to spare. The best part about it is, half the storage bay is filled with Krishta.” He grinned and shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say, Dahkal. Thank you.” Brink reached out to shake Dahkal’s hand. 
 
    Dahkal gripped it and held fast. He looked directly into Brink’s eyes. “Know this, Nathan Brink, and know it well. It is I who should be thanking you. You and your Bolts will forever be welcome here. From this moment on, you’re all honorary citizens of Shein and the Sheinrah System. Should you ever find yourself in need of a home, food, water, or—” he looked at Ryan, grinned, then turned back to Brink “—in need of a dragon to fight at your side, you need only ask. I’ll be there. You have my word of honor as emperor.” 
 
    He sighed heavily. “Sadly, I can’t replace the lives of your fallen Bolts. They gave everything for a race of beings they’d never even met. I’ll mourn their deaths as I would my own blood.” 
 
    Nathan looked at the ground, then back up at Dahkal. “That’s the job. We risk it all to help those in need. Everyone knows they could pay the ultimate price when they sign up. It was for a good cause.” He paused for a moment, then added, “Besides, I know, had the tables been turned, you’d have fought for Salvage the same way.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled at his friend. “Yes, I would have. Without a second thought.” 
 
    “I know,” Brink said with a nod. 
 
    They released each other after a last shake, and Brink walked toward the shuttle. Muraingo, who’d been helping load, caught Dahkal’s eye and walked over to him. 
 
    “Looks like this is it,” Muraingo said. “It was an honor to fight at your side, Emperor.” He grinned. “And very fun.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned right back. “Maybe next time we can actually fight side by side and keep score. We still have a tie to break.” 
 
    “Oh, it is so on!” Muraingo bellowed. 
 
    “Like Donkey Kong,” Ryan added. 
 
    Both Muraingo and Dahkal looked at him with confused looks and shook their heads. Ryan just laughed. 
 
    “Look it up, big guy. When you see the images, you’re going to want to punch me. That being said, have a safe journey. I gotta run. Got some loose ends to tie up.” 
 
    He shook Muraingo’s hand and headed to the palace. Dahkal shook his head again and clasped Muraingo’s wrist. 
 
    “See you soon, my friend.” 
 
    “Soon,” Muraingo agreed, then he turned and joined Brink and the others in the shuttle. 
 
    “One last thing!” Dahkal shouted to Brink and trotted toward him. When he got within a few feet, he reached back, pulled something from the small of his back, and tossed it to him. 
 
    Brink caught it and looked at it in confusion. After a moment, he smiled as he realized he was holding one of the Sheingal shield gauntlets, just a smaller version. 
 
    “A gift for Harmon,” Dahkal said. “Tell him to slip it over his non-dominant arm and take a defensive stance. There are portable charging stations on your ship.” 
 
    “Wow,” Brink said, studying the piece. He hadn’t seen one up close before. His new suit of armor had one built into it, but this was a completely different design. “Is it different than the ones you wear? It looks a lot smaller.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “No, it’s meant for our adolescents and smaller females. The power output is the same; the gauntlet itself is merely smaller in size.” 
 
    A big grin crossed Brink’s face. “I can’t wait to tell him it’s meant for your kids to use. The look on his face is going to be great. But all jokes aside, he’ll love it.” 
 
    “I figured he would,” Dahkal said. “I’ll quit holding you up now.” 
 
    He quickly moved back as Brink and the last of the Bolts boarded the shuttle, and the door closed. The craft lifted off the ground, sped toward the heavens, and was out of sight within minutes. 
 
    “Safe journey, Bolts,” Dahkal said to the sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    There wasn’t even standing room left in the great hall on the night of Dahkal’s coronation. The only open space was the aisle he was to walk down to be officially named emperor. Excited hatchlings crawled under the seats and ran across the aisle, neighbors chatted with one another, and happiness seemed to fill the air. It even seemed to be brighter in the great hall. 
 
    Dahkal stood behind the heavy wooden doors at the far end of the great hall, dressed in his new formal armor. Thankfully, his mother had known how much he’d hated his old set. This new set was a dull black with sleek lines and trimmed with a glossier black. There were few design embellishments, other than on the chest. On the right side of the chest was the imperial crest of the Sheingal. That was it. Simple, yet it still drew the eye. He hoped the crown wasn’t some gawdy abomination he’d hate to look at, much less wear. He reached down to grip the handle of his sword, only to realize it wasn’t there. Since his fight with Gortal, he hadn’t thought to grab his spare from the ship, or to commission a new one. He’d certainly need to do that. 
 
    His heart pounded and his tail swished across the floor as his nerves began to go wild. Even after all he’d been through, he still got nervous over public speaking. That was something he would have to get used to as the emperor. He briefly thought of letting Reuan have the throne and taking the role of imperial prime commander for himself, but he knew she and Ryan would make fun of him forever, so he quickly decided that was a bad idea. Besides, he was already dressed for the occasion. 
 
    Suddenly, the blast of trumpets sounded through the hall, and the doors before him swung open. Immediately, he was met by the gazes of a thousand Sheingal crammed into the great hall. Doing his best not to show his nervousness, Dahkal stepped forward, mindful of his tail and wings. He recalled the story his father once told him about falling during his choice, and that made him smile. Draktal’s voice in his head helped to calm him, and he managed to get all the way to the dais without falling. On the way, he greeted several of the Sheingal close to him and gave them smiles. One older being even reached out to clasp his wrist. Dahkal did so without a second thought. The interaction made his walk feel easier and less daunting. Where, on his night of choice, he’d felt judged, he now felt acceptance from the crowd. When he reached the end of the aisle, he ascended the stairs, turned, and took his place front and center. 
 
    Once he was set, Shaelan and Reuan stepped up to either side of him. He gave each of them a light kiss on the cheek. Behind them stood Marnal, Veenan, her mate, and their hatchling Geanan. The crowd cheered at the sight of the remaining imperial family members. Dahkal looked down to the front row, where he expected to see Ryan and all his friends. Alex, Monday, Ranga, Hunai, and the entire crew of Fujiwhara took up nearly half of one side of the great hall. Even Commander Thompson, owner of Thompson’s Hell Hounds, Captain Quinthus O’Hare, and Captain Kyleena Straeker had made the trip to attend. But he couldn’t see Ryan anywhere, which was odd. He tried to scan the crowd for him, but Shaelan raised her hands to quiet them and stepped closer to the edge of the dais. 
 
    “Thank you all for being here,” she began. “Tonight, we gather here to officially crown my first-born son, Dahkal, as emperor of Shein and the Sheingal.” 
 
    The hall erupted with whoops and cheers from the crowd. Shaelan positively beamed as she allowed it to continue for a long moment before politely calming them down again. 
 
    “I was relieved to learn my son still lived, and quite surprised, as I’m sure most of you were.” There were nods all around. “Our great empire has gone through much in these last months. The fall of Draktal, the rise of Gortal’s tyranny, and finally the resurrection of Dahkal, who’s freed us all.” She placed a hand upon her breast and took a deep breath. “My heart is broken by the loss of my husband, of my dear friend Aarontal, and yes, even of my son Gortal. For all his faults, he was still my son.” She looked back at Dahkal and smiled. “Though a piece of my heart has been mended with the return of my first born, Dahkal.” She turned back to the crowd. “I know many of you have lost your own sons and daughters. Know that my heart goes out to you, and I pray they find solace in their next lives.” 
 
    Shaelan walked back to Dahkal, took his arm in hers, and raised her voice as she continued to speak. “But tonight is about new beginnings! Tonight, we bring on the dawn of a new age on Shein as Dahkal takes the throne.” 
 
    From the right side of the dais, a young Sheingal male stepped forward, holding a satin pillow. Resting on the pillow was a black crown that appeared to have been forged from black gold. All along the precious metal were intricately carved designs and runes from the ancient language of the Sheingal from before they were an empire. Set dead center of the crown was a large black diamond, with smaller black diamonds that descended in size all the way around the crown. It was amazing. 
 
    Shaelan must have seen the look on his face, because she smiled at him with satisfaction. “I knew how much you hated the other armor and crown. I thought this would be more your style. You’re going to be wearing it much more often than you did before, so it might as well be something you like.” 
 
    “It’s-it’s perfect, Mother,” he stammered. “Thank you.” 
 
    She nodded gracefully to him. “Kneel, son.” 
 
    Slowly, Dahkal knelt. 
 
    Shaelan placed the black imperial crown on Dahkal’s head. He stood again, and she cupped his face in her hands and looked deep into his eyes. “Heavy is the head that wears the crown, my son.” 
 
    Dahkal gazed right back into the green depths of his mother’s eyes. Everything came rushing back to him at once. His father’s death, the final blow to end his brother’s life, and all the unnecessary deaths between that had paved the path to this moment. He would have gladly traded the throne to erase all the pain and suffering, and to have his father back. The emperor took a deep breath, released it slowly, and said, “As is the heart, Mother.” 
 
    She gave him a small smile, patted his cheek, and stepped to the side as another Sheingal stepped onto the dais. This one was decidedly older. His bulging arms and the many scars on his hands spoke of long days of hard labor. In his hands he carried a black sheath containing a sword. 
 
    “I have another gift for you,” Shaelan said. “However, I’ll let Master Bladesmith Borthrendal do the honors.” 
 
    Borthrendal stepped up to Dahkal and saluted. “My emperor, it is with great honor that I have forged, and now present you, this sword. It is unlike any other I have ever created and will not only serve you on the throne, but is more than capable on the battlefield.” He spun the sheathed sword and presented the grip to Dahkal with a slight bow. “If you would do me the honor, Emperor.” 
 
    Dahkal studied the handle, pommel, and guard. The handle was wrapped in thick black leather, much like his previous sword. The guard was of the same dull black as his armor, and curved upward to end in two snarling bestial heads. His father’s sword had had the same guard. The pommel was what intrigued him. A large red gem was fastened in place by four claws, but the gem wasn’t a ruby, sapphire, Galacus crystal, or anything he could identify. 
 
    Excited, Dahkal gripped the handle. It felt good in his hand. The shape of the grip was perfect, and the leather felt like a superb mix of comfort and durability. His father had always told him that a sword should feel like an extension of his arm. He had a feeling this sword would put his old one to shame. In one swift movement, Dahkal drew the sword from its sheath and gazed upon its beautiful blade. The blade was awe-inspiring. The steel was black with a slightly lighter, watery pattern that covered the entirety of the blade. He’d never seen a sword its equal. Granted, he was partial to anything black, but it was an exquisite weapon, nonetheless. 
 
    “You’ve outdone yourself, Master Bladesmith,” Dahkal said, not taking his eyes off the blade. “This is amazing.” He lowered the blade and studied the pommel once again. “I can’t place the stone, though. What is it?” 
 
    Borthrendal cleared his throat. “That, sire, is something of a hybrid. It was actually your Human friend’s idea.” 
 
    “Ryan?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I believe that was his name.” He looked Dahkal in the eyes. “Emperor, that’s a hollowed out white Galacus Crystal.” 
 
    Dahkal furrowed his brow. “But it’s red, and the clarity is horrible.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s filled with the blood of your brother, Gortal,” Borthrendal replied. 
 
    Dahkal’s eyes shot open, and he ran his thumb over the gem again. He felt his mother place a calming hand on his arm. Swallowing hard, he said, “Go on, Master Bladesmith.” 
 
    Borthrendal cleared his throat again. “Not only did I fill the crystal with his blood, I was able to drain the remaining blood from his body and collect a good bit of it from the floor where he died. I then extracted all the iron I could from his blood and forged it into the blade of this sword.” His eyes met Dahkal’s again. “Emperor, this sword is literally forged from the blood of your greatest enemy. That alone will strike fear into the hearts of any who dare attack the Sheingal.” 
 
    “And,” Shaelan added, “every time you go into battle and fight for all that is good and honorable, you’ll take your brother with you. In a way, you’ll be helping him to right his wrongs and regain a bit of honor.” 
 
    “That, too,” Borthrendal said with a shrug. “I prefer the intimidation bit, myself.” He gave Shaelan a respectful nod. “No offense, High Matron.” 
 
    “None taken,” Shaelan replied. 
 
    “It’s morbid,” Dahkal said, running his hand down the blade. He grinned at Borthrendal. “But I like it. Thank you. It’s more than I could have ever dreamed of.” 
 
    “I’ll take credit for the work, Emperor, but it’s that Human friend of yours that came up with the idea. He’s got an odd little mind, that one.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled and nodded. “That he does.” He turned to see if Ryan had made it to his seat yet, but he still wasn’t there. 
 
    Where is he? Dahkal thought. Of everyone, he was the one I least expected to miss this. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it, gave Borthrendal a final nod and thank you, and fastened the sheath to his waist. Standing tall, he strode to the edge of the stage, thrust his new sword in the air, and roared. Once again, the great hall was filled with the sound of cheers, whoops, and roars of joy. It was several minutes before the level of noise was low enough Dahkal could speak. 
 
    “Thank you all,” he began. “Before any of this continues, I’d like to pay my respects to the fallen warriors, regardless of whose side they were on. They died in battle, with honor. We can all hope to have such a fate. If you would, please join me in a moment of silence.” 
 
    The great hall fell deathly quiet as everyone bowed their heads. Even the hatchlings ceased their fidgeting and jabbering. After a minute, Dahkal raised his head. “Thank you.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “It’s with great honor, and a heavy heart, I take on the role of emperor.” He shook his head. “I am not my father, so I don’t have a great speech full of wisdom, or a well laid out plan for our empire.” There were light chuckles from the crowd. “Nor am I my brother! So I don’t have a list of empty promises to feed you while I plan to dominate your lives. What I do have for you is my honesty, my dedication, and my word of honor as both a Sheingal warrior and now emperor. I swear to you all, here and now, that I will give our empire all that I have until my dying breath.” He looked over the crowd. There were smiles and nodding heads all around.  
 
    “My father told me something before I left on my journey. Gortal thought it was ridiculous when I told him, but I’ll tell you all what he said and let you be the judge of how much truth it holds. He said that the Sheingal do not serve the emperor, but that the emperor serves the Sheingal.” 
 
    Dahkal paused for a moment to let the words sink in. “I believe he was right. I might carry the title of emperor, live in the palace, and make the final decisions for our race, but in the end, I’m here for each and every single one of you. It’s my duty to keep you safe, fed, and clothed, and a thousand other things. It’s my duty to ensure the Sheingal thrive.” He smiled. “That being said, we must always remember to also help ourselves!” Everyone laughed. The Sheingal were a proud race and worked hard for what they had. “We all have to do our part.” He poked himself in the chest. “Especially the emperor. If I don’t do what I must, then you cannot. If I fail, you fail. And I will not fail.” 
 
    He smiled and clapped his hands together. “Now, let’s be done with this seriousness and feast!” 
 
    Reuan shot forward and shouted, “Wait! Remain in your seats for the moment, please!” She turned to Dahkal and bowed her head. “There’s someone who wishes to have an official audience with the emperor.” 
 
    Dahkal was taken aback. “Here? Now?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reuan answered. “It’s a matter of great importance.” 
 
    Dahkal sheathed his sword. “Then bring them forth.” 
 
    Reuan stepped to the edge of the dais and nodded to Admiral Cortal, who stood and nodded to someone in the back. The rear doors opened, and someone walked down the long aisle. Dahkal’s jaw dropped as he realized it was Ryan. 
 
    Ryan walked with his head high and his arms tucked into the opposite sleeves across his midsection. His hair was tied up in a perfect topknot, and he was wearing a very intricate kimono Dahkal recognized as traditional Japanese formal wear. He and Ryan had discussed Ryan’s heritage at great length, and it was no surprise that Ryan would wear one to his coronation. What did surprise Dahkal was the other two objects he saw Ryan wearing. 
 
    At his waist, Ryan not only wore his beloved katana, but he also carried his wakizashi and tanto blades. He was carrying the entire daishō. Dahkal knew for a fact that Ryan never carried the entire set, and he knew Ryan’s reasoning. Reasoning he completely agreed with. He was completely and utterly baffled as to what was going on, but he remained still and kept his facial expression neutral. 
 
    Ryan reached the end of the aisle and stood directly below Dahkal. Ryan got down on both knees, then bowed low enough that his forehead touched the floor. He held the bow for a long moment before rising back to a kneeling position. There he stayed and didn’t move to rise to his feet. Instead, Ryan reached across his body, drew out his katana, and held it up to Dahkal like an offering with his head bowed and his eyes to the floor. 
 
    “Emperor Dahkal,” Ryan said, “I, Ryan Yamamoto, offer you my sword and my life. I wish to serve at your side as you serve and protect the great and honorable Sheingal of Sheinrah. My sword is yours to command, as is my life. If you deem me unfit or unworthy to serve this great empire, all you need do is command me, and I will end my life.” He remained perfectly still, katana still held out as an offering, and his eyes fixed on the floor. 
 
    Now Dahkal understood why Ryan was wearing all three blades. If he denied Ryan, he’d be dishonored, and he would perform the act of seppuku to regain it. Dahkal understood the severity of the situation, but more than that, he respected it. Ryan’s actions showed him how dedicated the man was to him. He was just as dedicated to Ryan. Dahkal would gladly lay down his own life to protect his friend, his brother. Dahkal dropped from the dais and approached Ryan, who still didn’t move. 
 
    With great care and respect, Dahkal reached down and took the katana from Ryan’s outstretched hands. Ryan immediately dropped his hands to his sides, but continued to look at the floor. Dahkal studied the blade and ran a finger over the inscription. 
 
    “‘Honor in life brings glory in death,’” he recited. “I believe you have brought great honor to this sword, as well as your ancestors, Ryan Yamamoto. Not only that, but you have honored the Sheingal Empire by fighting at my side to free it of evil. If those are not the actions of a true Samurai worthy to carry this blade, then none will ever be worthy of it. You have shown me true friendship, courage, and dedication since the moment I met you. You are my friend, my brother of choice, if not by blood, and the one being I trust most in this life.” He tried to swallow the lump that was quickly forming in his throat and fought to keep his voice steady. “Yes, I accept your sword, but your life I will not take. It belongs to you and you alone. Now, I ask you to rise, accept your sword, and look me in the eyes as the First Samurai of Sheinrah.” 
 
    Ryan stood, tears on the cusp of falling, and looked Dahkal square in the eyes. 
 
    Dahkal offered him the katana. “Take this blade and become the first Human to serve as a Sheingal warrior. Take heart, brother, for you are no longer Ronin.” 
 
    Ryan’s tears fell as he accepted the katana. 
 
    Dahkal raised his arms in the air and shouted, “Citizens of Shein, I present Ryan Yamamoto, First Samurai of Sheinrah, protector of the Sheingal, and most important of all, my brother! He has bled in battle for you all, and he would gladly do so again. Accept him into your hearts and treat him as you would any other Sheingal.” 
 
    The hall erupted yet again, and this time, it was for Ryan. Everyone had now heard the tales of the mouthy little Human who’d bravely fought at Dahkal’s side. The one who’d bested Captain Lental in bladed combat, and the one who’d stared down Gortal and vowed to take his head if Dahkal failed to do so. He was, aside from genetics, a Sheingal in his own right. There would be no question of his acceptance by the Sheingal. He was an honorable warrior who’d fought for them when he didn’t have to, and that was enough. 
 
    Later in the evening, Dahkal, Ryan, Alex, Brawlt, Hunai, Ranga, Captain Phil, Garickle, Thompson, and a smattering of other Emerald Dragons mixed with the local Sheingal, laughing and having light conversation. They all had cups full of beer from Brad’s Brews. He’d provided the last of his kegs for the festivities. A beer run would soon be in order. Monday and Kyleena had long since disappeared, and Quinthus was chatting up a female Sheingal who was a lovely shade of lavender. 
 
    Ryan noticed this and waved him over. Quinthus quickly told the female not to go anywhere and that he’d be right back and hurried over to Ryan. 
 
    “What is it, lad? Can’t ya see I’m quite in the middle of somethin’?” 
 
    “I do,” Ryan answered, a huge grin forming on his face. “You do realize she could literally rip you to shreds, right?” 
 
    Quinthus grinned back through his braided red beard. “I know. Every time I think about it, my skin tingles, and my insides get all warm. Bloody gorgeous, isn’t she? I mean, look at how beautiful her scales are in the light. Magnificent. By Odin’s beard, I don’t think I’ve seen a more mesmerizing creature in all my life.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Ryan asked. “I totally agree she’s beautiful, but how the hell is that—” he waved a hand back and forth between the two “—supposed to work? Is it even physically possible?” 
 
    Quinthus slapped him hard on the shoulder. “Baha! Well, that’s what I’m a tryin’ ta find out, isn’t it, boyo? Besides, wouldn’t be doing my Viking heritage justice if I passed up the opportunity to slay meself a proper dragon, now would I?” He took a long pull from the horn he was using as a cup, flashed Ryan a deviant grin, and winked. “Now, all due respect, sir, I really do need to be getting’ back to the lass.” He grinned, beer trickling down the sides of his braided beard, and slapped Ryan on the shoulder again before hurrying back over to the patiently waiting Sheingal. 
 
    Ryan leaned closer to Dahkal and said, “That’s one way to work on intergalactic relations, I guess. He’s totally going to die tonight, isn’t he?” 
 
    Dahkal nearly choked on his beer. He wiped the spillage off his chin and laughed. “The odds aren’t in his favor. I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    Admiral Cortal approached Dahkal and smiled at him. “I told you that you were destined for greatness. I wasn’t wrong.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Dahkal said, returning the smile. “You never know. I might screw up tomorrow and blow the whole planet to bits.” 
 
    “Not if you make a plan to do exactly that,” Ryan interjected. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alex agreed. “Any time you make a plan, it falls apart.” 
 
    “They have a point,” Brawlt added. “Maybe you should plan to blow up the planet or drive the empire into the ground. That way, everything about your plan will completely fall apart, and it’ll all be awesome.” 
 
    “That might be the best course of action,” Hunai said. He was sipping beer through a straw the was stuck through the front of his tinted helmet. “Otherwise, your entire race is doomed.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Ranga said. He was standing in the middle of them all so as not to get stepped on. His hands were moving rapidly as he spun the sides of his puzzle cube, and he didn’t even look up at them. One side was suddenly a solid color of blue, but the other five were still mixed. He gave a defeated sigh and started again. “If he makes these plans with the intention of them falling apart to gain the opposite effect, the opposite effect then becomes part of his plan. Therefore, his plan will actually work, and he will utterly destroy the entire empire, ultimately from his plan falling apart due to his intentions with said plan.” 
 
    Ryan rubbed his temple. “Dude, stop, you’re making my head hurt.” 
 
    “Best to play it by ear, man,” Alex said and slapped Dahkal on the back. Phil and Garickle just stood there shaking their heads. 
 
    Dahkal laughed, looked at Cortal, and shrugged. “You get used to them.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will,” Cortal replied with a sideways look at a Joongee attempting to drink beer through a tube connected to a funnel while two others held him upside down. “In the meantime, I wanted to ask you if you’d accompany me off-planet tomorrow. There’s something I’d like to show you.” 
 
    “What is it?” Dahkal asked, his curiosity piqued. 
 
    “I don’t want to spoil it,” Cortal said. “I’d much rather show you. So, meet me at the palace shuttle at noon?” He smiled and winked. “I assume you’ll be up late tonight and will want to sleep in.” 
 
    “Sleep,” Dahkal repeated. “Now there’s a concept.” He took a pull from his mug and nodded. “I’ll be there, Admiral. Mind if I bring some company?” He indicated his original crew from Winged Fury. 
 
    “Not at all, Emperor,” Cortal replied. 
 
    Dahkal put a hand on Cortal’s shoulder and leaned in close. “I liked it better when you just called me Dahkal. I may be the emperor now, but I still look up to you and feel I have much to learn from you. So from now on, it’s Dahkal. The formalities be damned.” He winked at the admiral. “I can make that an official imperial decree if it would help.” 
 
    Cortal smiled at the young Sheingal he’d mentored for so long. “Of course, Dahkal. It would be an honor. However, I insist you also call me Cortal, and drop the admiral.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head hard. “Oh, hell no. That’s just all kinds of weird. Sorry, I make the rules now. You’re Admiral.” He smiled deviously. “Unless you want some kind of promotion and a desk job in the palace.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare…” 
 
    “Try me, Admiral.” 
 
    Cortal furrowed his brow and gave a low, irritated growl. “Fine. You win, Dahkal. But only by a technicality. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Dahkal raised his mug to him. “See you then.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I said not to scratch her.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Phil replied. “I crashed her. See? There’s a difference.” 
 
    Dahkal snorted. “I guess you have a point. It’s not like you had much choice in the matter. At least you managed to miss the city and avoided even more casualties.” 
 
    It was late into the night, and they were standing outside the repaired main gates of the palace. The coronation party was still going strong in the great hall and in the courtyard. 
 
    Phil looked at the ground and winced. “I couldn’t avoid two.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your fault,” Dahkal said and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “They died doing their duty, and you did everything you could.” 
 
    “I know,” Phil said in a defensive tone. “It ain’t the first time I’ve lost someone, but I still don’t like it.” He sighed heavily. “Anyway, I need to be going. I been sittin’ still for too long, and I’m getting’ antsy. I can’t be idle. I need to be working.” 
 
    “And I’m sure Leila just absolutely loves that about you,” Dahkal replied. 
 
    Phil rubbed the back of his neck and screwed up his face. “Tender subject, there. She calls me a workaholic and says I ain’t happy unless I’m headed somewhere that ain’t home. Can’t really say she’s wrong. But that’s why she comes with me on the really long runs, and why we take the grandkids out on their breaks from school. Besides, I gotta make a livin’ so we can pay the bills. Just how it is.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “That’s understandable. I don’t think I’ll be finding myself with much free time in the future, either. But are you sure you can’t stay any longer? Admiral Cortal is going to take us up and show us some mysterious surprise in the morning.” He looked over at Garickle. “Did you try to talk some sense into him?” 
 
    “Tried,” Garickle replied with a shrug. “He’s ready to go, and he’s my ride. Can’t really argue with him too hard about it.” 
 
    “Smart fella,” Phil said with a grin. 
 
    “Plus I think he just wants to play with the new ship,” Garickle added. 
 
    “Well, I have to get familiar with her,” Phil argued. “I can’t go making runs in a ship I don’t know nothin’ about. That’s just stupid. There’s a ton of work needs to be done between now and when we get back. Hell, I still gotta drop you off in Salvage before headin’ to Earth, then back to Ruul, and back to Salvage, and then here again.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Dahkal relented. “I get it, you really do need to go.” He reached his hand out, and Phil grasped it firmly. “Thank you, Phil. For everything.” 
 
    Phil winked at him and smiled brightly. “Don’t mention it, son. Far as I’m concerned, this just finally makes us even.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and pulled the man into a hug. “No, sir. Now I’m the one in debt to you.” 
 
    Phil chuckled and returned the hug. “Some big ol’ dragon once told me he helped someone out because it was the right thing to do.” He let go and stepped back. “That’s all I wanted to do here. The right thing.” He cleared his throat and adjusted his belt. “Anyway, that’s enough of the sentimental stuff. Garickle, I’ll meet you in the shuttle. Dahkal, you try to hold this place down for a couple weeks, and I’ll see you when I make the drop.” He tipped his large, brimmed hat at Dahkal and headed for the shuttle parked in front of the palace. 
 
    Dahkal waved as he walked away and turned his attention to Garickle. “I wish we could have met under different circumstances, Garickle. As it is, I’m still happy to call you a friend. You and your family are welcome here anytime.” 
 
    Garickle crossed his arms and nodded. “I would certainly have liked our first encounter to be less painful.” He looked off into the distance. “In several ways. I miss my friends.” He looked back to Dahkal. “But that wasn’t your fault. I want you to know, I don’t hold anything against you." 
 
    “I know,” Dahkal replied, “but I meant what I said. You’re all welcome here. Always.” 
 
    “Think you guys need a new butcher shop?” Garickle asked with a smirk. “I might be in the market to open a second location.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned. “I think you’d do well here.” 
 
    Garickle reached a hand out. “Then I’ll definitely consider it.” 
 
    Dahkal clasped Garickle’s forearm. “Take care, my friend.” He jutted his chin toward Phil. “And keep him out of trouble until you at least get to Salvage.” 
 
    Garickle released his grip, smiled, and said, “No promises.” He turned and hurried after Phil. A few minutes later, the shuttle lifted and sped toward the heavens. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sun was high and bright as Dahkal, Ryan, Alex, Hunai, Brawlt, and Ranga boarded the shuttle. Admiral Cortal sat at the pilot’s position, and Dahkal took the copilot’s seat. That left Brawlt extremely confused as to where he should sit. Eventually, Ryan grabbed him and shoved him into a regular passenger seat. 
 
    “You don’t always get to drive, dude,” Alex quipped. 
 
    “Not a fan,” Brawlt replied. “What if he crashes us?” 
 
    “I haven’t crashed in almost two hundred years,” Cortal called back, “and the last time wasn’t technically my fault.” 
 
    “See?” Ryan said. “We’re good. He’s got a way longer winning streak than you do.” 
 
    “Where are Captain Phil and Garickle?” Hunai asked. 
 
    “Headed back to Ruul,” Dahkal answered. “There’s a shipment ready, and Phil was getting antsy just relaxing. Apparently, he’s a workaholic. That’s what he called it, anyway.” 
 
    “Not to mention, he wanted to check out the super freighter you gave him,” Reuan said. 
 
    “Technically,” Dahkal replied with a finger in the air, “it still belongs to the empire. I just gave him complete control and command of it for as long as he lives. His ship is still being repaired, Winged Fury is in the shipyard, and he can’t haul the product from the mines without a ship.” 
 
    “Like I said, you gave it to him,” Reuan responded. 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “Semantics.” 
 
    Cortal fired up the engines, engaged the lift thrusters, and soon they were exiting the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    “Do I get to know where we’re going yet?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Cortal replied. 
 
    As they traveled, a thought occurred to Dahkal. “Admiral, would it be difficult to retrieve the two space stations from deep space and get them up and running again? Maybe have one orbit the planet and one close to the gate?” 
 
    “I don’t believe it would be difficult at all,” Cortal replied. “Are you thinking of doing so?” 
 
    “I am,” Dahkal answered. “I believe they could come in useful in the future. I can’t go into further detail at the moment, but I’d like you to begin working on that as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Done,” Cortal replied. “They’ll be in position in a couple of weeks. Do you want them crewed or just there?” 
 
    “Crewed,” Dahkal answered. “Full and rotating crews. I want all the visiting centers and quarters prepped for, uh—well, just get them prepped, please.” 
 
    Cortal shot him a look. “Something you want to tell me, Dahkal?” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “Not yet. Not right now. But soon.” 
 
    “As you say,” Cortal replied. He piloted the shuttle toward a dreadnought-sized ship and landed it in the open bay. 
 
    “This is Knowledge, the deep space research ship,” Dahkal noted. 
 
    “It is. What I want you to see is on the other side of it. You couldn’t see it on approach. Come, let’s make for the observatory.” 
 
    They piled out of the small shuttle and hurriedly followed Cortal through the massive structure. Most of them were in complete awe, as they’d never been on a ship that size. Cortal seemed to know the corridors like the back of his hand, and, in no time, they were standing at the entry door of the observatory. He paused before opening the door. 
 
    “I’d like for only Dahkal to enter at first, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Nobody objected and everyone took a single step back. 
 
    Dahkal was confused. “What exactly am I going to be looking at, Admiral?” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out pretty fast.” Cortal turned, opened the doorway, and stepped to the side. 
 
    Dahkal stepped into the room and immediately looked to both sides. It was empty. The exterior wall of the room was lined with a single large clear steel panel designed to allow one to look out into space. It wasn’t space he saw through the portal, though, and it made his jaw drop. It was a ship unlike anything he’d ever seen before. 
 
    The super-dreadnought was a colossal ship that made even Razal’s Rage, Cortal’s dreadnought, seem harmless. Along the port-side Dahkal was able to make out thirty missile tubes. Along the keel of the monster were ten more missile tubes that looked like they could rotate 360 degrees. There were ten more along the dorsal of the ship. It was the bow of the ship that really caught his attention. Instead of the basic bow of a warship, it had been crafted to look like the head of a roaring Sheingal. There were even huge steel teeth jutting down from inside the upper maw and up from the bottom. There were huge yellow sections serving as eyes for the beast, completing its look. The hull had even been painted to resemble scales. 
 
    “Impressive, is it not?” Cortal said from behind him. 
 
    Dahkal turned, his jaw still agape. “It’s magnificent…” 
 
    “Do you recall seeing a ship being constructed on the day you left on your journey?” 
 
    “I do,” Dahkal replied, “but I didn’t think anything of it.” 
 
    Cortal laughed and pointed out the portal. “Your father commissioned this ship six months before you left. Allowing you to see it as you left was his idea of a joke. I thought it was funny, too, if I’m being honest. He intended to give it to you as a coronation gift. He said, and I quote, ‘I want it to look and be as vicious as he is.’” Cortal smiled. “I think they got it right.” 
 
    “It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen,” Dahkal said, still in shock. 
 
    Cortal began to describe the ship. “It has the capability to fire 120 missiles, thirty port, thirty starboard, ten aft, and fifty fire straight from the beast’s mouth. When it fires, it looks as if it’s actually breathing fire. There are another hundred defensive missile tubes as well. The ten larger tubes you see along the top and bottom are kinetic cannons. They fire large-caliber kinetic rounds and can rotate 360 degrees. Those are meant for when another ship comes in too close for comfort.  
 
    “The large yellow areas resembling eyes are the main lasers. They’re extremely powerful and can burn through shields and cut another ship into bits within minutes. Aside from all that, it’s positively loaded down with defensive lasers. The shielding is the strongest we could manage. There are no less than fifteen powerplants on the ship. There are ten main thrusters and countless maneuvering thrusters. You wouldn’t believe it, but the ship handles like a dream. It’s not as maneuverable as a light battlecruiser, of course, but much better than you’d expect from something that size. This ship is built to do things. Absolute destruction and intimidation. I believe it will do both quite well.” 
 
    “I have no words,” Dahkal said, completely in awe. 
 
    “Nor did I the first time I saw it,” Cortal admitted, “but it’s yours. Your father meant for it to be your flagship.” 
 
    Ryan stepped up next to Dahkal as the others crowded behind them. They were just as amazed as Dahkal was. 
 
    “You said the missiles fire from its mouth, and it looks like its breathing fire?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” Cortal answered. 
 
    “Does it have a name yet?” Ryan was absolutely giddy. 
 
    Cortal looked at Dahkal and smiled. “It doesn’t. Fortunately, I was able to keep the ship’s existence a secret from Gortal. I didn’t really have a plan for it, but I think I hoped all along something might happen, and I might be able to use it against him. Then you showed up and saved us all in a brand-new ship of your own. So to answer your question, Ryan, no it doesn’t have a name.” 
 
    “Ooh, ooh, ooh,” Ryan chanted as he bounced up and down. “Let me name it, let me name it, let me name it! Come on, man! I got a good one for it!” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I think I know exactly what to call it.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him with anticipation. 
 
    “Well, come on, man!” Ryan begged. “Spill!” 
 
    Dahkal turned back to look at the ship and grinned. “Dragon’s Breath.” 
 
    Ryan’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. “So you admit it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    The council chamber was as stuffy as Dahkal remembered, and the chair was uncomfortable, too. It didn’t help that he was still wearing multiple bandages, and still healing. His chewed-up arm still hurt, too, despite nanite injections combined with the natural quick healing of the Sheingal. In the past, he’d asked his father why he hadn’t replaced the chair, since it was so horribly uncomfortable. 
 
    Draktal had smiled and replied, “If I get too comfortable in a chair, I’m likely to fall asleep. The discomfort keeps me awake so I can listen to what the council has to say. Yes, it can be painful at times, but what goes on in this room is important, and I should remain focused on what the council has to say, not the relative comfort of my backside.” 
 
    Dahkal looked down the table at the council members and Admiral Cortal, Supreme High Commander Reuan, and Renzal, the commissioner of law enforcement. Koshal and General Brazal’s chairs were vacant, as they were both dead. Maran, Dashdal, Seritan, Bandal, and Lootran were the remaining council members. They sat in their seats with anxious looks on their faces as they waited for Dahkal to begin. 
 
    “Thank you all for meeting with me,” Dahkal began. “After everything the empire’s gone through, I’m sure we can all agree, there are many actions that need to be taken.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, but none spoke. 
 
    “The first thing I want done,” Dahkal began, “is I want every single being who was forced into the military released. They’re to be properly compensated for their time and given full retirement benefits. This is not up for discussion. It’s the least we can do after what they were put through.” 
 
    He looked up from his slate to see that the council didn’t exactly agree with him. It was probably the retirement benefits they didn’t like. He didn’t really care. They could get over it. 
 
    “Second,” he continued, “I want the shipyards to back off. They can’t shut down, but we can certainly back off. There are many ships in need of repair, and others that need to be completely rebuilt. So I still want them running full time, but add extra shifts, make sure they all get breaks, and bring in extra help to make for a larger workforce. If we can create a more comfortable work environment where the employees are happy and still maintain the same output, I’d like to do so, but backing down certainly needs to happen for a time. 
 
    Third…” He scrolled through his slate until he came to a particular section and sent it to the main screen in the room. It was a list of the orphanages on the planet, all of which had been turned into military prep schools. “And this is quite important to me. I want these schools to continue.” 
 
    Everyone gasped. 
 
    He held up a hand. “I know what you’re thinking, but this was actually a pretty good idea. Think about it; most of these Sheingal are tossed out into the real world with nothing but a pat on the back. It isn’t right. We should continue to operate these facilities like military schools, but in a better way. The students won’t be forced to become warriors or anything of the sort. They will, however, be given a top-notch education while they’re there, and given every opportunity in the world when they leave. At least then, they’ll have the choice of what kind of life they want to live. They’ll have the ability to join the university and play war ball, or join the military, or start a business. It’s far better than what they have now. We can even expand the buildings, build new ones, and hire educators and instructors. This was one of the few things I saw that could actually continue and do some good for the community. These hatchlings need guidance, and I want to give it to them.” 
 
    “That will be expensive,” Bandal stated. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahkal agreed, “but worth every credit.” He took a deep breath. “Speaking of credit, you all need to be aware that I purchased a planet in the Raegah System and essentially expanded the empire.” 
 
    That got their attention. 
 
    “You did what?” Dashdal asked incredulously. “A planet? You purchased an entire planet?” 
 
    “I did,” Dahkal answered. “Planet Ruul. It’s quite nice—once you get past all the deadly wildlife and swamps, anyway.” 
 
    Seritan raised a pink hand in the air. “Excuse me, Emperor. I’m sorry, but do you mean to tell me that you bought a planet in a foreign system without first speaking with the council about it? You above all should know such things cannot be done in this manner. Imperial funds are to be used in a way that benefits the Sheingal, and not so the heir can do as they please and buy whatever they want.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Bandal said, nodding his old brown head. “Did you check if the planet had reasonable mineral deposits? Rare metals, precious stones, water resources, and a great many other things? Also, who’s to hold this planet while you’re here? Who’s to protect the empire’s investment? That being said, did you even think about the fact that such a purchase could lead outsiders to our system?” 
 
    Reuan snorted and shook her head. 
 
    “Apologies, Prime Commander,” Lootran said, “but what’s so funny?” 
 
    “All of you,” Reuan answered curtly. “You all assume we used imperial funds to purchase the planet. I think that’s funny.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Dahkal, who gave them a sly black grin. 
 
    Dahkal leaned back in his seat and folded his hands across his belly. “As I was saying before, I purchased a planet. The last time I checked, I didn’t need anyone’s permission to spend my own credit. I made some rather lucrative deals on my journey, and my mother gave Reuan all of her and Father’s individual funds to use on our mission. Combined, we had more than enough to purchase the planet.” 
 
    “Gotta love all those centuries of compound interest,” Reuan quipped. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dashdal said, wide eyed. He bowed his head to Dahkal. “I apologize for underestimating you, Emperor. Age and experience can be deceiving at times.” He picked up his slate and asked, “So, what will the empire be doing with Ruul?” 
 
    “Mining,” Dahkal answered. “The planet had massive deposits of precious metals, gems, and other various things.” 
 
    “Which brings me back to who’s going to protect it?” Bandal said. 
 
    Dahkal shot him a narrow-eyed glare that made Bandal shrink back. “Well, Bandal, in my ignorance, I managed to remember to hire a mercenary company called Rent-a-Force to protect it full-time. In addition, I’ve also hired three light battlecruisers from Thompson’s Hell Hounds to back up the other company. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Dahkal said, throwing his hands in the air. “Admittedly, in the beginning, I screwed up and didn’t hire a protective force, and my mining company was attacked by the Bieratang, and that turned into this whole big battle. It was two battles, actually, but we won, and I made it right. In my defense, I only forgot because I was also trying to put together my plan to get to Koshal and kill him. I was distracted.” 
 
    “All right…” Dashdal said. “So is the empire supposed to pay for your planet’s protection? What about all the other programs we have? What about all the damages we need to repair in the city and to the palace?” 
 
    “As I just said,” Dahkal replied, “Ruul is a literal gold mine. The planet will fund itself, and then some. Aside from the cut my partners in the Emerald Dragons get, there’ll be more than enough. Everything is also nontaxable by the Raegah system government due to diplomatic immunity, so we don’t have to worry about that, either. Ruul is basically an extension of Sheinrah. Additionally, I plan to allow other races to inhabit the planet. We can draw up fair contracts with those who wish to relocate and start businesses. They’ll be responsible for the same kind of taxes we pay here on Shein. No more, no less. Also, we’ll make a profit off selling real estate all over the planet. Beings will flock to Ruul in search of land they can call their own.” 
 
    “It seems like you almost have it all figured out,” Dashdal said. “Except one thing.” 
 
    “And that is?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “We don’t deal with the rest of the galaxy,” Dashdal answered, “or have you forgotten that for seven thousand years we’ve gone to great lengths to keep our existence a secret? Doing this will only expose us.” 
 
    “I agree,” Seritan said as she checked her newly painted nails. “All it would do is create more issues for us. The best thing for the Sheinrah System is to sell the planet.” She smiled. “Then we could use the profits to make all the repairs, and possibly even give those employed by the empire a raise in pay. It’s been years since we had an increase in our monthly stipend.” 
 
    Reuan snapped her head to sneer at Seritan. “Are you serious right now? Did you seriously just use all this as an opportunity to ask for a raise?” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Reuan,” Dahkal said, his tone even. He turned to Maran, who had remained silent for the entire meeting so far. “What do you think about it, Maran? I’m curious to hear your thoughts.” 
 
    Maran didn’t immediately respond. After a moment, she leaned forward and clasped her hands on the tabletop. “I believe if everything you say about Ruul is true, it could be a great asset to the Sheingal Empire, and it could also help many in the galaxy without a home of their own. But I also agree that it seems impossible to do that without exposing the Sheingal to the rest of the galaxy. In another fifty years, the outside will have forgotten about us again, as they do each time the heir returns. Keeping this planet would end that cycle forever. There are benefits both to keeping it, and to selling it.” She fixed her gaze upon Seritan. “None of which should profit members of this council. It should all go toward the good of the public who are in need, not those of us who are already fortunate.” 
 
    Seritan and the other council members either rolled their eyes or shifted in their seats. They obviously disagreed with her. 
 
    “That’s about what I thought you’d say,” Dahkal responded. He took a look around the table and shook his head. “The one thing this council’s had in common during this whole meeting is all you care about is the credit it takes to do something. You don’t care one bit about the good it’ll do to actually spend it on the public.” He locked eyes with Seritan. “All you care about is your own bank account and what the empire can give you.” He shook his head. “It’s disheartening.” 
 
    He stood from his chair and locked his arms behind his back. “We’re going to keep Ruul and do exactly what I said. It’ll be good for the Sheingal and many others. As for exposing ourselves to the rest of the galaxy…” He paused for a moment, walked to the far window of the room, and looked out and down at the city in the distance. “It won’t matter. Gortal was right about one thing.” He turned back to face them all. “It’s time we came out of hiding. I intend to contact the Bith and reopen the gate to the rest of the galaxy. Others will once again be free to travel to and from Sheinrah. Oh, and I also allowed some of our warriors to take a contract with the Bolts. They left a few days ago.” 
 
    The room erupted. Dashdal and Seritan both leapt from their seats and shouted, while Bandal and Lootran pounded their fists on the table as they vigorously disagreed. Even Commissioner Renzal stood and to pleaded with Dahkal to change his mind. Reuan, Cortal, and Maran remained silent and in their seats. 
 
    “Be silent!” Dahkal roared over them all and slammed his tail on the floor for emphasis. They snapped their maws shut and eased back into their seats. He wasn’t Gortal, but they knew better than to mess with him. 
 
    “The time has come for us to join the other races again,” Dahkal said calmly. “I’ve been out there. I’ve seen what the galaxy’s become. The Sheingal can do many things to aid other systems. Do you all remember the Grithelaons?” 
 
    Everyone nodded 
 
    “They are no more,” Dahkal said. “Extinct. Gone. You all know this. But what you don’t know is, their system has been reopened and is now called Salvage System. It’s led by a Human male named Harmon Tomeral. He’s my friend, and he’s an ally to the Sheingal. It was his Bolts who insisted they come with me and help overthrow Gortal. Salvage has saved other systems on multiple occasions from those who’d enslave or kill the races who inhabited them. This is what the Sheingal Empire can do. We can once again take mercenary contracts and defend those who can’t defend themselves. Aside from that, we can open up trade with other systems. Even better, we can become allies with them once again. Salvage, Rincah, Leethog, Tretra, and Shippo would make for very formidable allies. There may come a time in the future when our might alone is simply not enough. In that time, it would be nice to have friends.” 
 
    He walked back to his chair and sat. “I’d like to know what you all think.” 
 
    “Preposterous,” Dashdal said with a rustle of his wings. 
 
    “Ridiculous,” Seritan snapped. 
 
    Lootran and Bandal shook their heads. 
 
    “What would these other systems have to offer the Sheingal Empire? Hmm?” Dashdal asked. “What could they possibly have that we’d need? For thousands of years, we’ve been self-sufficient and needed no aid. Do you think we’ve become weak? Do you believe we need the help of others to continue?” 
 
    “Regardless of your answer to that,” Lootran said, “it would cause even more work for everyone, the council especially. We’d have to keep up with all of it and manage everything coming in and out of the gate. We’d have to set up a whole new tax system on the trading industry.” 
 
    “And all for the same pay,” Seritan added. “Not to mention we’re going to have to raise taxes so we can afford it all and afford the gate maintenance from the Bith.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head in dismay. “None of you understand. As I said, all you care about is credit. You either don’t want to do the work to make things better and expand, or you want to be paid more to do what you’re supposed to be doing in the first place. You’ve forgotten what it is to be a regular citizen.” 
 
    “And you would know?” Bandal asked. “Growing up in a palace must have been so hard for you.” 
 
    Dahkal narrowed his eyes at him. 
 
    “Just saying that you don’t know anything about being a common citizen,” Bandal quickly added. 
 
    “I know enough to realize their lives could be improved, and by a vast margin. I can also see that this council doesn’t have the best interests of the public in mind. Only its own.” 
 
    Dahkal stood from his seat again and rose to his full height. “As of this moment, you’re all relieved of your council duties. You have two weeks to vacate the palace, and you’ll be given sixty additional days of your stipend. But as of now, you’re no longer members of this council.” He turned his attention to Renzal. “Commissioner, you’ll remain in your position, as you’re not a council member, but I’d ask that you remain diligent in your duties. Admiral, Commander, the same goes for you.” He looked back at the shocked faces of the council members. “As for the rest of you, I invite you to leave. Now.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Bandal shouted. “The law states there must be a council!” 
 
    “Agreed!” Seritan snapped. “You’re no better than Gortal if you intend to rule as he did!” 
 
    Dahkal smiled at them and, in a calm tone, said, “Yes, the law does state that there must be a council. However, it doesn’t state that council has to be you. As the emperor, it’s within my power to appoint and dismiss any council member I deem unfit to fulfill their duties. As such, you’re all dismissed, and I’ll be appointing new members very soon. I truly hope you were intelligent with your credit and have some stashed away for emergencies. After the sixty days are up, you’ll receive no more from the empire. You’ll have to go out and actually earn it.” 
 
    It took a minute for the reality of the situation to sink in. Then they all erupted again. Dahkal didn’t let it last long. 
 
    “Enough!” he shouted and stepped to the door. He opened it with a flourish and waved a hand through the opening. “Your time here is done. Leave.” 
 
    Silently, the council members rose from their seats and moved toward the door. He eyed them as they passed, but said nothing further. Reuan, Cortal, and Renzal remained in their seats. As Maran prepared to exit the room with her head down, Dahkal stopped her with a hand on her shoulder and shut the door. She looked up from the floor up into his eyes with an expression of utter confusion. 
 
    “I’d like you to stay, Maran,” Dahkal said in a friendly tone. He gestured to her seat. “Please, sit and speak with me.” 
 
    Bewildered, Maran returned to her seat and watched Dahkal as he retook his. She looked at him for a long moment before asking, “Is there something I can do for you, Emperor?” 
 
    “One moment, Councilor,” Dahkal responded. He tapped on his slate and sat back in his chair. He didn’t address her further. 
 
    Maran began to fidget her maroon-colored fingers and shift in her seat. Finally, she said, “Emperor, I th…” 
 
    Dahkal forestalled her with a raised hand. “Just a minute, Councilor.” 
 
    Maran didn’t try to speak again. She sat with him and the others in awkward silence until there was a light knock at the door. 
 
    “Come,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    The door opened, and Shaelan entered the chambers. Despite her imprisonment and everything she’d recently gone through, she looked no worse for wear. Her gait still had an elegant float to it, her facial expression was pleasant, and the fragrance of the Rosanta flower wafted from her. Her very presence could calm a battlefield. She stopped next to Dahkal. 
 
    “You called for me?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother. Please, sit down.” 
 
    Shaelan took the seat across from Maran, in the same chair Koshal had occupied for so many years. Dahkal thought it was fitting she’d chosen that seat, especially with what he was about to do. 
 
    Dahkal turned back to Maran. “Maran, my father once told me you were the biggest pain in his hindquarters every time he stepped into this room. He said any time you thought something was a mistake or just a plain bad idea, you had no problem opening your big mouth and telling him exactly that. He said the other councilors were much easier to deal with because they mostly agreed with him.” 
 
    Maran opened her mouth to speak, then shut it. She tried again but seemed to think better of it. Instead of a response, she simply folded her hands and looked down at the table. 
 
    “Come now, Councilor,” Dahkal said with a smile. “You must have something you wish to say.” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    Dahkal chuckled. “Look at me, Maran.” She did. Dahkal gave her his most sincere smile and did his best to soften his eyes. “It’s for all those things my father said that I’ve asked you to stay. Have you noticed I continue to call you ‘Councilor?’” 
 
    If Maran hadn’t looked confused before, she definitely did now. It made Dahkal laugh. 
 
    “Father also said a few other things about you.” 
 
    Now Shaelan was smiling. More so, she was absolutely beaming. 
 
    “Father said you cared more for the Sheingal and the empire than you did your own health. He said every time you two butted heads, it was because you were doing everything you could to make sure the citizens came first, or that you saw a flaw in his idea or plan and wanted to fix it.” Dahkal reached over and put his hand on top of Maran’s. “He also told me he would’ve been a complete mess and never would have ruled as well as he did without your level head and guidance.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Maran’s eyes. 
 
    “Furthermore,” Dahkal continued, “Admiral Cortal told me all about how you chastised him by the fountain. He told me that you tried to get him to stand up against Gortal. He said all he could hear in his mind the moment he saw me was you and how he’d known he should have acted sooner.” 
 
    Maran looked across the table to Cortal, tears falling down her cheeks. 
 
    “He speaks the truth,” Cortal said. “I should’ve had the same courage you did, Maran. I’m the warrior, but you were far braver than I. I’m ashamed of myself. I hope you can all forgive me for it.” 
 
    “When the time came to act,” Dahkal said, “you did, Admiral. You’ve got nothing to prove, and there’s nothing to forgive.” 
 
    The admiral nodded to him in acknowledgment, but the look on his face said he believed otherwise. 
 
    “If that wasn’t enough,” Dahkal said, returning his gaze to Maran, “you went into the city and coordinated with my uncle to form a local militia of retired warriors. You planned all along to remove Gortal from the throne. You never gave up, Maran.” 
 
    Dahkal leaned back in his utterly uncomfortable chair and cleared his throat. “It’s for all these reasons, and many more too numerous to name, that I ask you to remain as council elder.” He grinned at her. “I would have you be the same pain in my hindquarters you were for my father.” He spread his palms. “Even the emperor needs to be kept in line. What do you say?” 
 
    The older Sheingal was speechless as she wiped tears from her face. She looked back and forth from Dahkal to Shaelan and finally rested her sight on Dahkal. “It would be my honor to make you as miserable as I made your father, Emperor Dahkal.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled and squeezed her hands. “I hoped you’d say that.” He indicated his mother with a jerk of his head. “My mother will serve as a new councilor with you. I know she also cares more for the citizens of Shein than she does herself.” 
 
    Shaelan gasped. 
 
    Dahkal looked at her and smiled. “If you’d take the position, that is. I won’t force you to.” 
 
    Shaelan nodded her purple head vigorously. “I’d absolutely love to. Thank you, son. It would be an honor to serve on this council.” 
 
    “You have to come in here and forget I’m your son,” Dahkal reminded her. “Hold me accountable.” 
 
    “Oh, I can do that just fine,” Shaelan said with a grin. 
 
    “Great,” Reuan huffed. “Now I’ll never get away with anything.” 
 
    “Nope,” Shaelan replied, still beaming. 
 
    Dahkal released Maran’s hands and picked up his slate. “I’ll contact the Bith about reopening our gate. In the meantime, I have a job for you two.” He motioned to the empty chairs at the table. “As you can see, we’re short council members. I want you two to go down into the capital city and find them. First, I want a small business owner. Make sure they have family who can take over the day-to-day operations. Two, I want a retired military member. Make sure it was an honorable discharge. Third, I want a random, everyday being off the street. Someone who has a regular job and a regular life. Finally, I want a homeless Sheingal without a single credit to their name. Make sure they have their faculties about them. This council is to be made up of every kind of Sheingal on the planet. They’re what we need to ensure the citizens’ best interests are kept in mind. There’s no better way of doing that than by having a council made up of the citizens themselves.” 
 
    Maran shook her head, obviously taken aback. “I… I can’t believe I just heard that.” She looked over at Shaelan. “What do you think?” 
 
    Shaelan grinned. “I think it’s a wonderful idea. It’s full of holes, of course, but what idea isn’t?” 
 
    “True,” Maran admitted. “Okay. Let’s do it.” She turned to Dahkal. “With your leave, Emperor, I would very much like to get started.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    Shaelan and Maran both stood, bowed slightly to him, then hurriedly exited the council chambers. 
 
    Dahkal focused his attention on Commissioner Renzal. “Commissioner, I feel like I need to address the fact there might be some residual tension left in the citizens toward you and your officers.” 
 
    Renzal nodded. “Yes, Emperor. We were tasked with the duty of rounding up the ones hiding eligible draftees and arresting many others on your brother’s orders. We’ve seen a decent amount of pushback in the last few days, but nothing terrible. I think they realize our hands were tied as much as theirs were.” He glanced at Cortal and Reuan, then back to Dahkal. “It also doesn’t hurt that toward the end, we overlooked certain areas where youngsters may or may not have been hidden. We couldn’t do it anymore. It wasn’t right.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Dahkal said. “That’s why you still hold your office. Your main focus is to make sure the crime rate doesn’t rise and to help people get back into the swing of regular life. Don’t give them any reason to be afraid of law enforcement officials, but don’t let them run over you, either. It’s a fine line, but it’s one you have to toe. Protect and serve, Commissioner. Now’s the time for the serve part.” 
 
    “As you command, Emperor,” Renzal answered. 
 
    “You’re excused,” Dahkal said. “Thank you for being here.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Emperor.” Renzal stood, saluted them all, and exited. 
 
    “And then there were two,” Dahkal said with a grin. 
 
    “You going to give me a bunch of accommodations and my own island?” Reuan asked with an overabundance of fake enthusiasm. 
 
    “Nope,” Dahkal said with a chuckle. “As the imperial prime commander, you’re officially in charge of the entire military. The problem is, it was never meant for a first heir as young as you to take charge of it without going out on a journey of succession. However, you did sort of take your own journey—albeit in a very different way than anyone else before—but you still lack the experience needed. So do I, for that matter, and I just became the emperor.” He rubbed the spiked nodes at the end of his chin. “So what you need is a mentor. Admiral Cortal, do you think you can handle that?” 
 
    “It would be an honor and a pleasure, Emperor,” Cortal said with pride. 
 
    “The honor is mine,” Reuan said, tipping her head to Cortal. “I have much to learn and can think of no one better to teach me.” 
 
    Cortal gave a small laugh and smiled. “Your father was a far better instructor than I, but I’ll do my best to teach you everything I know before my time in this life is over.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Dahkal said, grinning. “I had a feeling neither of you would have an issue with that. The next thing is, we need a new general for the ground forces. I understand Lieutenant General Orendal survived the battle. I want you two to interview him and make sure he’s the right being for the job, not just the one next in line.” 
 
    “Understood, Emperor,” Reuan said. Her tone was actually respectful, and she didn’t even make a funny face at him. “We’ll find the best warrior for the job.” 
 
    “I’d expect no less,” Dahkal replied. “Now, if you two will see to that, I have a call to make to the Bith.” 
 
    They both stood and headed for the door, where Reuan paused to allow Cortal out first. She didn’t exit, though. Instead, she turned and said, “There’s someone I think you should meet.” 
 
    “Can it wait?” Dahkal asked. “I’m about to make history here.” 
 
    Reuan rolled her eyes. “We’ve been making history for months now. Another few minutes won’t kill you. This is important.” 
 
    Dahkal sighed, set his slate down, and stood. “Fine, bring them in.” 
 
    Reuan leaned out the door and waved at someone. A second later, a dark blue female Sheingal wearing light armor with a captain’s rank and medic insignia entered the room. She stood before Dahkal, bowed her head, and saluted. 
 
    Dahkal returned the salute and smiled at her. “Nice to meet you Captain…” 
 
    “Teagan,” the female replied. 
 
    Dahkal’s eyes widened for a split second. He quickly masked his shock at meeting the female his brother had been romantically involved with. “Teagan,” he said, giving her a shallow bow of the head. “I’m pleased to see you’re all right.” He jutted his chin toward Reuan. “My sister told me of your involvement with Gortal—and what you intended to do just before she escaped for help.” Dahkal leaned against the table and crossed his arms. “It’s a shame things had to go the way they did.” He locked eyes with her. “He didn’t harm you, did he?” 
 
    Teagan shook her head. “Not directly, Emperor, no. He did have General Brazal move me to the front lines with the infantry, though. Brazal never said as much, but I’m not stupid. I suppose he figured I’d be among the first killed in battle.” Her eyes became narrow and intense. “He was wrong.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned. “About a great many things. It seems he underestimated all three of us.” He gave Reuan a nod of respect. 
 
    “Big time,” Reuan answered. 
 
    “So,” Dahkal said, “what was so important that I needed to meet you, Teagan? Not that I’m not happy to do so, but I’m very busy at the moment.” 
 
    Teagan’s whole demeanor changed. Her shoulders, wings, and tail sagged noticeably, and she began to rub her hands together. “Well, you know Gortal and I were involved…” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “Sure. You saw each other for a while. That’s not all that big of a deal.” 
 
    “It’s actually a bigger deal than that,” Teagan said. Her shaky voice betrayed her nerves. “It was more than just seeing each other, we… well, we kinda—became romantically involved.” She looked up into his eyes. “… physically.” 
 
    Dahkal reeled a bit, cleared his throat, and rubbed the back of his neck. Now he was the uncomfortable one. “Ah, well, uhm, that tends to happen when two individuals enjoy each other’s company. I’m not sure why you think I need to know about it. You’re certainly welcome to your privacy.” 
 
    “Not for long, I’m not,” Teagan replied and looked off to the side and took a deep breath. She continued to rub her hands together and flexed her wings. “I’m going to have an egg. The little one to come will be the son or daughter of Gortal.” Her eyes dropped to the floor. “And niece or nephew to both of you.” 
 
    Dahkal felt like he’d just been hit over the head with Gortal’s hammer. This was the last thing he’d expected to hear. A new hatchling in the family, and Gortal’s hatchling at that. Things had certainly become a lot more complicated. 
 
    Is it, though? he wondered. It’s just another member of the family, after all. They certainly can’t cause as much trouble around here as we did. He smiled at the thought of a little one running around the palace. His mother would be overjoyed by the news. 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” he said with a grin. “After all the recent death, bringing some life into this family and the empire is a wonderful thing. Mother will be thrilled. Have you told her yet?” 
 
    “W-what?” Teagan croaked. She reached up and wiped the sudden stream of tears from her face. “That isn’t the response I thought I’d get from you. I thought about keeping it a secret and resigning my commission rather than telling you.” She sniffled. “I… I was afraid of what you’d do, or how they might be treated. I worried you’d order me to cast the egg into the sea or something else horrible because it’s Gortal’s.” 
 
    Dahkal stepped close to her, lifted her chin with a single finger, and spoke very clearly. “I would never give such an order. As for how they’ll be treated—” he folded his arms behind his back, looked at Reuan, then back to Teagan, “—they’ll be treated as my father’s grandhatchling and nothing less. This hatchling will be as much a part of this family as the rest of us and will be loved more than you can ever imagine. Gortal made terrible choices, but those choices won’t decide this little one’s future.” He leaned down to eye-level with Teagan. “That goes for you as well, Teagan. As of this moment, you’re part of this family. I know we don’t know you very well, but I hope we can change that. Our lives are intertwined forever now. After all, your hatchling will be the second heir to the empire after Reuan until I have a little one of my own. And who knows how long that might be.” 
 
    Teagan gasped. “Heir? To the empire? I never thought—well, I guess I knew that, but I didn’t think you’d actually allow it to happen.” 
 
    “And why wouldn’t I?” Dahkal demanded. “Have I so little honor that I would deny them their birthright? One that I quite literally just exercised on their own father in the worst of ways.” 
 
    “No, Emperor,” Teagan quickly responded. “I didn’t mean that you’d act dishonorably. I’d completely understand if…” 
 
    “Enough,” Dahkal snapped and raised his hand. “In non-formal conversation, it’s just Dahkal, Teagan.” He raised an eye ridge and gave her a crooked smile. “Or would you prefer I call you, Captain?” 
 
    Teagan snorted. “I really can’t believe this has gone the way it has. It’s so much easier and simpler than I expected. Please, call me Teagan… Dahkal.” 
 
    “Now,” Dahkal said, “if you’d like, you can resign your commission to focus on preparing to be a mother, or you’re more than welcome to continue in your role as an officer until you lay your egg. Obviously, you’ll need to take some leave after that, and again when the egg hatches. Not a problem; that’s a pretty standard practice. However, your hatchling will be an heir. That being said, I’d prefer it if you’d move into the palace. I don’t want either of you to become a target of opportunity when word gets out. There are plenty of others who wouldn’t be so open minded as we are. A lot of families out there will be wanting revenge for the loss of their own loved ones. Killing Gortal’s hatchling and lover would certainly do the trick. Will you agree to that?” 
 
    “What about how it will look to the other warriors?” Teagan asked. “Won’t they see it as favoritism?” 
 
    “I don’t see how,” Reuan answered. “You’re not getting promoted or presented any kind of major awards. You’ll still be held accountable for your duties and expected to conduct yourself as an imperial officer should. Being the mother, or even the mate, of an heir doesn’t give you any power.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Dahkal said. “Not only is it for your protection, but there will be things they need to learn as an heir they can’t learn in regular school. I’ll do my best to teach them those things.” He waved a hand back and forth between him and Reuan. “We both will. And even if I have a hatchling of my own, yours won’t be forgotten. They’ll be raised together as siblings, and treated equally. Yes, mine will become first heir, and they’ll become third after Reuan, but they’ll still have duties to fulfill, and there’s plenty of opportunity. This’ll be knowledge they’ll be given from day one, as far as imperial matters go. Beyond that, I’ll love and treat them as if they’re my own.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Teagan said, taken aback. “I was prepared to do this in the shadows and all on my own. Now I find myself with more help than I can fathom.” She nodded. “I’ll make arrangements to move as soon as you’d like me to.” 
 
    “Yesterday,” Dahkal said and chuckled. “Why don’t you two go and tell Mother the news? You can probably catch her and Maran before they get out of the palace. She can help you get that arranged.” 
 
    Teagan rushed in, wrapped her arms around Dahkal, and squeezed him tight. He was caught off guard at first, but then returned the embrace. After a moment, she let him go and stepped back. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said as she wiped more tears from her face. “I don’t know what to say or how to thank you right now. That was all I could think to do.” 
 
    Reuan rushed over and hugged Teagan. “That’s okay!” she shouted with glee. “We’re family now!” She let Teagan go and smiled brightly. “I’ve always wanted a sister!” She grabbed Teagan’s hand and pulled her toward the door. “Come on, we’d better hurry if we’re going to catch Mother. Have you thought of any names yet?” 
 
    The door shut behind them. Dahkal smiled, and he shook his head as their muffled voices trailed down the hall. 
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    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahkal wriggled in his horrible seat and adjusted his wings as he waited for the call to be answered. His tail swished across the floor, and the claws of his toes dug into and scratched the stone floor. Needless to say, his nerves were on edge. What he was about to do would change the course of Sheingal history forever. 
 
    The call connected, and the image of a large, leather-skinned being with a sharp beak stared back at him. It was Representative Garlog of the planet Bith. He nodded his bald head to Dahkal in greeting. 
 
    “Greetings,” Garlog answered. He eyed Dahkal suspiciously. “Where is Emperor Gortal?” 
 
    “Hello, Representative Garlog,” Dahkal replied. “My brother’s dead. I am Dahkal, the newest emperor of the Sheinrah system.” 
 
    “I was going to ask about that,” Garlog said. “I thought that was you when I answered the call, but I had been told you were dead. I found it curious that another Sheingal would have been born pure black, the same as you. From my understanding, you are the only Sheingal to ever be born as such, a condition even more rare than the pearl pigmentation your father and so few others have.” 
 
    “The news of my death was greatly exaggerated, I’m afraid,” Dahkal retorted with a smirk. “And yes, I’m still the only purely black Sheingal on record. I’ve recently learned to embrace it.” 
 
    “As you should,” Garlog replied. “It is a fierce look you have upon you. I am sure it can be advantageous at times. I must say, I am relieved to hear Gortal is no longer the emperor. For what it is worth, I was saddened to hear of your father’s death. He was a good being. You may not remember it, but you and I met once. It was long ago, when your father was in Bith for some banking business. He was one of the few to ever visit.” His eyes narrowed on Dahkal. “As were you, Emperor. You were barely knee high to him at the time, and full of questions.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled. “I do remember, actually. I didn’t realize that was you, though. It’s good to put a name to the memory. Thank you for your kind words about my father. You’re right. He was a good being. One of the very best.” 
 
    Garlog nodded. “So, what can the Bith do for the Sheingal Empire today? I am sure you did not call for a simple conversation.” 
 
    “No,” Dahkal replied shaking his head, “I didn’t. I called to inform the Bith of our change in leadership. A simple courtesy.” 
 
    “Appreciated,” Garlog said. 
 
    “And one other thing,” Dahkal added, steeling himself. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Dahkal took a breath to steady himself. “I want to reopen the Sheinrah gate to the rest of the galaxy again. I want to end the isolation and the reclusive lifestyle we live.” 
 
    The representative’s eyes grew to three times their normal size. “You want to reopen the gate and allow others in?” 
 
    “I do,” Dahkal replied. “I know this must come as a bit of a shock after all this time.” 
 
    “It is more than a bit of a shock, Emperor,” Garlog stated. He reached out of view and retrieved a water jar that he took a large drink from. “Your gate has been closed for well over seven thousand years. We will gladly open it for you, as the contract states you can request us to do so, but you must realize that once it is open, it is open for good. We will not close it again unless a law has been broken. This would not sentence the Sheingal to death as it does for many other systems, as your kind are quite self-sufficient, but it would mean cutting you off from the rest of the galaxy unless you flew through normal space. The Sheingal live long lives, nearly as long as the Bith, but even you would go through an entire generation or two before reaching the nearest inhabited system.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “I understand, Representative. Believe me, I’ve been thinking about this since the moment I saw Salvage. There’s so much we could gain and learn from the rest of the galaxy, and them from us, that it seems a waste to continue the way we are. I believe this is the right choice. I want to open the gate.” 
 
    “It will be on the public directory for all to see,” Garlog said. “Anyone who can afford the gate fee will be able to come into Sheinrah.” He tilted his head to the side. “Actually managing to make it to Shein and land… that is a different story. Do you understand? I want to make it absolutely clear what you are about to do.” 
 
    “I understand. Open the gate,” Dahkal said with finality. 
 
    “Very well,” Garlog responded, bobbing his head. “The gate will need to be given a full inspection, and maintenance will be needed prior to opening it up to the public.” He picked up a slate and tapped in a few commands. “Normally, such a task would take a few years on the schedule, but considering the gravity of the situation, I will come out and do it myself. I will be there in two weeks, Emperor Dahkal. My crew and I will handle the gate, then I will visit you on Shein. Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “Quite acceptable,” Dahkal answered, surprised at how fast the gate would be opened. “I look forward to your visit, Representative Garlog.” 
 
    “As do I, Emperor. As do I.” 
 
    They ended the call, and Dahkal laid the slate down on the table. 
 
    “That’s one task down, an infinity more to go.” 
 
    He picked the slate back up and scanned through it for what felt like the millionth time. A heavy sigh escaped him when he saw what he had to do in the next few days. He’d been dreading it, but he knew it had to be done. Being emperor sounded great until you had to do emperor things. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Garlog stood outside the doors of the Elder Council’s meeting chamber. There were two other Bith standing guard, one to his left and one to his right. They didn’t acknowledge him, nor he them. There was the slight sound of vibration, and the guard on the right checked the small slate on his forearm. He looked at Garlog, gave him a single nod, and resumed his statuesque posture. Garlog stepped forward and pushed one of the large wooden doors open. 
 
    Inside, the light was dim, and the air was heavy with humidity. The room smelled of soil, stone, and wood. As he entered the circular chamber, he remembered what it had been like the first time. Back then, the thirteen stations set ten feet above him had made him feel small and insignificant. As he’d gotten older and wiser over several hundred years, he’d realized that was done deliberately by the original council several millennia ago. Today, the only effect it had on him was the irritation of having to look so far up to address his superiors. 
 
    Thirteen Bith, all much older than he, stared down at him expectantly. One was not greeted kindly by the elders, as time was credit, pleasantries ate up precious time, and credit was lost wasting time on them. 
 
    Garlog focused on the center elder. Morvaleeg was the current Bith president and in his eleventh year of his twenty-year term. The Bith president worked closely with the Council of Elders. It was much the same in many societies throughout the galaxy. 
 
    “President Morvaleeg,” Garlog began, “and Elder Council, I come to you today with news from Sheinrah. I have just been informed by their new emperor, Dahkal, that they wish to reopen their gate and rejoin the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    This caused quite the stir among the elders as they whispered back and forth with one another. Finally, the president hushed them and leaned over his podium to speak.  
 
    “You are quite sure of this, Representative Garlog? Do the Sheingal truly wish to reenter galactic society?” His voice was meager and betrayed his age. 
 
    “Yes, President Morvaleeg,” Garlog answered. “I spoke with Dahkal myself. When I leave this chamber, I will begin preparations to depart. This is a matter I believe I should handle myself, as I am sure you will all agree.” 
 
    Morvaleeg nodded his ancient head. “Agreed, Representative Garlog. Be sure the gate components are all in perfect working order and caution the new emperor of the gate rules, both old and new. It would seem the end of their reclusive ways is most timely and fortunate. The might of the Sheingal will be a great asset in what is to come.” 
 
    “I had similar thoughts on the situation,” Garlog said, “which is why I will be opening the gate myself.” 
 
    “Go,” Morvaleeg said with a wave of his boney hand. “Do what you must.” 
 
    Garlog gave the council a final nod and exited the chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    A sea of faces looked up at him as Dahkal took his place on a large wooden stage in the middle of Bregnata, Shein’s capital city. The palace could still be seen up on the hill in the distance. Behind him stood Ryan, Shaelan, Reuan, Monday, Captain Regal, and several imperial guards. To the far left was Sergeant Nargal and what remained of his mutineers. Many of them had died during their failed attempt to take Captain Regal’s ship and attack Dahkal while he was still aboard Fujiwhara. 
 
    The captives stood in a line before a wooden chopping block stained dark with the blood of the previously condemned. Ordinarily, executions weren’t held publicly, but this was a special circumstance. Dahkal believed allowing the citizens of Shein to witness the act would show them that he not only had the ability to make the hard decisions, but that he could stomach doing the dirty work himself. Dahkal stepped to the edge of the platform and addressed the crowd. 
 
    “It’s with a heavy heart that I sentence these Sheingal to death. I’m sure you can all agree that Shein has seen enough death to last us the rest of our lives.” Jumbled murmurs of agreement rose from the crowd. “However, in this particular case, it’s necessary. The beings you see here have been charged, justly tried in a fair court by a jury of their peers, and found guilty of mutiny, treason, and murder. As you all know, there’s only one punishment for treason and mutiny. The charges of murder in this incident would have called for the same punishment. Had their only crime been following the commands of Gortal, I could’ve forgiven them, as I have so many others of our warriors. The situation was unlike any that has come before, and so I was required to handle it in a very unique fashion.” 
 
    He shook his head and sighed. “Gortal gave no orders to take that ship. The late Master Chief Berkal and—” he indicated Nargal, “—Sergeant Nargal planned it all on their own. They knew what they were doing and, as Sheingal warriors, knew what the cost would be should they fail in their efforts. Therefore their fate was sealed. The penalty for mutiny is death. The penalty for treason is death. As emperor, it’s my duty in this particular situation to carry out this punishment rather than an executioner.” 
 
    He drew his newly forged sword from the sheath on his hip. “My brother had no issue sending the innocent to their deaths, but refused to carry out the deed himself. He left the dirty work to others. I’m not my brother. I won’t send others to do what is my responsibility. This weight falls upon my head, and I’ll carry it for all time. This public execution isn’t to show you what happens when you betray me, or to intimidate you in any way. Instead, it’s to show fair law and order still exist in our great empire. It’s also a demonstration of my own dedication. I won’t ask anything of anyone that I wouldn’t do myself. I truly hope you can all understand what I’m trying to accomplish here today.” 
 
    Dahkal also knew by doing this, all of Shein would know any uprising by Gortal’s followers would not be tolerated—not that he’d vocalize that to the crowd. He felt hypocritical about it, though, almost like he was mimicking his brother’s abuse of power. Gortal had used executions to instill fear and force everyone to follow his demands. Dahkal simply wanted the law obeyed and the violence to come to an end. Unfortunately, that often required preemptive acts of violence. The fact the mutineers had been given a fair trial in court, rather than an expedient death sentence, certainly helped his case. He hadn’t ruled guilty or innocent himself. The jury had held that responsibility, but it had been his duty to decide what their sentence would be. 
 
    As the law stated, it was death. He wished they hadn’t mutinied. If not for that, the solution would have been much easier. Their treason would have been no more egregious than any of the others he was allowing to regain their honor. But they’d committed mutiny, and if he hadn’t sentenced them properly, many would have viewed him as a weak emperor for not being able to hand out punishment when necessary. There was a fine line between being too aggressive and not aggressive enough. He’d have to toe that line during his time on the throne. 
 
    The crowd remained silent for the most part, but heads bobbed up and down with understanding. Dahkal gave the crowd a nod of his own, turned, and stepped up to the execution block. He motioned for the first prisoner to step forward. The prisoner lowered his eyes to the block and began to shake. He took one timid step, then another, and another. When he stood directly behind the block, Dahkal said, “Kneel,” in a gentle yet commanding tone. 
 
    Still shaking, the prisoner turned to look at Dahkal. “Emperor Dahkal, I-I want to apologize for what I did. I don’t expect it to change anything, but I hope you’ll at least accept my apology. I thought I was doing the right thing. I was wrong.” 
 
    “I accept your apology, Corgenal.” Dahkal replied. He’d memorized all their names. It didn’t seem right to sentence someone to death without knowing who they were. Killing in battle was different; you killed to survive. As emperor, he’d decided that their lives must end. The difference was vast. “And I respect you for having the courage to do so, though you know it will change nothing. I sincerely hope you thrive in your next life, and that you take the lessons you learned in this one to heart.” 
 
    Corgenal gave a single solemn nod. “I will, Emperor. Thank you for accepting my apology.” 
 
    Corgenal knelt, folded his wings tight against his back, and laid his neck across the block. His chin hung about an inch over the opposite side. Dahkal raised his sword and took Corgenal’s head with a single clean cut. It fell and hit the wooden stage with a dull thunk. Blood poured from his neck and coated both the block and the stage floor. Imperial guards stepped up, removed Corgenal’s headless body, but left his head where it rested. 
 
    Dahkal repeated the process with the entire group of condemned warriors. Each time, the guards would remove the body, but leave the head. Dahkal felt that by immediately removing the dead, they would soon be out of the minds of the crowd. He wanted them to really remember this day. To remember what had happened here and why he had to do what he was doing. Dahkal made no attempt to hide how much he hated having to do the task. Instead, he allowed his facial expressions to show the empathy and sorrow he felt for the Sheingal he was beheading. Some of the prisoners spoke to him of regret, while others used their last words to curse him and took great pride in what they’d done. 
 
    Regardless of how they felt, Dahkal still took no joy or pleasure in his task. He wished them all good fortune in their next lives, and meant it. To him, it seemed a great loss to the Sheingal Empire. Thousands had already perished in the battle, and now he was adding to the tally. Not only that, but most of these warriors were young and would never reach their full potential. Their parents would never see them accomplish any of the great things they were capable of. 
 
    That thought really bothered him. He knew most of their loved ones had most likely shown up to watch. His decision affected more beings than the condemned warriors. Their families’ lives would change forever. That’s why he had to do this himself. The citizens of Shein would only have one being to blame, and he would gladly accept that blame. He also knew these warriors had brought this end on themselves, but their actions could also be blamed on Gortal causing the whole horrible situation in the first place. It was a complicated mess, and he was cleaning it up the best way he knew how. 
 
    There was one exception to Dahkal performing the executions. The last of the mutineers to step up was Nargal. His eyes met Dahkal’s. They were full of contempt and hatred. He spit on the ground at Dahkal’s feet. 
 
    “You’re a disgrace, Dahkal. I don’t know how you managed to defeat Gortal in battle, but I can almost guarantee you cheated. You hold his throne without honor.” He dropped to his knees and sat back on his haunches. “Let’s get this mockery of justice over with. I can’t stand to be here for another minute. I long for my next life.” 
 
    “I truly hope you find what you’re looking for when you get there,” Dahkal responded, his voice neutral. “However, your life isn’t mine to take. It would seem another has claimed that right.” 
 
    Captain Regal stepped forward, looked down at Nargal, and sneered. “I told you I’d execute you myself, Nargal. I’m a warrior of my word.” 
 
    Dahkal put a hand on Regal’s shoulder and asked, “Are you sure you want to do this, my friend? Taking the life of another in combat is one thing, but doing it while they’re bound and helpless is another, even if they deserve it. And doing it in vengeance—” he ran his thumb over crystal in the pommel of his blood coated sword, “—well, it can leave a dark spot on your soul. It’s something you must live with for the rest of your life. You’ll have to look yourself in the mirror each day and be able to live with your decision. Can you do that?” 
 
    “He killed my XO and is responsible for the death of nearly two full command crews on my ship,” Regal answered through gritted teeth. He took a deep breath and released it. “But you’re right, Emperor Dahkal. I assure you, this is not only about vengeance. Yes, that’s part of it, but this is also about duty. My dead warriors deserve for one of their own to enact justice on their behalf. Honor demands it. Not only that, but I made a vow I would kill him myself. With your permission, I’d like to fulfill my promise.” 
 
    “I understand,” Dahkal said. “As long as you are fully aware, you have my blessing.” 
 
    Regal sighed with relief. “Thank you, Emperor. Thank you.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “Don’t thank me. I take no joy in giving away the life of another being.” 
 
    Regal nodded with understanding, then faced the crowd. “Nargal’s life is mine to take!” He indicated Dahkal with an open hand. “Our gracious emperor has granted my request to perform this execution and regain the honor of my fallen warriors. Know that Emperor Dahkal fought to keep me from sullying my own soul with this act, but I would have it no other way.” 
 
    Without another word to the crowd, Regal stepped over to stand in front of Nargal, who looked up at him and scowled. 
 
    “Well, go on and get it over with, Regal. Take out your sword and end this. Or have you not the spine?” 
 
    “Oh, I have the spine,” Regal replied. He reached out to his side, and an imperial guard handed him a rifle. Nargal’s eyes widened. 
 
    “So you recognize it,” Regal said. “You should. It’s the same one you used to kill my executive officer.” Regal turned to look at the heads of the previously executed. “You don’t deserve to die with dignity, Nargal. Taking your head is too honorable a death for trash such as you.” He leveled the barrel to aim between Nargal’s eyes. “May your next life be that of misery and pain.” He squeezed the trigger. A hole appeared between Nargal’s eyes, and brain matter sprayed from the back of his head as the bullet exited his skull. His body fell across the chopping block. Regal kicked the body off the block and looked down into Nargal’s vacant eyes. “Now my crew can rest in peace.” 
 
    Regal slung the rifle, turned to Dahkal, and saluted. “My duty in this matter is done, Emperor.” 
 
    Dahkal returned the salute and motioned for Regal to step aside. Regal did so without another word, and Dahkal approached the crowd, who’d remained silent through the entire execution. “This dark deed is done.” 
 
    He ran his hand down the flat of the blade, coating his palm with blood, and held it out for all to see. “Their blood is on my hands, while yours remain clean. I intend to keep it that way for as long as I sit on the throne. I swore on the night of my choice of succession that I didn’t want to begin my imperial reign in blood. It seems I was destined to do so, whether I wanted to or not.” His eyes tracked over the many faces in the crowd. Some were nodding, others remained still, and a few had tears running down their cheeks.  
 
    “Too much precious Sheingalian blood has been spilled in these last months. Too many family members have gone on to the next life before their time. If we continue this path, we’ll be the cause of our own extinction. Let it end here.” He indicated the heads on the stage. “Let their lives be the last taken at this awful point in our long history. From now on, let us put forth the effort to rebuild our great empire. I want peace on Shien for all. I want every Sheingal to thrive and do well in whatever they seek to do in this life. You’re free to make your own choices again. Help me keep it that way.  
 
    “I’m not here to simply rule over you, to dictate your lives, or to enslave you as my brother believed he had the right to do. Instead, I’m here for you. It’s my duty, and my honor, to serve and protect the beings of Shein.” 
 
    He raised his voice a bit more. “To the family members of the recently departed prisoners, I want you to know that I’m sorry for your loss. Truly, I am. If any of you wish an audience with me, it will be granted. As you all know, the palace has been reopened to the public. As my father before me, I think of you all as my equals, and you’re always welcome. Now, go. Return to your lives, and let us begin the healing process.” 
 
    More murmurs from the crowd could be heard as they scattered in all directions. Dahkal slowly turned and walked back to where Ryan, Reuan, his mother, and the others waited. As he did, he made sure to hold his tail up and not step on or kick any of the heads on the platform. He didn’t want to be disrespectful to the dead, even if they had been convicted of treason and mutiny. When he reached them, Shaelan reached up and caressed his cheek with a worried look on her face. Ryan reached out and reassuringly squeezed his arm. Dahkal gave them a small smile. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’ll be fine. It had to be done. Let’s get back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wind licked at Dahkal’s neck as he stood in the lush green grass of the atrium. Representative Garlog stood with him and appeared to be enjoying himself. All around them, Sheingal citizens milled about, looking at the fountain, laying in the grass, and smelling the flowers, while hatchlings chased each other. 
 
    “It has been several hundred years since I was last here,” Garlog said. “It is always a fresh breath of air to see an empire embrace the everyday beings as yours does. I hope you continue to do so in the future.” 
 
    “I plan to,” Dahkal replied. “How was your shuttle ride down?” 
 
    Garlog nodded. “Pleasant. Your Kroogen pilot is quite skilled.” 
 
    “You mean Brawlt,” Dahkal said with a grin. “Yes, he’s an exceptional pilot, and a dear friend of mine.” 
 
    “You seem to have made a lot of friends through recent events,” Garlog said as he leaned over the stone wall of the fountain. He reached down and ran a hand over the surface of the water. “Harmon Tomeral, to name one.” 
 
    Dahkal smiled and nodded. “Yes, I’d certainly consider Harmon to be my friend. As a matter of fact, I intend to call him as soon as you’re safely on your way home. Did everything go smoothly with the gate?” 
 
    “The gate is in excellent condition and is ready for use,” Garlog answered, “but before it is activated, there are a few things I would like to discuss.” 
 
    “And those are?” 
 
    “Well, six of them would be the Devastator-class ships you have in orbit,” Garlog said and pointed to the sky. “What do you intend to do with them? As far as I knew, the Sheingal decommissioned the last ones and stopped building them after the genocide incident.” 
 
    “We did,” Dahkal answered, “until Gortal commissioned those six to be built. He intended to use them to conquer neighboring systems and expand the empire. When I took over as emperor, I considered destroying or dismantling them, but when I thought about all the hours of hard work, blood, scales, and tears that my fellow Sheingal put into building them… I couldn’t do it. It would be like spitting in their faces. They were driven like slaves to accomplish them.” He shook his head. “I won’t have their hard work wasted like that. No, instead, I intend to set them up like defensive stations. They’re designed to destroy armed space stations and slow-moving ships like dreadnoughts and super-dreadnoughts. If our system is ever invaded, we’ll be able to use them for defense.” 
 
    Garlog nodded. “I can understand your reasoning. However, I must inform you that a new law is going to be put into place very soon that will directly affect your ability to use those ships. This law will strictly prohibit the use of kinetic weapons for planetary bombardment. Doing so will result in an automatic gate closure, the same as using a nuclear weapon. I’m sure, given the past of your race, you can understand this new law.” 
 
    “I do,” Dahkal said with a nod, “and I agree with it. I can assure you I’d never use those ships for such a thing, even if the new law wasn’t being put into place.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Garlog replied. “The other thing is, I understand you used chemical warfare during your attack on the palace. Is this true?” 
 
    Dahkal bobbed his head side to side. “Yes and no. We used a new chemical mix that eats through nearly anything. The only thing it didn’t seem to dissolve was dirt. We’ve dug up and tested the areas it was used in and made sure it was safe. There are no lasting issues, and soon the grass will regrow in those sections.” 
 
    “You do understand that chemical warfare is what got the Grithelaon gate closed, don’t you?” Garlog asked. 
 
    Dahkal thought for a moment then asked, “Is it illegal to use acid in war?” 
 
    “No,” Garlog replied. “It is not considered a weapon of mass destruction like the disease the Grithelaons developed.” 
 
    “What about using large amounts of flammable liquids?” 
 
    “Again, no.” 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “Then The Last Cocktail isn’t illegal, either. It’s actually more stable than acid and isn’t even flammable. It’s also not a weapon of mass destruction. You’d literally have to coat an entire planet in it for it to kill everyone. Seems a bit impossible to me.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Garlog hummed in thought. “You have a point. Understand, Emperor, I am bringing all this to your attention for your own benefit, not to chastise you on your methods. I simply do not want to open your gate, only to have to close it again. Aside from that, I believe the galaxy would be much better off with the Sheingal out in it again.” 
 
    “I’m not offended, Representative,” Dahkal replied. “Quite the opposite, in fact. I appreciate your openness and the information. You have my word of honor I won’t let the sins of our past repeat themselves. Our gate will remain open until the last Sheingal takes their last breath in this life.” 
 
    “Very well,” Garlog said. “I will open the gate to the public. May good fortune find you and your kind, Emperor Dahkal.” 
 
    “And you and yours, Representative Garlog.” 
 
    Garlog gave Dahkal a shallow bow of respect, which Dahkal promptly returned. The Bith then ambled back toward the shuttle craft, where Brawlt patiently waited in his single-lensed sunglasses. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dahkal settled down into the comfortable chair in his new bedroom. Despite it having been Gortal’s room previously, he was happy with it. It had been their grandfather’s before them and was very spacious. He had, however, replaced every bit of furniture in the room. The large comfortable chair was quickly becoming his favorite of it all. He entered a few commands on his slate, and it was soon answered. 
 
    “Dahkal!” Harmon Tomeral shouted. “Talk to me, my friend. How are things going?” 
 
    “Hello, Harmon,” Dahkal said with a grin. “Everything’s going well. I wanted to call you myself and inform you the Sheinrah gate is officially open, and you’re most welcome at any time.” 
 
    “Well, how about that,” Harmon said with a smile. “I can’t wait to get out there and check the place out. I bet you guys have all kinds of things we can learn. Frost, that steel you guys have alone is insanely awesome. When Nathan and his Bolts got back a few days ago, he showed me the new mechs you built for him. Insane!” 
 
    “Wait,” Dahkal said, cocking his head to the side. “A few days ago? They should have gotten back weeks ago. Harmon, it’s only a two-day gate journey back to Salvage. They left here three weeks ago.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged with a half-smile. “Well, you know how things go. You make plans, and then something happens, and the whole thing goes to squat. It’s a long story that I know Nathan would love to tell you over some Krishta or a beer. I’ll make sure he comes along when I come out to visit.” 
 
    Dahkal laughed and shook his head. “Sounds like a plan. So it’ll probably fall apart.” 
 
    “Probably.” Harmon chuckled. “So, on a more serious note, thanks for letting some of your warriors come back with Nathan. He said they were a huge help along the way home. He also said to consider them a good faith gesture in hopes of some sort of military exchange program. Does that mean Sheinrah might be interested in a Mutual Defense Pact with Salvage?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dahkal hummed while tapping a finger on his bottom lip. “The idea is intriguing.” 
 
    Harmon laughed. “I’ll put you down for a maybe, leaning toward yes.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Dahkal replied. “We can discuss the finer details when you arrive. Let me know when you’ll be here, and you’ll all have rooms in the palace.” 
 
    Harmons’s eyebrows shot to the top of his head. “Palace? I wasn’t expecting that! Clip is going to flip his lid. Yvonne told him about the dungeon, and that’s all he can talk about now. He’s going to bug the frost out of you until you let him go down there.” 
 
    Dahkal rolled his eyes and snorted. “Yes, we have a dungeon, and I’m not the least bit surprised Clip wants to go down there.” 
 
    “That makes two of us, my friend,” Harmon said. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Well, I hate to cut the conversation short, but I’ve got some presidential stuff I need to handle. I’ll have Jo-Jo go over the schedule and contact you to set up a visit. I’m really looking forward to it. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry for everything you had to go through. It’s one thing to lose family—trust me I know—but it’s a whole other thing to have to do what you had to. I’m sorry, Dahkal. Really, I am.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Harmon,” Dahkal said. “I don’t have the words to explain the emotions I went through during all of it, only that I know it will, without a doubt, be the hardest thing I’ll ever have to do. If I can get through that, I can get through anything.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Harmon said with a grin. “The power of positive thinking. It’s a real thing, you know. You keep that attitude and frame of mind, and there’s nothing you can’t do. It was good to talk to you, Dahkal. I’ll be in touch soon.” 
 
    “See you then,” Dahkal said with a wave. 
 
    “See ya, buddy,” Harmon said, and the call ended. 
 
    Dahkal propped his feet up on the soft cushion ahead of the chair as he connected the next call. It was only the next of many. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ekon was laying in his throne of grass and leaves when he received a notification from the Bith. The Bith would periodically send out notifications when a new law was put into place, an old law was revised, or when gates were opened or closed. He tapped it, expecting to see a new law had been put into place, but was surprised to see a new system had opened up. Only, the further he read, he realized it wasn’t a new system, it was an old one. A very old one. 
 
    The name of the system was Sheinrah, and the gate hadn’t been on the public directory for more than seven thousand years. Ekon got excited as the possibilities of opportunity flooded his mind. There was no way a civilization could live for so long in seclusion. Surely the inhabitants were long dead, and the system was ripe for the taking. A Human had taken control of the last new system. Ekon still hadn’t figured out how the man had done it so fast and then defended it from multiple invasions. Well, he wouldn’t let this one get away from him. 
 
    Then he saw it. One single word extinguished any and all hopes he might have had of taking the system for himself. “Inhabited.” The system was already occupied by another race. Something called the “Sheingal.” He hadn’t heard of them before, but if the gate had been hidden for over seven thousand years, that wasn’t much of surprise. Below the name was a file with the current basic information. He tapped on it and nearly had an aneurism. 
 
    Front and center, under the title “Emperor,” was an image of the foul beast who’d killed Kubo, nearly killed Murkada, and stolen Ruul out from under him. He sat up and snarled at the screen. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    His breathing became heavy as his heart pounded, and he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. He stood and paced in the grass as he read through the available information. There wasn’t anything about their military capabilities. 
 
    “They’ve been secluded for so long, they probably don’t even have a military to speak of,” he murmured to himself. “No fear of invasion, they haven’t invaded anyone else, no conflict of any kind. What use would a military be to them?” 
 
    Then he remembered the simple frigate that had destroyed Kuba’s ship and the light battlecruisers that had joined the frigate to destroy Murkada’s entire squadron. 
 
    But that doesn’t mean they have an entire fleet ready on hand, he thought, and the frigate was an old Gritloth design that had been overhauled. He must have purchased it when he left his system. But why would he leave his system? Was he an outcast? No, he can’t be. He’s the emperor now, according to the Bith. Logic tells me this race won’t have any sort of capable military. Even if they do have some sort of force, it won’t be able to defend against my entire armada. I have nearly fifty ships to attack with. They’re all Q-ships, but still worthy of combat. Hmm… but what about the gate cost? Taking that many ships will bankrupt me, unless I lock them all together for the trip through alter-reality. That would cut the cost down significantly. But what if I’m wrong about their military capabilities? 
 
    Ekon tossed his slate to the ground in frustration. He had to do something. Revenge had been all he could think about since losing the mines of Ruul, his son, and an entire squadron of ships to this abomination. Now he knew exactly where to find him. All Ekon had to do was attack. He snatched his slate back up and made a call. 
 
    “Murkada,” he barked when the call was answered. “Come to me at once.” He ended the transmission before his son could respond. 
 
    Murkada hadn’t been home from his long mission. After his entire fleet had been destroyed, he and over a hundred Bieratang soldiers had been held by the Raegah government as captives. In order to get them home, Ekon had hired a Hariboon who went by the name Trash Panda to bring them home in his trash hauler. That was the most cost-effective method Ekon could come up with, only Murkada hadn’t arrived in a trash hauler. He’d come through the gate in a small ship outfitted with lasers and missile turrets. 
 
    Apparently, a small Human merc unit had attacked the hauler because the Hariboon owed the Humans credit. They attacked the ship, resulting in the deaths of all the Bieratang on board, save for Murkada and two of his personal guards. In the end, Murkada and Trash Panda were able to defeat the Humans, but lost the two guards in the process. As punishment for the murders of all his soldiers, Murkada had brought the leader to Gohbah and tossed him straight into the mines. However, Murkada had been careful to keep the man sufficiently fed and watered. He’d made it perfectly clear he wanted him to live a long, miserable life. 
 
    Ekon paced back and forth, wearing a path into the thick grass, until Murkada arrived. He bowed and sat in a patch of grass that was untrampled. 
 
    “Yes, Father.” He looked up at Ekon with his remaining eye. The other had been lost in the battle over Ruul, and the empty socket was covered by a patch. 
 
    Ekon stopped his pacing and glared down at him. “The time to claim our vengeance has come, Murkada.” He tossed the slate to his son. 
 
    Murkada caught it and his eye went wide as he read. “This… this is the being who destroyed my ships and killed Kubo.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Ekon replied. “Now we know exactly where he is and who he is. I want to pull our entire force together and hit the system with everything we have.” 
 
    “But… Father, think about what he did with one frigate and a few light battlecruisers,” Murkada said. “If he was able to do all that with so little, what do you think he can do with an entire military?” 
 
    “Didn’t you read the file?” Ekon asked. “They’ve been secluded for thousands of years. No pirates. No invasions or wars. No conflict of any kind. Why would they have a large military presence? No. We need to attack now, before they get the chance to build a proper force. The last thing they’ll expect is an invading force the size of ours.” 
 
    Murkada shook his head. “I don’t know, Father. What if they spent the last few years building a fleet of warships in case they were attacked when they opened the gate? It seems pretty risky. Besides that, can we even afford to take that many ships through the gate?” 
 
    “There’s no reward without risk, Murkada,” Ekon snapped. “And yes, we can afford the trip there. Once there and in control of the system’s assets, we’ll have the credit to return, and then some. From the looks of this being, his race will make excellent slaves. We could sell them on the black market and make ten times what our mines bring in.” 
 
    “There’s no guarantee we’re going to win this fight, Father,” Murkada reiterated. He shook his head, causing his thick, golden mane to sway. “You want to spend all our available credit on a gamble with such a low chance of success? All in the name of revenge?” 
 
    Ekon stopped pacing and looked down at his son with narrowed eyes. The blues and reds of his face got significantly brighter, and he bared his fangs. “Have you no dignity? Do you feel no shame after what he did to you? Do you not care that he’s made our entire race look like fools? This is about more than revenge, cub. This is about respect. If we let this go, no race will ever respect us. We’ll do this, and you’ll do as I order you to. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    Murkada stood from his sitting position and made direct eye contact with Ekon. The act was an insult and a challenge to Ekon’s authority as alpha. In a flash, Ekon struck out, backhanding Murkada in the face, then leapt on top of him and clenched Murkada’s throat in his fangs. Murkada fought back and attempted to push Ekon off him, but Ekon was locked on, and had the advantage of size and strength. After a moment, Murkada ceased his attempt to escape and went limp in submission. 
 
    Ekon considered opening Murkada’s jugular and letting him bleed out. He dismissed the idea after realizing it might take several more pregnancies for one of his wives to produce a male for him. Without an heir, he wasn’t much of an alpha. He held Murkada there for a long moment before violently ripping his teeth away. In doing so, he broke through the fur and partially through the skin, drawing blood. He stood and kept his eyes on Murkada, who remained still and quiet. 
 
    “You’re forgiven your slight this once, Murkada.” He bared his sharp teeth. “Test me again, and you’ll find yourself in the open plains of the afterlife. Now, get up and quit cowering like some weakling. If you’re to be alpha, you must show strength and courage. No Bieratang worth his salt would follow a frightened little cub.” 
 
    Slowly, Murkada pushed himself up to his knees and stood. Ekon noted he was careful to keep his eyes down and his head lower than his own. 
 
    “What are your orders, Alpha?” Murkada asked in a defeated tone. 
 
    “Ready every ship in our fleet. I want them double-stacked for gate travel and prepared to detach the moment we exit alter-reality. How long will this take?” 
 
    Murkada looked off to the side in thought before he answered. Blood ran down his neck and soaked into the collar of his robe. “It’s not a quick process, Father. To do this mission properly—and we do need to do this properly—I’ll need time. It’ll take no less than two days to position the ships. It’ll take another week to properly inspect all systems and supply the ships with food and water. I’ll also need several days to ensure our ground troops are properly armed. The tanks, armored vehicles, and fighters need to be loaded and inspected, as well. If we’re going to war, we need to properly prepare for war. At minimum, I need two weeks. Three would be better.” 
 
    “You have two,” Ekon quickly responded, “no more. In two weeks, I want our fleet headed to this Sheinrah system. Is that understood?” 
 
    Murkada nodded. “As you command, Alpha. The fleet will be ready in two weeks.” 
 
    “Good,” Ekon snapped. “Now go.” 
 
    Murkada, keeping his eyes to the ground, turned and exited Ekon’s dome. Ekon glared at the door for a long time, angry that his sons were such failures. Once they took the new system, he might reconsider killing Murkada. For now, though, he needed him to command a warship. If there was something Murkada could do, and do well, it was command a ship during battle. His loss in the Raegah system had come as a complete surprise to Ekon. But they would win this time. They’d get their revenge—and so much more. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Murkada leaned back against his tree, toes curled in the grass, and angrily scrolled through his slate as he prepared a master supply list for each ship, when his mother Chakra entered his dome. Being the alpha’s heir had its advantages, an entire dome to himself being one of them. He tried to cover up the bite wound on his neck, but was unsuccessful. 
 
    “What happened?” Chakra cried out. 
 
    Murkada shrugged and continued to work on is list. “I got angry and challenged Father’s authority. He won.” 
 
    Chakra sat down in the tall grass next to him, studied his wound, and tsked. “You should actually fight back one of these days.” 
 
    He shrugged again. “He may be insufferable, but he’s still my father, Mother. I’d no sooner dishonor him than I would you. Beyond that, he is the alpha.” 
 
    “You don’t agree with his ways any more than I do,” Chakra argued. “I can see it, even as you try to hide it. Something changed in you on your last mission. Either that, or you’ve always been different and are less capable of hiding it now. Tell me.” 
 
    Murkada turned and looked into his mother’s eyes and sighed. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “It is to a mother,” she answered. 
 
    Murkada harumphed. “Fine, you’re right. I don’t agree with his ways. I don’t want to act like a pirate, swindle clients on contracts, steal, or even continue the slave trade anymore. I want the Bieratang to be a respected race in the galaxy and actually become part of it.” 
 
    Chakra smiled. “You have more of my traits than I thought, Murkada. I’ve been trying to convince your father of this for many years. He won’t listen.” 
 
    “I know, Mother. I’ve heard you on many occasions.” He sighed heavily. “One day his reign will come to an end, and we can rebuild and reshape our place in the galaxy as a race. Until then, we must simply endure.” 
 
    “We won’t be able to do any of that if you all die on this foolhardy mission of his,” Chakra growled. “It’ll ruin us.” 
 
    “The colony will still be here, and those who stay behind,” Murkada retorted. “Perhaps they’ll make a better life for themselves when we’re gone.” 
 
    “Don’t speak as if our lives are forfeit,” Chakra snapped, her eyes intense. 
 
    “We?” Murkada asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes,” Chakra answered. “We. I intend to accompany you on your ship. If both you and your father are to perish, then I will, too. Without you, my son, I don’t have much to live for. I’d rather share your end than mourn it. Will you have me on your ship?” 
 
    “You know I can’t deny you, Mother,” Murkada grumbled. “If that’s your wish, you may come aboard. Who knows? Maybe our combined deaths are exactly what the Bieratang need to change their fate for the better. Perhaps we’re the problem.” 
 
    “It will be as it will be,” Chakra whispered as she caressed the back of his head. 
 
    Murkada nodded and continued to organize his mission. 
 
    Exactly two weeks later, the entire Bieratang fleet of 47 ships exited the Tiengoh System on its way to conquer the Sheingal in Sheinrah. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was shining, the wind was perfect, and the air smelled of freshly bloomed flowers in the atrium as Dahkal took a leisurely walk to clear his mind. All around him, the citizens of Shein were joining him for the beautiful day. After taking over the many duties that were part of being emperor, he understood why his father had spent so much time in the atrium. It was a calming place that could physically relax you. Speaking with the many visitors helped to clear his mind even more than the walk did. 
 
    Dahkal laughed as a hatchling tripped over her tail and tumbled in a heap of pink wings at his feet. He knelt down and gently tickled the tiny talon at the top of one of her wings. She instantly wrapped them tightly around his finger, causing him to smile and laugh again. She lifted her wing a bit and peeked out at him with little fuchsia-colored eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, Emperor Dahkal,” a tiny voice said. “I fell again.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Amalan,” Dahkal said softly. He darted his eyes around like he was checking to see if the coast clear. Amalan’s mother and father smiled from across the atrium as they watched. “I don’t think anyone saw you. If you get up really fast and throw your hands in the air, it will look like you meant to do it. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” came the determined answer. 
 
    “One, two… three!” 
 
    Amalan shot up from the ground like a little pink rocket of Sheingalian fury, threw her hands and wings out wide, and shouted, “Kabloom!” 
 
    Dahkal threw out his own arms and wings and shouted with her, which caused Amalan to go into a giggling fit. They jumped around and pretended to fly for several minutes until her mother called her over. It was time to head home and prepare for dinner. Dahkal bid her farewell, and she ran over to them. They all waved to Dahkal, and he waved back with a large smile. 
 
    Since the battle and becoming emperor, he’d found that his appearance no longer unnerved the rest of Sheingal society. The hatchlings were what had really surprised him. He suspected it was partially due to parents telling them overly exaggerated stories of his prowess in battle and how he’d single-handedly saved their entire race from certain doom. That was true to a point, but he certainly hadn’t done it alone. Without the help of his friends and what was left of his family, he could never have done it.  
 
    There wasn’t enough he could say about those who’d died on that fateful day. He’d honored the dead as best he could, though. They’d been given a warrior’s funeral, and he’d also had every single one of their names etched into a stone memorial in the great hall, the fallen Bolts included. To be recognized in the great hall with the emperors of the past was one of the highest honors in Sheingal culture. 
 
    As the family exited the atrium, Dahkal stepped over to the large fountain that contained the enormous statue of Emperor Razal with his sword pointed to the heavens. He’d stood in this exact spot thousands of times, but, no matter how many times he’d done it, Razal’s statue was awe inspiring. One could only hope to achieve the sort of greatness and leave such a mark on history as he had. Some would say Dahkal had already done so, but he didn’t particularly feel that way. In his mind, he’d only done what was necessary. 
 
    The sound of soft, quick footsteps coming up from behind him pulled him from his thoughts. In an instant, he spun on his heel as Ryan came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    “Trying to sneak up on me?” Dahkal asked with a grin. But Ryan didn’t return the smile. His face was grim with concern. 
 
    “No,” Ryan answered, “just trying not to freak anyone out. Come with me. Fast, but don’t act like anything’s wrong. I don’t want to cause a panic.” 
 
    Panic? Dahkal wondered as he followed close behind Ryan. He kept a pleasant look on his face and nodded to everyone he passed. What could be so wrong that it could cause a panic? 
 
    As he continued to follow Ryan, he realized they were headed straight for the war room. Dread filled him as they reached the door. Inside were Reuan, the newly appointed General Orendal, and Lieutenant Commander Andalan, who was also newly appointed. Admiral Cortal was present via video conference from Razal’s Rage. Monday and Alex arrived with several imperial guards and took up a position near the door. Once in the room, everyone including Cortal snapped Dahkal a crisp salute that he instantly returned. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dahkal demanded 
 
    “A fleet of forty-seven ships just entered the system,” Cortal reported. “As you know, I volunteered to take the first rotation of overwatch at the gate. Twenty minutes ago, the gate activated, and the force entered. Their registration codes are to the Tiengoh System.” 
 
    “Bieratang,” Dahkal growled. 
 
    “Precisely,” Cortal replied. 
 
    “I bet they’re here looking for you,” Ryan said. “When the gate was opened, all the system’s basic information became available, including who’s in charge.” 
 
    “Yours ain’t a face easily forgotten, boss,” Monday interjected. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Dahkal snapped back. 
 
    Monday self-consciously reached up and touched the scar that ran up the side of his face and over to where his ear used to be. “Cheap shot.” 
 
    “Can we get back to the Bieratang invasion, please?” Reuan growled. 
 
    “What do we know?” Dahkal asked. “Admiral, have you been able to communicate with them?” 
 
    “They won’t answer my hails,” Cortal answered. “I didn’t want to open fire on them without your permission.” 
 
    “You don’t need my permission to defend our system and destroy enemies,” Dahkal retorted. 
 
    “I wasn’t yet sure whether they were enemies or not,” Cortal replied. “They haven’t acted in a hostile manner, other than bringing so many ships into the system at one time. Innocent blood is the worst kind of blood to have on your hands. Or so your father told me.” 
 
    Dahkal shot him a glare that could have melted steel before he realized the old admiral was right. He was being stubborn, and Cortal was doing the right thing, while teaching him a lesson at the same time. There was still so much he had to learn. 
 
    He nodded and wiped the look off his face. “Apologies, Admiral. You’re right.” He looked at the wall opposite Cortal’s screen, which contained a layout of where Gortal had ordered the defensive spheres to be laid. “Is this defensive sphere layout up do date? It doesn’t look like any have been removed yet.” 
 
    “They haven’t,” Reuan answered. “The main focus has been on getting the space stations up and running. The spheres were of little concern in comparison. Besides, they do add a lot more protection for times like this. It’s a vast tactical advantage. I recommend we leave it like this permanently.” 
 
    “If they don’t answer our hails, there won’t be any spheres left,” Dahkal said. 
 
    “Or Bieratang,” Ryan added. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Monday huffed. “I’m sick of dealing with them. Seems like every time we turn around, they’re attacking us. Let the spheres blow them to bits.” 
 
    Dahkal snorted. “As much as I agree with the both of you, I can’t do that. I have to at least give them a chance to turn around.” 
 
    “Always a fair fight with you,” Ryan quipped. “Always.” 
 
    Dahkal reached out and tapped a claw on the handle of Ryan’s katana. “The honorable way.” 
 
    Ryan growled and bared his teeth. “I hate when you do that. Stop pointing out when I’m being irrational.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned at Ryan’s mannerisms. The man had been spending so much time around the Sheingal he was starting to act like them. He turned to Reuan. “Open up a hailing frequency. Make it video. Let’s see if I can get them to talk.” 
 
    Reuan activated the call. 
 
    “Attention Bieratang vessels!” Dahkal shouted. “This is Emperor Dahkal. Welcome to the newly reopened Sheinrah System. It would appear that you’ve brought forty-seven warships into our wonderful system. I’d appreciate it if you’d state what you intend to do with those ships.” 
 
    A large Bieratang with dark brown fur and a thick golden mane appeared on the screen next to Cortal’s. His teeth were barred in a vicious snarl. The blue side ridges of his snout and the red center stripe running the length of his muzzle and covering his nose and lips were blazingly bright. 
 
    “What do I intend to do with them?” Ekon yelled. “I intend to destroy you, Dahkal! I intend to have my vengeance for my dead son! I intend to regain the respect I lost when you stole my mines! I intend to decimate your planet and claim what’s left in the name of the Bieratang! I intend to enslave and sell your kind to the highest bidder and live out the rest of my life in luxury! 
 
    Monday snorted. “Like I said before, they’re like angry little nightlights.” 
 
    Reuan shot him a look that would have killed a lesser man. 
 
    Ekon fixed his furious glare on Monday. “You dare to mock me, Human? I’ll have you breaking your back in a stone quarry until your dying breath, and I’ll leave your carcass to rot in the sun and be scavenged by the beasts of the wild!” 
 
    “That all sounds quite unpleasant and horrifying, Alpha Ekon,” Dahkal said. “It is Ekon, isn’t it?” He was reading a slate. “According to the Tiengoh records, Ekon is the current alpha of the Bieratang. Murkada is the heir, correct?” 
 
    Ekon ground his teeth together so hard, Dahkal heard it through the call. “Of course I’m Ekon!” he shouted. 
 
    “All right,” Dahkal said with a nod. “Now that I know who I’m speaking with, let me explain something to you.” He placed both palms on the large table and leaned toward the screen. His voice dropped, low and menacing. “If those are your true intentions, all you’ll find in Sheinrah is the sound of your ships being blown apart, the screams of your fellow Bieratang as they die painfully, and the eternal icy embrace of the void. Death is all that awaits you here. Turn back now if you place any value on your life and the lives of those who follow you.” 
 
    Ekon’s eyes narrowed, and he shook with anger. “Your empty words don’t faze me. I’ve brought forty-seven warships, and while you may attempt to put up a fight with the miniscule force of 5 ships you have on overwatch, we’ll destroy them with minimal loses.” 
 
    “Bahahahaha!” Cortal’s bellowing laughter erupted though the comm. “You boast of a fleet composed of pieced-together Q-ships, altered haulers, and very few actual warships as if they can stand up to the might of the Sheingalian warships? I ask you, Alpha Ekon, did you run a proper scan on my current squadron? Do your scanners even work as they should? If they did, you might have noticed I’m in a dreadnought and accompanied by two light battlecruisers and two missile frigates. I don’t exaggerate when I tell you that these ships alone could wreak havoc on your fleet.” He paused before adding, “And if the emperor sees fit to give me the order, I’ll gladly do so. This is not the place to come and make threats such as you have, Alpha Ekon. This. Is. Sheinrah.” 
 
    “How dare you speak to me in such a manner!” Ekon shouted. “I will…” 
 
    “You will do nothing!” Dahkal roared. 
 
    Ekon snapped his jaw shut and glared at Dahkal. 
 
    “The admiral speaks the truth, Ekon,” Dahkal said, his voice much calmer. “I’d venture to say he kept it modest. However, it’s not Admiral Cortal and his ships you need to worry about right now. It’s my defensive spheres. You see, you’re headed straight into a tunnel of death. There are four thousand defensive spheres about a day ahead of you.” He checked his slate. “Yes, about a day. At the rate of speed you’re going, you’ll need quite a bit of time to turn your fleet over and slow before you reach the point of no return. They’re very widely spread, and there’s no way for you to escape them. Split your forces, try to go under, over, around, it doesn’t matter. The missiles have guidance systems that’ll find you. Once you pass a certain point without the proper security codes, the missiles will launch, lock onto your ships, and destroy you. There are twenty missiles per sphere. Do the math, Ekon. Do you think your forty-seven ships can survive an onslaught of eighty thousand missiles?” 
 
    Dahkal straightened and crossed his massive arms over his chest. “And, even if by some miracle you managed to slip by the spheres, you’ll never defeat more than 120 Sheingalian warships.” He grinned like a savage. “That doesn’t include the hybrid warships, gunships, and fighters. You’ll be destroyed, Ekon, one way or another, unless you turn back right now. Turn back and go home. I’ll even pay the gate fees for your entire fleet. I’ve honestly had my fill of blood for now. It’s been a rough year. But if I have to destroy your entire fleet to protect my own beings, then so be it.” 
 
    “Take the offer,” a new voice said over the comm. 
 
    “Who’s this?” Dahkal asked. There was no image to go with the voice. 
 
    “I’m Murkada, Ekon’s heir. We’ve met before.” 
 
    “Get him on screen,” Dahkal ordered. A moment later, a Bieratang wearing an eyepatch appeared on a third screen. 
 
    “Heyyy,” Monday and Alex said simultaneously with fingers pointed at the screen. 
 
    Murkada nodded to them. “I remember you two as well. You treated me and the other prisoners with decency and respect, and I thank you for that. At the time, my pride and spirit were too broken to voice it, though I tried when you transferred us to the government of Raegah.” 
 
    “That’s why you stopped in the doorway,” Monday said, then waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t mention it, man. You guys were already beaten. No sense in making it worse.” 
 
    Murkada nodded respectfully. “Father, we should take his offer and return to Gohbah. There’s nothing here for us. Please, listen to reason. Check your instruments. Do you not see the spheres on the radar?” 
 
    “I see nothing of the sort,” Ekon snapped, “and I see no fleet of over a hundred ships, either.” 
 
    Murkada shook his head in dismay. “I’ve been telling you our scanners are obsolete for years now. My ship is the most updated, and I can’t see the fleet either, but I do see the spheres.” 
 
    “No!” Ekon shouted. “He’s lying. They fear us! No massive fleet awaits us, and no system has four thousand defensive platforms, or spheres, or whatever he wants to call them. It’s all a ploy to get us to turn around because they know we’ll destroy them!” 
 
    “This is just getting sad,” Ryan blurted. He slapped his hand to his mouth and looked at Reuan. She rolled her eyes. He dropped his hand and said, “Dude, the Sheingal are a race of warriors. They live, breathe, eat, and drink war. What do you think they did while they were hidden away for seven thousand years? Sit around and get fat and lazy? Hell, no. They continued to train, build badass warships, and bulked up their defenses. You couldn’t touch this place even if you had two hundred Q-ships. It would get even worse if you made it to the ground.” He pointed at Dahkal. “Do you even see this guy? His entire genetic structure is pure freaking predator. He would literally rip you to shreds. Now, do you really want to take on millions of Sheingal just like him? I don’t think so. You don’t have the troops or the firepower to hold this planet, much less win the actual fight. Face it, pal. You’ve bitten off more than you can chew, and you’re choking on it right now.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” Ekon shouted and slammed both fists down on his armrests. Spit flew from his lips, and he snarled and continued to pound on his chair. “You insolent little wretch! I’ll skin you alive and wear your skin as a robe!” He hit a button on the small screen attached to his command chair. “All ships, increase speed and make for the planet! We go to war!” 
 
    “You’ve sentenced them all to death,” Dahkal stated flatly. 
 
    “You should be ashamed of yourself,” Murkada said, his voice deeper than before. “You dare to call yourself our alpha, yet you make decisions like this? Do the lives of those who follow you mean so little compared to your need for vengeance and wealth?” He shook his head. “You’re no longer fit to lead, Father, and I’ll follow you no more.” 
 
    Murkada hit a button on his own screen. “Attention all Bieratang ships, this is Murkada. As Ekon’s heir, I find him no longer of sound mind and unfit to lead us. I won’t order my ship and those who crew it to their deaths in this ridiculous crusade. I’m going to take Emperor Dahkal up on his offer and go home. Any captains out there who wish to join me are most welcome. You won’t be thought of as cowards, but as heroes who put their crews ahead of the pride of a leader gone mad.” 
 
    Murkada turned to someone off screen and ordered, “Begin the turnover process, slow our momentum, and get us en route back to the gate at impulse speed.” Murkada turned his attention back to Dahkal. “I take it you’ll keep your word?” 
 
    “On my honor,” Dahkal replied with a nod. “You’re free to go, as are any who follow, and I’ll pay the gate fees.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Murkada replied with his own nod. “In my father’s grand moment of stupidity, he spent every credit we had left on the gate fee.” He checked his screen. “If my readings are correct, at the speed we were going, by the time we’re able to turn, slow, then reach the gate at impulse, Ekon and whatever ships remain will have gone past the point of no return.” 
 
    “Sir,” Cortal said, “it appears twenty-one other ships are also turning over. Including Captain Murkada, it looks like twenty-two ships will be heading back to the gate.” 
 
    “Take no action unless you’re fired upon,” Dahkal ordered and gave Murkada a pointed look. 
 
    “Understood,” Cortal replied. 
 
    “Coward!” Ekon shouted. “You’re a coward and no son of mine if you run away! Anyone who follows you is a coward! The Bieratang do not fear battle, nor do we believe the lies of those who would deceive us!” His connection abruptly cut. 
 
    Reuan and the Sheingal comm tech tried to get him back but failed to do so. After about thirty minutes, Dahkal called in Hunai, who was also unsuccessful. 
 
    “He appears to have completely cut off his comms,” Hunai reported. “I can find no issue with our equipment, nor with theirs.” 
 
    Over the course of the remaining day, no other ships showed signs of retreat. Any and all attempts at communication went unanswered. Even Murkada tried. He begged and pleaded with his father and the other captains to see reason and abandon their mission. In the heat of the situation, no shift changes were made. Many officers came to both Dahkal’s war room and Murkada’s command center, but every officer stayed. By the time Ekon’s ships reached the point of no return, eight empty Krishta pots sat on the war room table. 
 
    When there were only twenty seconds left on the countdown, Ekon’s voice returned over the comm. His voice was eerily calm. 
 
    “Now we’ll see who the fools truly are, Dahkal. Once I pass this threshold and prove you a liar, I’ll come and destroy all that you hold dear. You’ve now cost me two sons. For that, you’ll pay dearly.” 
 
    As the communication ended, all twenty-five incoming ships entered the beginning of the spheres’ funnel. Thirty seconds later, the spheres’ missiles were launched. The internal guidance system of each missile locked onto the nearest ship and set a collision course. 
 
    For a brief time, the comms came back to life with the horrified cries and pleas for mercy. Captains begged for the missiles to be deactivated, crew members screamed to be saved, but one voice above all stood out. 
 
    Ekon spoke in a resigned tone full of regret. “You were the best part of me, son. Now you’re all that’s left.” 
 
    The comm died as the missiles impacted. The ships’ shields failed almost instantly. Before long, the missiles were impacting chunks of steel rather than pieces of ships. There was next to nothing left when the explosions finally ceased. In a matter of minutes, twenty-five warships were reduced to little more than space debris. 
 
    “Only a quarter of the spheres launched,” Reuan reported. “The fleet didn’t make it far enough into the system to be picked up on the others’ sensors.” 
 
    Even at only a quarter of the spheres launching, there had still been twenty thousand missiles launched at the fleet. That was more than enough. The chance of anyone surviving was less than zero. Nobody spoke for a long time. 
 
    Finally, it was Murkada who broke the silence. “He said I was the best part of him.” 
 
    “I suspect he meant it,” Dahkal said, his tone sincere. 
 
    “It’s a shame he had to be looking into the eyes of death to say it,” Murkada said. His voice was heavy and cracked a bit. “It would’ve been nice to hear under more normal circumstances.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “I understand how you feel, Murkada. The loss that is. I recently lost my father as well. He was killed by my own brother, whom I killed in turn.” 
 
    Murkada’s head shot up and his eyes grew wide. “What?” 
 
    Dahkal took a deep breath. “It’s a long story, one that should be told in person, and not over a video feed.” 
 
    Murkada cocked his head to the side. “Is that an invitation to return and hear the story?” 
 
    All eyes were on Dahkal as he stood in silent thought. Finally, he said, “Are you and I going to have a blood feud? Ultimately, I’m responsible for both your brother and father’s deaths. I could’ve deactivated the spheres today, and I could’ve gone after Kuba’s engines rather than destroy his entire ship.” He narrowed his eyes and his tone steeled. “Are you sure this is a place you want to come back to? Am I really someone you want to associate with? Think long and hard about your answer.” 
 
    Murkada didn’t appear to have to think long or hard. “No, there will be no blood feud. And yes, I believe I’d like to come back here and associate with you.” He sat silent for a moment, then leaned back in his chair. “You and I seem to have more in common to bond over than we do to fight over. I’ve just inherited the role of leadership for an entire race. You’ve recently done the same. We’re both far too young to have the proper experience to rule as well as we should, though I have a feeling you’re much older than I am.” 
 
    “You don’t even know the half of it,” Ryan interjected. Dahkal looked at him and chuckled. 
 
    Murkada nodded. “Yes, I believe I would like to come back and hear that story, Emperor Dahkal. If you’d have me.” 
 
    Dahkal thought for a moment. “What about the policies the Bieratang hold on slavery, piracy, and the numerous other illegal and immoral activities they’re involved in?” 
 
    “I can answer that,” a female voice said from behind Murkada. 
 
    A female Bieratang stepped into view. She turned to Murkada and lowered her head. “If the alpha will allow me to speak.” 
 
    “You may,” Murkada responded. 
 
    She turned back to Dahkal. “I’m Chakra, beta of the Bieratang. My son here has yet to take a wife, so I still fill that role. For many years, I’ve tried to convince Ekon to end slavery on our planet and begin taking our role as a mercenary race seriously.” She placed a hand on Murkada’s shoulder. “You seem like a race that holds honor in high regard.” 
 
    “Very,” Dahkal replied. 
 
    “Good,” Chakra said. “That’s what we aspire to become and to be seen as. We can learn much from you. The answer to what we’ll do about our policies is simple. We’ll abolish them. We’ll free all the slaves when we return and do our best to make their lives better. They’ll be free to leave, or to stay if they so choose. Those who stay will be given proper lodging and nourishment. When I tell you we want to change, I mean it with every fiber of my being. I hate what we’ve become.” 
 
    Murkada stood suddenly from his seat and pointed a finger in the air. “There’s one exception to this.” He approached the screen, and all that could be seen was his face. “There’s a man in the slave mines, Ron Karnage. He won’t be freed. Ever. His last breaths will be taken as a prisoner on Gohbah. He’ll pay for what he did, and he’ll suffer the entire time. I’d kill him, but death is too gentle a punishment for his crime.” 
 
    Dahkal could see that Murkada was set in this and wouldn’t budge. “What’s his crime?” 
 
    “Murdering over a hundred prisoners of war returning home.” Murkada’s eyes narrowed, and he bared his teeth. “Back to Gohbah.” 
 
    Suddenly Dahkal understood. “A story that’s not suited for a video conference?” 
 
    Murkada simply nodded. 
 
    “Very well.” Dahkal turned his attention to Admiral Cortal. “Send the appropriate funds to the gate for Murkada’s ships to return to Gohbah.” He looked back at Murkada. “I’ll send you an invitation soon. I believe you’re right that we have much in common and can help each other as we both grow as new leaders. I look forward to our next meeting being much more pleasant than our previous experiences.” 
 
    “As do I,” Murkada answered. “I look forward to your invitation.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded to Cortal, who sent the funds to the gate. Murkada and his ships entered their coordinates and exited the system. There was a collective sigh of relief throughout the entire war room. Everyone immediately showed their exhaustion and leaned on chairs, the table, and some even slid down the wall and sat on the floor. 
 
    “I’m going to go to sleep for a week,” Monday grumbled from the floor. 
 
    “I’ll see your week and raise you another,” Ryan responded. He waited for a witty comeback, but when he looked, Monday had already fallen asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryan stood between Dahkal and Reuan as he studied his new mech. Monday, his soon to be instructor, was walking around and inspecting his own new mech. ‘Samurai-1,’ his call sign, was etched across the chest.  
 
    Ryan’s was twelve feet tall and crafted from the Sheingalian steel. The left outer forearm had a built-in energy shield. The right outer forearm was mounted with a six-barreled kinetic minigun. 
 
    The left shoulder sported a large kinetic railgun. On the right shoulder was a missile rack that would hold eighteen small Sheingalian missiles. They were small, but powerful, and they had the same navigation systems built in as the defensive spheres. The missile rack was also detachable. Once emptied, Ryan would be able to remove it for better maneuverability in battle. 
 
    The last weapon the mech had to offer was one of last resort, or just for fun, whatever was more relevant. Fastened to the spine of the mech by an electromagnet was a seven-foot-long katana. Its blade’s edge was a microscopic white Galacus crystal that could cut through nearly anything. But even that wasn’t the most peculiar thing about the mech. 
 
    Ryan turned his head to the side and narrowed his eyes as he tried to figure something out. 
 
    “You look confused.” Reuan stated. “Is it not to your liking?” 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “No. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “They have heads,” Monday answered for Ryan. “Mechs don’t have heads.” 
 
    Monday’s mech stood next to Ryan’s. It was much the same as it had been before being almost completely destroyed. He still had the minigun, railgun, and retractable claws. The difference now was the missile rack on the other shoulder, and that it was now built of Sheingalian steel. Etched on the chest in black was his call sign, ‘Earshot.’ 
 
    “Yeah,” Ryan agreed as he looked at the head of the mech. It resembled an ancient samurai with its helmet and war mask on. “I’m trying to figure out what it does, besides look really cool.” 
 
    “It doesn’t do anything,” Reuan replied with a smile. “It’s a solid piece of steel seamlessly forged with the upper body.” 
 
    “So, it has no purpose?” Ryan asked. “What’s the point in that?” 
 
    “I said it didn’t do anything, not that it didn’t have a purpose,” Reuan replied. “When you want to kill an enemy immediately, what do you do?” 
 
    Monday let out a quick laugh. “Shoot them in the head.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dahkal agreed. 
 
    Reuan look at Ryan, patiently waiting for him to understand.  
 
    Ryan’s eyes widened when he realized what he was missing. “Oh! I get it. It’s a distraction. They’ll be aiming at the head because they’ll think that’s where my head is, or that there are vital bits in it. But it’s just a solid piece of steel. So while they’re aiming for that and wasting time and ammo, I’m safe. It’ll give me time to take them out while their attention is in the wrong place.” 
 
    “That’s pretty slick,” Monday said, clearly impressed. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Let’s go see what these babies can do!” 
 
    “Later,” Dahkal answered. “Right now, we have guests arriving. It’s time to go up and greet them.” 
 
    “Awww,” Monday whined. He waved his hands at the mechs. “But… toys, new, shiny, needs scratches and stuff.” 
 
    “Man,” Ryan also whined, “I wanted to use the giant katana. There’s a tree out at the edge of the property that’s just begging for it.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “I don’t know why I keep giving you two dangerous things to play with. No scratching the brand-new equipment, and no cutting down trees. Most of them are older than me, and some predate this palace. Now come on. The shuttles should be landing now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sun was high as the shuttles set down in a semicircle on the newly grown grass beyond the main stairs to the palace. Rejuvenating the ground had been a painstaking job for the groundskeepers, but they’d done a fantastic job. You couldn’t even tell a major battle had been fought there recently. Dahkal had chosen the location as the landing zone because he wanted his visitors to have a full view of the palace on the cliff and Bregnata. They were breathtaking, and he was quite proud of them. Plus, it didn’t hurt to throw a bit of shock and awe at visiting diplomats. Dahkal didn’t fancy himself a politician, but he could play the game a little bit. 
 
    He was dressed in his black, formal armor and wore his black crown. At his side hung his sword, and on his right thigh was his kinetic pistol. Ryan wore his formal kimono with his katana on his side and a pistol in the waistband. Reuan, despite their mother’s disapproval, wore her own formal armor. As she was the imperial prime commander, she now had the choice of what to wear to formal meetings. She wore pistols on her hips and carried her spear. Monday, Alex, Brawlt, Hunai, and Ranga wore the uniform of the Emerald Dragons and were also armed. Shaelan and Maran wore flowing robes and carried no weapons. Jobal wore the armor of the imperial guard commander. 
 
    For his loyalty to Shaelan and his help in rescuing her, he’d been promoted. He was also now her full-time personal guard and protector. Dahkal thought something might be blossoming between the two, but he wasn’t going to ask. It wasn’t his business. All that mattered was that his mother was happy and well cared for. She and his father had been deeply in love and lived happily together. Draktal wouldn’t want her to be alone for the rest of her life. He’d want her to move on and enjoy life. So, Dahkal stayed out of her affairs. Jobal seemed to be an honorable being. If he wasn’t, he and Dahkal could have a few words, but Dahkal doubted it would ever come to that. 
 
    Behind Maran and Shaelan were the four new council members. They fidgeted with their clothing, attempting to smooth out wrinkles that didn’t exist. Dahkal wasn’t sure whether they’d armed themselves or not. Likely they had. Twenty imperial guards backed the entire group and were armed to the teeth. Literally. 
 
    Dahkal grinned as the first group of passengers exited their shuttle. A very large Leethog in combat fatigues, boots, and armed with a rifle and a large knife stepped out first. Behind him came several soldiers with flashing blue tattoos across their faces. Big John looked back and nodded. Harmon Tomeral, Evelyn Stacey, Clip Kolget, and Zerith Farnog exited the shuttle. Behind them came another group of armed Bolts. 
 
    “Remember,” Dahkal said, looking pointedly at Ryan and Monday, “this is an official visit. You will act accordingly.” He fixed his eyes on Ryan. “You’re the first samurai of Sheinrah. Conduct yourself as such.” He turned to Monday and the other Emerald Dragons. “You represent the leadership of the emperor’s mercenary company. You’ll also conduct yourself as such. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor!” they chorused. 
 
    Dahkal narrowed his eyes at Ryan and Monday. “I’m serious, you two. Mind your tongues.” 
 
    “Did Ginger not come with them?” Dahkal asked, looking back down at Ryan. 
 
    “No,” Ryan answered. “She said she’s going to get a ride here with her sister. I guess she surprised her with a visit.” 
 
    “I didn’t know she had a sister,” Dahkal admitted. 
 
    “Yup,” Ryan said. “I don’t know much about her, only that her name is Raven. She showed up in Space Brakes with that Hariboon we saw in there a couple times. They go way back, I guess.” 
 
    “Raven,” Dahkal repeated. “Interesting name.” 
 
    “I heard of a chick named Raven,” Monday said, “but she’s a super badass mercenary nobody wants to mess with. Owns and operates Daughter of Slaughter. Heard she’s a little coo-coo, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard stories about her,” Ryan said. “Thankfully, there’s no way that’s her. Can you imagine dating the sister of someone like that? Feel sorry for that poor sap.” 
 
    “Probably end up in a steel box floating through space,” Monday added. 
 
    The shuttles now had their doors open, and the occupants were steadily exiting. Most of them were armed guards, then the true guests followed behind them. 
 
    “Is that a fox?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “Fox?” Dahkal responded. 
 
    “The furry thing with two tails,” Ryan said, jutting his chin at one of the shuttles. 
 
    On the ramp stood three figures surrounded by at least twenty others. They were of average height, had pointed ears, long muzzles, fur, and did indeed have two tails. The one in the center, a female, flicked her ears in their direction. The sudden motion caused her multitude of earrings to glint in the sun. 
 
    “Remember what I said two seconds ago about minding your tongue?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “You should remember more thoroughly,” Dahkal chastised. “They’re the Kitsoonay from Shippo. Like the Sheingal, they’re a warrior race. The gray and white female whose ears just flicked our way is Seynaa, head of the Tama Clan. You’ll notice she only has one tail. She lost the other in battle while saving a Human child. The silver male with the constant scowl is Clan Leader Fenrin. The young female to the back left of Seynaa is her daughter. I understand she goes by the name Jinx.” 
 
    Jinx flicked her ears. Golden earrings flashed in the light. The tips of her ears were dyed pink, and her tails were also dyed bright colors. One was purple and the other teal. She stood, hip cocked to the side, arms crossed, tails flicking as she studied them with a mischievous smirk. Dahkal had a sneaking suspicion Jinx could be more than a handful and had caused her mother many sleepless nights. 
 
    “Seynaa has an adopted Human daughter as well, the Human she lost her tail saving. Recent events, I was told, left Kailey exiled from the planet and unable to attend today. My understanding is it would have caused tension between the clan leaders. The point I’m getting to is—they’re listening to every word we say.” 
 
    Seynaa’s muzzle curled up on one side in a smirk identical to her daughter’s. 
 
    Ryan’s posture snapped straight. “Oh.” 
 
    “As I said,” Dahkal continued, “they’re a warrior race, a cunning and formidable one. Their fighting style is elegant and graceful, but every bit as deadly as the brutal technique of the Rincah. The blades you see on their hips rival even your katana. And, like your katana, their blades must be earned. They’ve come here in hopes of hiring some of our ships and ground forces. Their planet was under occupation for a time, and they’ve just freed themselves. Their plan is to fortify and rebuild. I believe the Sheingal can assist in this by contracting out some of our ships and warriors. The Kitsoonay is a culture worthy of preservation and protection.” 
 
    Seynaa gave Dahkal an almost imperceptible nod. He returned it. 
 
    “Can we afford to send out troops and ships?” Ryan asked. “Won’t that diminish our own forces to keep Shein safe?” 
 
    “Not likely,” Dahkal answered. “We have a larger military now than ever recorded. I was amazed at how many young Sheingal chose to remain in the military instead of being released.” 
 
    “Being given a choice makes all the difference,” Monday said. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dahkal replied. “That, and now that the gates are open, we’re sending forces out into the galaxy for the first time in millennia generations. They want the opportunity to see what’s out there. By doing it with the military, they can go on the empire’s credit and get paid, too. It’s a win-win. The five ships, ground troops, and the exploration ship Knowledge left the day before yesterday to fully study Ruul and back up the other ships. The scientists are just as excited as the warriors are.” 
 
    “It’s astounding how much you know about other races,” Ryan said, bringing the conversation back to Seynaa. “I’ve never even heard of the Kitsoonay, but you seem to know all about them. 
 
    Dahkal shrugged. “When you study most of them for the better part of a hundred years, it’s not that big a deal. The recent stuff Seynaa explained to me on our call. The bit about her tail came up when I gave her the short version of everything that just happened with my father and Gortal.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ryan said, “then tell me about them.” He pointed to the larger shuttle to the right of Seynaa’s. “Never seen them before, either.” 
 
    “Serpentes,” Dahkal answered. “The one in the center is Queen El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    “Giant snakes,” Monday said. “The queen looks like a cobra. Very cool.” 
 
    “The Humans with her,” Dahkal continued, “are President Juan Frazier of Gieliv and also the leader of Neithea, Zameeh. Queen El’Jyiurma is currently rebuilding her navy after much conflict. She came here in hopes of building trade for materials and such things. The large constrictor and vipers behind her are her guards. The Serpentes are yet another formidable race, one that’s certainly to be respected. Their attitude toward Humans wasn’t exactly the best for a long time, but the race has been working hard to do away with such xenophobia, as her companions can attest to.” 
 
    Before anyone could ask, Dahkal pointed to the two shuttles to the right of Harmon’s. “The taller, thinner winged being you see surrounded by drones is Queen Rathell of the Krift. The shorter, rounder winged being hovering at the shuttle next to her is Queen of Queens Vellerith, the queen of all Nilta.” 
 
    He pointed to the shuttle with the Rincah. “There, you have President Charles Norris of the Rincah. He prefers to go by Chuck. With him is Captain Dustin Rogers, both friend and sensei to Big Jon.” 
 
    “Norris, Norris, Norris,” Ryan murmured. “Hey! I know that name. I watched all those entertainment videos when I was a kid. I heard the only person to cry when Chuck Norris was born was the doctor. Never slap Chuck Norris!” 
 
    Monday shook his head, and Dahkal shrugged. 
 
    “What’s with the Human names?” Monday asked. 
 
    “When a Rincah comes of age, they choose their own name,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    Captain Rogers looked over at Big Jon and jutted a large horn in Dahkal’s direction while saying something. Big Jon grinned and nodded vigorously. Captain Rogers grinned back at him, turned to Dahkal, looked him up and down, then turned back to Big Jon and nodded. 
 
    “In the center shuttle,” Dahkal said, “is Anthony Toller, the president of Bentwick. It doesn’t take much to figure out why he’s here.” 
 
    “Ship sales,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Ship designs,” Dahkal corrected. “Engines and powerplants, to be precise. He won’t get them, though. Sheingal energy technology, engine design, and the real Sheingalian steel will stay here. They’re not for sale. It does us no good as a warrior race to sell the secrets that keep us above the rest.” 
 
    “What about Harmon?” Monday asked. “You gave him and Mike and Mike all that stuff.” 
 
    Dahkal sighed. “I did, but Harmon’s a special case. He was there in a time of need and promised not to use the information I provided them with. I believe him to be a man of good moral character, and I honor and trust him. As for the steel in their mechs, they can’t replicate it. However, if Salvage were to come to me and inquire about real Sheingalian steel, a deal very well might be made. But only with Salvage.” 
 
    “Looks like the Leethog queen is here, too,” Ryan said, looking at the shuttle to the left of Harmon’s. There were about thirty Leethog guards surrounding three female Leethog with shiny tiaras on their heads. Big Jon was systematically looking over their surroundings as well. A few times he yelled out formation corrections to the guards. They quickly corrected their mistakes. 
 
    “She is,” Dahkal replied. “The older female Leethog is Queen Layelltilaarnot. You all know Princess Kylatilaarnot to her left. To her right is Princess Juliatilaarnot. Queen Layelltilaarnot has come simply to build relations with a newly opened system. That’s my goal with every system leader here. I want to lay the groundwork for long-term relationships. Trade, mercenary contracts, military exchange programs, simple commerce, and simply to make new friends and allies for the Sheingal. I saw the endless possibilities when we were in Salvage. There’s no reason Sheinrah can’t flourish as well. Unfortunately…” 
 
    Ryan looked to the far right and grinned. “One of these things is not like others,” he sang. 
 
    Dahkal looked, then sighed and shook his head. “What an idiot. Come on. Let’s go teach Murkada a valuable lesson.” 
 
    As one, Dahkal and his entire group, imperial guards and all, headed for Murkada’s small shuttle. It looked old and worn out. He’d also arrived on a small converted ship rather than one of his large warships. Behind him stood his mother Chakra. Chakra also served as the Bieratang beta, as Murkada had no wives. 
 
    Murkada was wearing purple robes lined with golden trim. A golden sash was tied around his waist and over his shoulder. Chakra wore a matching set of robes. Murkada noticed Dahkal’s group headed his way and stood taller with his shoulders squared. 
 
    “Glad to see you made it,” Dahkal said as he came to a stop about a meter from Murkada’s ramp. “Let me ask you something. Are you the bravest leader in the galaxy, or just plain stupid?” 
 
    Chakra looked absolutely appalled. Murkada’s eyed widened, and his jaw dropped. “I… uh… we… excuse me? This is the first real face to face meeting we have, and this is how you greet me? I expected better after our last interaction, to be perfectly honest.” 
 
    Dahkal shook his head and sighed. “I’m not trying to be insulting, Murkada.” He stretched out one of his wings and waved it all the other shuttles. “Do you notice anything about all the other world leaders that’s different from you?” 
 
    Murkada studied them, then shrugged. “They’re all different races?” 
 
    Dahkal closed his eyes and breathed deeply in an attempt to not make a condescending remark. He’d been spending too much time with Ryan and Monday. “No, Alpha Murkada. They all have large security forces with them for protection, and most, if not all, are carrying weapons themselves.” He patted the pistol on his thigh. “See?” 
 
    “But you invited me here,” Murkada argued. “Why would I come here expecting a fight? Why would I feel the need to arm myself if we’re both seeking friendship and not war?” 
 
    “Yes, I did invite you here,” Dahkal responded. He pointed at the other shuttles again. “But they didn’t. Many of them harbor ill feelings toward the Bieratang. I told you in advance there would be other planetary representatives here, and to come prepared.” 
 
    Murkada looked over at the Kitsoonay representatives. They were looking at them with expressions of disgust. The Rincah had much the same demeanor. “All right, but we’re changing our ways. I’ve already made many drastic changes, including freeing all the slaves, save for the one prisoner. I’m here, aren’t I? I’ve got a whole speech planned and everything to outline the future of the Bieratang to all of them. I want allies just as much as you do.” 
 
    “That isn’t the kind of prepared I was talking about,” Dahkal responded. “I meant your personal safety, Murkada. Use your head. You’re a world leader now, and in charge of an entire race. A mercenary race at that. From the moment your father died, you became a political target of opportunity. Going forward, there’ll always be someone who wants you dead. It doesn’t matter how good a leader you are, or how much better you make your race as a whole. You need to protect yourself. Every single other leader here is surrounded by protective forces, for good reason. They knew you were coming. What if one of them decided to assassinate you?” 
 
    Murkada didn’t immediately answer. “I suppose I’d have been in a pretty bad situation.” 
 
    “You’d be dead,” Dahkal said. “End of story. All because you thought it was a good idea to come to a system you don’t know and meet with a group of other strangers, unarmed, and without security. Stupid. Plain and simple. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to convince all those actual presidents and queens to show up? They wanted to send delegates in their stead because it’s dangerous. Fortunately for me, Harmon Tomeral vouched for my honor and good nature, and assured them they would all be safe. I also made it clear to come prepared however they saw fit. And they did. All except you, anyway.” 
 
    “It never even crossed my mind,” Murkada admitted. “I was too worried about not looking like a threat to you.” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “We’re 3 and 0 against the Bieratang, Murkada. In case you forgot.” 
 
    Dahkal shot him look that would have wilted flowers. Ryan quickly looked at the ground, then back to Murkada. “My apologies, Alpha Murkada.” His voice was more dignified, and his expression apologetic. “I was out of line with my statement.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Murkada huffed. “Apology accepted. In any case, you’re right, on all accounts. I’m a complete fool. If this were any other system, I’d likely be a dead fool.” 
 
    “It’s a learning experience,” Dahkal said. He turned to Reuan and held out his hand. “Come on, hand it over.” He looked at Jobal and said, “Call ten more to this location.” Jobal immediately got on his comm. 
 
    Reuan groaned and pulled a laser pistol from her belt. She handed it to Dahkal reluctantly. Dahkal took it, then tossed it up to Murkada. He caught it, and recognition immediately showed on his face. 
 
    “Yeah,” Reuan said. “It’s one of your models. I made some adjustments to the frame and increased the power. Improved the trigger function, too. If you want, I can give you the new schematics so you can produce them and replace your older models. To be honest, it was garbage before. I’ve got a rifle as well.” 
 
    “Hey!” Monday shouted. “That’s mine!” 
 
    “Tough,” Reuan snapped. “I lost mine. You lose yours.” 
 
    Monday scowled and shook his head. “You suck.” 
 
    Ten imperial guards marched up from behind them, formed up, and snapped to attention in front of Dahkal. Dahkal looked up at Murkada, who was still at the top of his ramp. 
 
    “These ten imperial guards are now under your command during your stay here. They’ll protect you at all times.” He turned to the guards. “You’ll protect Alpha Murkada with your very lives, just as you would do for me. Under no circumstances is he to be harmed in any way. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor!” the guards shouted. 
 
    “Then take your positions.” 
 
    The guards immediately surrounded the area around Murkada’s ramp, each of them surveying the area. Even if Dahkal himself had tried to kill Murkada, they would’ve stopped him. He gave Murkada a final nod, then walked to stand in the center of the gathered officials. All eyes were on him. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming on this day of days. For the first time in over seven thousand years, the emperor of Sheinrah will host the leaders of multiple systems and worlds. We shut ourselves off from the galaxy in fear of what we could do to it. I believe it’s time for us to focus on what the Sheingal can do for the galaxy. It’s my hope to establish various types of trade, contracts, and hopefully forge strong bonds with all of you.” 
 
    He spread his arms and wings wide. The mesmerizing iridescence of his black scales gleamed brightly in the sunlight. He was deadly and beautiful, and everyone stared at him in awe. He grinned with pride. Pride in himself, pride in his race, and pride in the empire. The galaxy would once again know their name. 
 
    “Welcome to Sheinrah!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # #  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    About Nick Steverson  
 
      
 
      
 
    Nick Steverson is your everyday, blue-collar liquor vendor. He’s been in the alcohol industry for 15 years now. Using his Class-A CDL, he delivers wine and liquor from Pensacola to Tallahassee, sometimes even all the way down into Apalachicola. He takes as many opportunities as possible to write what the voices in his head are saying to him. Since he was young, he has always wanted to write a book, but never took the time to actually sit down and do it. His wife and children were always the first priority, leaving little time for much else. Inspiration to make the time to do so came from his father one night after sending a text about an idea about a race of characters for his books. The last answer he expected to get was, “Write it,” but that’s exactly what he got. So, he did. Sometimes all it takes is a little nudge in the right direction, and the story writes itself. He has multiple publications in the Salvage Title Universe, including multiple novels and short stories. Additionally, he has short stories in the Four Horsemen Universe, Starflight Universe, and The Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other titles by Theogony Books at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Meet the author and other CKP authors on the Factory Floor: 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/461794864654198 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Did you like this book? 
 
    Please write a review! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    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, Audio, 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 Signal Out of Space:” 
 
      
 
    Day 4 of Training, Olympus Mons Academy 
 
    I want to make something clear from square one: we were winning. 
 
    More importantly, I was winning. Sure, the whole thing was meant to be a “team effort,” and I’d never say this to an academy instructor, but the fact of the matter is this: it was a race and I was in the driver’s seat. Like hell I was going to let any other team beat us, experimental squad or not. 
 
    At our velocity, even the low planetary grav didn’t temper the impact of each ice mogul on the glistening red terrain. We rocketed up, plummeted down, and cut new trails in the geo-formations, spraying orange ice and surface rust in our wake. So much of the red planet was still like a fresh sheet of snow, and I was eager to carve every inch of it. 
 
    Checking on the rest of the crew, I thought our tactical cadet was going to lose her lunch. I had no idea how the rest of the group was managing, different species being what they are. 
 
    Of our complement of five souls, sans AI-assist or anything else that cadets should learn to live without, Shin and I were the only Humans. The communications cadet was a Teek—all exoskeleton and antennae, but the closest to familiar. He sat in the copilot seat, ready to take the controls if I had to tap out. His two primary arms were busy with the scanning equipment, but one of his secondary hands hovered over the E-brake, which made me more anxious than assured. 
 
    I could hear the reptile humming in the seat behind me, in what I registered as “thrill,” each time I overcame a terrain obstacle with even greater speed, rather than erring on the side of caution. 
 
    Rushing along the ice hills of Mars on six beautifully balanced wheels was a giant step up from the simulator. The design of the Red Terrain Vehicle was pristine, but academy-contrived obstacles mixed with natural formations bumped up the challenge factor. The dummy fire sounds from our sensors and our mounted cannon only added to the sense of adventure. The whole thing was like fulfilling a fantasy, greater than my first jet around good ol’ Luna. If the camera evidence had survived, I bet I would have been grinning like an idiot right up until the Teek got the bogey signal. 
 
    “Cadet Lidstrom,” the Teek said, fast but formal through his clicking mandibles, “unidentified signal fifteen degrees right of heading.” His large eyes pulsed with green luminescence, bright enough for me to see in the corner of my vision. It was an eerie way to express emotion, which I imagined would make them terrible at poker. 
 
    I hardly had a chance to look at the data while maintaining breakneck KPH, but in the distance, it appeared to be one of our surface vehicles, all six wheels turned up to the stars. 
 
    The lizard hummed a different note and spoke in strongly accented English, “Do we have time to check?” 
 
    The big furry one at the rear gruffed in reply, but not in any language I could understand. 
 
    “Maybe it’s part of the test,” I suggested. “Like a bonus. Paul, was it hard to find?” 
 
    The Teek, who went by Paul, clicked to himself and considered the question. His exoskeletal fingers worked furiously for maybe a second before he informed us, “It is obscured by interference.” 
 
    “Sounds like a bonus to me,” Shin said. Then she asked me just the right question: “Lidstrom, can you get us close without losing our lead?” 
 
    The Arteevee would have answered for me if it could, casting an arc of red debris as I swerved. I admit, I did not run any mental calculations, but a quick glance at my rear sensors assured me. “Hell yeah! I got this.” 
 
    In the mirror, I saw our large, hairy squadmate, the P’rukktah, transitioning to the grappler interface, in case we needed to pick something up when we got there. Shin, on tactical, laid down some cannon fire behind us—tiny, non-lethal silicon scattershot—to kick up enough dust that even the closest pursuer would lose our visual heading for a few seconds at least. I did not get a chance to find out what the reptile was doing as we neared the overturned vehicle. 
 
    I had maybe another half-k to go when Paul’s eyes suddenly shifted to shallow blue and his jaw clicked wildly. He only managed one English word: “Peculiar!” 
 
    Before I could ask, I was overcome with a sound, a voice, a shrill screech. I shut my eyes for an instant, then opened them to see where I was driving and the rest of my squad, but everything was awash in some kind of blue light. If I thought it would do any good, I might have tried to plug my ears. 
 
    Paul didn’t have the luxury of closing his compound eyes, but his primary arms tried to block them. His hands instinctively guarded his antennae. 
 
    Shin half fell from the pivoting cannon rig, both palms cupping her ears, which told me the sound wasn’t just in my head. 
 
    The reptile bared teeth in a manner too predatory to be a smile and a rattling hum escaped her throat, dissonant to the sound. 
 
    Only the P’rukktah weathered this unexpected cacophony with grace. She stretched out clearly muscled arms and grabbed anchor points on either side of the vehicle. In blocky computer-generated words, her translator pulsed out, “What—Is—That?” 
 
    Facing forward again, I was able to see the signs of wreckage ahead and of distressed ground. I think I was about to ask if I should turn away when the choice was taken from me. 
 
    An explosion beneath our vehicle heaved us upward, nose first. Though nearly bucked out of my seat, I was prepared to recover our heading or even to stop and assess what had felt like a bomb. 
 
    A second blast, larger than the first, pushed us from behind, probably just off my right rear wheel, spraying more particulates and lifting us again. 
 
    One screech was replaced with another. Where the first had been almost organic, this new one was clearly the sound of tearing metal. 
 
    The safety belt caught my collarbone hard as my body tried to torque out of the seat. Keeping my eyes open, I saw one of our tires—maybe two thirds of a tire—whip off into the distance on a strange trajectory, made even stranger by the fact that the horizon was spinning. 
 
    The red planet came at the windshield and the vehicle was wrenched enough to break a seal. I barely noticed the sudden escape of air; I was too busy trying, futilely, to drive the now upside-down craft… 
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   Excerpt from “Cherry Drop:” 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” 
 
    A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path. 
 
    The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced. 
 
    Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.” 
 
    Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.” 
 
    Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward. 
 
    After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife. 
 
    Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased. 
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers. 
 
    Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them. 
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