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    In a controversy, the instant we feel anger, we have already ceased striving for truth and have begun striving for ourselves. 
 
    Abraham J Heschel 
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    “At last!” Her voice was soft, light in the thin air of the chamber. As dim as the area might have been, there was no shortage of the light in her eyes. The wait had been long indeed, but her time in the shadows was finally coming to an end. With the arrival of the one, she could at last set things in motion.  
 
    “How many times?” she whispered, recollecting the number of instances where she had wanted to approach the chamber in which now she stood. Her arms straightened out over the crystalline console and her head dropped between her shoulders. She exhaled, blowing out between her lips, savoring the moment. The thousands of attempts that had all met with failure at one point or another. She had made a conscious decision to not keep an accurate count when her twentieth scenario had imploded, almost literally. “How many times and how long?” The woman shook her head, removing the urge to answer her own inquiries. In the fullness of things, it did not matter. She knew for certain that she needed to be a student of history to keep from repeating it. Anything beyond that measure of respect gave way to obsession and ultimately distraction.  
 
    Her head came up and she looked at the last rod to be inserted into the console. “It is time, my gracious Lords and precious Ladies.” Her right hand slowly moved to the top of the crystal and her smile grew brighter. It took very little pressure to get the clear crystal rod to descend into the console, and the slow building of light inside the giant crystal construct was expected. As it grew in brightness, the figure stepped back from the console and took hold of another rod; one that had been at her side since before she came to this place. Red light shot from it, mixing in with the growing light of the console. For a time it too turned red but slowly became white again. 
 
    “Awaken,” the woman commanded, returning the rod it its sleeve. “Awaken, and take back what has always been yours!” 
 
    The floor shuddered and the woman’s head looked around in wonder. She combed back her long, thick, white hair and strained her eyes to see as the format of the walls began to change. What looked to be a seam formed in the middle of one wall, and the room trembled as the one wall became two. In moments, the four-sided room was six-sided and on its way to becoming eight-sided.  
 
    Light shot from the console down to the floor beneath the niche where the console had been carved. The shaft of light maintained a fixed width, reaching a crystalline pod wedged into one of the new corners. The pod took in every erg of the light, beginning to glow itself... or rather, the humanoid form inside the pod started to glow, slowly beginning to move around inside the pod.  
 
    A smile crossed her face, witnessing the awakening of an entity. She knew of their power, or the lower limits thereof, and it tickled her. To be creatures of incredible capability, they were like children at the moment; weak, naïve, and vulnerable. Another emission of light came from the console, striking another pod. The shell of the first was shattered; a slender female fist hammered through the crystal. 
 
    “This task has been resolved,” the woman said, smiling down as three subsequent beams were emitted, initiating the change inside of three more pods. The number of pods that received light was barely one-tenth of the total number of crystalline cases scattered throughout the chamber, but that was to be expected. The woman knew there would only be a few brought to this form of consciousness by what she had done. “At least for the moment, my work here is done! 
 
    “The shadows await,” she thought as she walked out of the chamber before the three-meter thick doors would shut behind her. She reached for the hood of her black cloak. Her fingers and thumbs ran down the conservative silver lining of the hood, locking it into place as she made her trek from the chamber. “I must take my place in the audience... and let the players work their craft.” 
 
      
 
    “Khiea,” the female said as her head came up through the shell and she opened her eyes. It would be more accurate to say that she lifted the lids from over her twin seeing-crystals as they received the light of the room. Her metallic voice did not echo, it was repeated by the chamber in the same intonation and pitch. At every sound she shuddered, straining to keep her eyes open. The crystals changed color as they continued to take in the energy in the light. She lifted her head to look up. As a male fist came through the shell of another pod, doors in the ceiling of the room began to open, revealing a large crystal glowing with power. Her eyes changed color as she gazed up at the power storage unit, and it responded by changing colors to mimic her eyes. When both points turned black, white light shot from the female’s chest to the large crystal. It returned the measure, but at over ten times the capacity. The woman shuddered once more and when the delivery was complete, she closed her eyes, pressing her lips together. 
 
    “Cak,” the male announced and his voice was also repeated by the chamber. He was followed by Tilu, Naf, Poma, and Boj as each one of them went through the same process. When the last burst of light was received from the storage unit, the six looked at one another and then back up at the large crystal. Something was very wrong. 
 
    “Where is Eesa?” Khiea asked. Each one of their eyes glowed with light, but for barely a second. 
 
    “She has been violated,” Cak announced. “Another has taken her form and fouled her body. She cannot form here. Not on this awakening.” 
 
    “One who calls herself Xaythra is the one who has prevented Eesa,” Tilu added. “She inhabited our sister, believing her power was much like that of our Sister Star.” 
 
    “An unhinged goddess,” Naf informed, taking his left hand to touch his right arm. The living metallic skin was intact, but his body had not formed as it should have. He was weaker than the others, thinner and more frail. A moment of concentration and he could see his celestial body being siphoned, fed upon, and it had affected this representation of his essence. “But I do not sense a malicious intention so much as a lack of awareness.” 
 
    “If Eesa cannot form, we should allocate her birthing power to Naf,” Poma suggested. “He too has been violated, though not to the same degree as Eesa.” 
 
    “I concur,” Boj added as he stepped from his pod onto the floor of the chamber.  
 
    “There is no disagreement,” Khiea declared as she looked up at the storage unit. The others looked up in unison and their eyes all began to change colors again, signaling the crystal to deliver the last of its power. Another blast fell to Naf and he went from being slightly smaller than his brethren to over twice their stature. His skin looked more like glass than metal, and light shone from the center of his chest. A small star had been created inside of him and with that power came greater knowledge and capability. He closed his eyes to take in the power as the others looked at one another. Without a word spoken, it was decided. Khiea would be their leader, the Conductor of their Chorus, and Naf would be their Baton.  
 
    “Much has happened since we last looked upon ourselves and our flocks,” Khiea announced. “Much has passed since last our voices were heard in this body.” 
 
    “But we cannot recall why we slept,” Boj added, closing his eyes when the doors to the storage unit thundered closed. Nearly depleted of its power, it would once again begin the process of collecting light, knowledge and cosmic essence. “We should not speak until the veil has been lifted.” 
 
    “There is no disagreement,” Khiea stated, turning to face Naf. “You must go to Eesa’s celestial body and see what has happened to our sister. Our eyes can only see so much from this place.” 
 
    “That too is in error,” Tilu added. 
 
    “Agreement,” Khiea replied. “We will acquire knowledge before we take action. There is no disagreement. Baton, you are dispatched.” 
 
    “I understand and obey!” Naf said as he ascended from the floor at the speed of light, shooting through the ceiling of the chamber in neutrino form. It would not be long before he was at the place the light recipients had labeled Tau Upsilon. 
 
    “While our Star Brother investigates this matter, let us look to the light and see what we and our unformed brethren have done in the absence of these forms. What have the Stars told these sub-forms?” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    She opened her green eyes as her lungs filled with air. She was breathing again, sitting up quickly from the rocky surface upon which her body had been laid. Her blue hair blew in the breeze as the small field of atmosphere was beginning to disperse. She did not need oxygen to exist, but Xaythra was not about to let her emotions lead her to yet another irrational decision, only to find herself disciplined like some petulant child who had lost sight of their place. She looked around and engaged her control over gravity to keep the remaining air around her. She had been deposited on a floating rock in space, but she had not been abandoned alone. The Legerian had seen to it that she could not simply fly off after him… not unless she wanted Hanvashi to perish.  
 
    “I couldn’t care less about Gregoran,” she thought. 
 
    “This has so little to do with what you think!” a voice spoke softly to her as an image slowly began to take shape in front of the would-be goddess. It began, but it did not finish, remaining only as a dark gray blur of light and chaos. Xaythra did not need to see who was speaking, she could tell by the sound and presence that accompanied the voice… it was her creator, her mistress! It was Neve! “The cost of your continued education begins to wear thin on me, Xaythra. No matter what the others may come to think of you, it was my power that brought about your creation.” 
 
    “I remember, Neve,” Xaythra said, lowering her head and her tone. 
 
    “All too late, I’m afraid,” the image replied. “Who gave you leave to take action against Freund?! On second thought, don’t answer that. I and whomever you might mention are both better off with me not knowing. Suffice to say that because the encounter was so poorly handled, our first best stride has been undone! My plans have been spoiled, and I must now engage a contingency.” The image started to fade and Xaythra bowed before its power.  
 
    “Whilst I collect myself, child, do what you can to make amends. I have not yet decided what I will do with you because of this. Endeavor to brighten my perspective!”  
 
    In an instant, the presence was gone, leaving Xaythra with her thoughts, fears, and frustrations. Without having another target to receive her rage, Xaythra thought of Austin and the way he had treated her. 
 
    “You have cost me much, Legerian. Yet you were right about one thing: as immortals, there is no need to rush. Make no mistake, cretin, I will have my revenge!  
 
    Do you hear me, Legerian?” she spoke softly, knowing the mysterious Austin received every word. “Another time!” 
 
    “I would be lying if I were to say that I wasn’t looking forward to our next encounter, goddess,” a whispering voice responded and her hands clenched tight, causing the asteroid to quake. “Until such time, however, might I suggest you monitor those your current form imitates? Trust me on this Xaythra, you will find it difficult to keep power over us until you come to have an understanding of what we are. But that’s just my opinion, entity to entity. Ciao, bella!”  
 
    Xaythra looked at the stars, feeling the presence that had been monitoring her slowly slip away like a soft breeze. With Baron Zoll and the High Priest Gregoran still unconscious, she was, in effect, quite alone. She looked at the planetoid and tried to isolate a single vector of gravity. The objective was to increase the isolated line of force while negating all others. The Legerian had left her in quite a position and she was much weaker than she had estimated. She had to use her hands to guide her mind and her power. 
 
    Before she had created the effect she was looking for, the large rock in space started to move, but very slowly, and only with a concerted effort did it manage to pick up some velocity. Xaythra knew to collect ice and debris along the way and use them to sustain her two followers. 
 
    Her lips curled in anger, the muscles in her body taut with anger and the strain of her toiling. “Another time, indeed,” she thought as the planetoid accelerated. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The Observation Chamber was one of Austin’s favorites. It was a place where he began the approach to omniscience with the thousands of devices he had scattered throughout the Rims. The particular planetoid Xaythra now used as her cosmic chariot was just another one of his more clever constructs. It had been made from his ship and was therefore part of his provincial pantheon. While she remained on it, he could control the level at which Xaythra could employ her abilities, and monitor her without her notice. 
 
    The Legerian put his hand to his lips and allowed his eyes to squint in consideration. Virgil walked into the room, carrying a serving tray with a hot cup of tea already prepared.  
 
    “Well, that was certainly unexpected,” Virgil said as he set the tray down. 
 
    “To say the very least,” Austin muttered his agreement. “What have we stumbled across on this passing, my confidante? The fledgling goddess is one thing, but this... this is a bend in the road that was not originally on our maps.” 
 
    “Are you lost?” 
 
    “Interesting inquiry. It would be complete delusion not to consider how greatly this latest encounter changes things. The would-be goddess bows to another.” 
 
    “The god of a god!” Virgil exclaimed. “I just love it when we find ourselves in the middle of something–” 
 
    “The one to whom Xaythra was speaking was no deity,” Austin declared as he continued to ponder what he had just witnessed.  
 
    “...new.” Virgil finished, speaking flatly as the news surprised him and explained why Austin was so deeply invested in his thoughts. A moment of thought and Virgil gasped, placing his fingertips to his chest. “The little bitchlet was duped again?!” 
 
    “She certainly was,” Austin said as he directed Virgil’s attention to one of his many screens. “And thank you for the tea,” he added as he reached for the cup and saucer. 
 
    “You know you’re always welcome,” Virgil said, half-distracted as he looked at the readout in the upper left-hand corner of the screen. “MannA?! That image was some sort of spell?” 
 
    “Look at the scale of the MannA intensity recorded,” Austin directed just ahead of taking a sip of the tea. His eyebrows lifted over his eyes, sweetly surprised at the lemon flavor. “Excellent as always.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I especially appreciate the change in the flavor. It is a very welcome surprise.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Virgil replied, as he frowned. “I don’t want to sound stupid here.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Austin argued before taking another sip. “No, what you’re seeing should be confusing. Our lessons in MajiK have not reached this level. That is nearly sentient energy in that expression.” A soft beeping noise came from another screen and Austin quickly set down his saucer. “A-ha!” he barked loudly, nearly making Virgil jump in surprise. “And that is the point of origin of the casting!” 
 
    “The Outer Rim?!” Virgil identified as he too looked at the screen. “But that’s the Shaded Sector! No one knows what’s there! Or are you about to make further argument that we should change your name to ‘no one’?” 
 
    “I was still a divine gopher when I waded into that part of space,” Austin said as he folded his arms. “Or should I say… the original version of me was a gopher back then.” 
 
    “That long ago?!” 
 
    “Yes, and not nearly long enough!” Austin quickly added. “Some things are better off unknown. And somehow, our little goddess is wrapped up in their endeavors. We will need to accelerate our plans with Imani and Cobalt. Now is not the time to be without allies!”  
 
    “I did not know we were without any,” Virgil commented. 
 
    “In this case, my friend, one can never have too many!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Not the quarry, but the chase. Not the trophy, but the race.  
 
    Proverb 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.11) 
 
      
 
    Everything had its time, place, feel, flavor, scent, sight and sound; she had come to know that much. Though she had arrived at the taproom by way of her own two feet, she did not need the memory of the experience to know where she was. The lights were low… by choice, not that too much was going to cut through the thick cigaro smoke in the area. The tune that kept the place from falling silent was somewhat lively but not necessarily memorable. The sudden sharp and dragged notes revealed it was either a bad recording of the original piece, or a substandard connection with the Grid. Either way to cut it, the same result came to mind: a cheap proprietor just far enough from anything IA that they did not have regulators hassling them over keeping their place within specifications.  
 
    Smoke was blown in her face but she did not blink, finishing the adjustment of her cards before she sighed and glanced at the heaping of credits at the center of the table. Her crystal blue eyes came up from her Kings and she spied the bar-back carrying his oversized tray to the bar where more drinks waited for him to ferry out to the customers. She frowned at how thin he appeared, suffering from what appeared to be malnutrition. The young boy did not hold her gaze long and he quickly set himself to the task of working for his pay. She sighed again and shook her head. 
 
    “You got problems, Blondie?” the Ardrian inquired, not really at all interested in the answer so much as he was fixed on the game. “We all hear you breathing over there, but you’re not doing much in the way of bettin’!” 
 
    “It just seems criminal, that’s all,” she replied, looking at her stacking of credits. “I mean what; it’s been five hands in a row since male hands have taken a pot? I feel like I should call those Maggots.” Two of the players quickly turned their heads for the door, looking for any sign of the Magistrates for the Interplanetary Amalgamation; affectionately referred to as Mags or Maggots. 
 
    “Kinda jumpy, those two,” she noted. “And since one of them’s my goose for this run, I think it’s time to place the last bet! 
 
    “Did I say those Maggots?” she asked, smiling at the other players. “I meant the Maggots.” A very bright smile flashed as she gestured toward the table. “And what are we betting anyway? Squids?” She looked hard at her cards and tilted her head to the side. “Are these asterisks?!” she asked, looking across the table at a Terran male who could not understand how he was cheating and still losing so badly. 
 
    “Hearts!” the Ardrian snapped, getting more annoyed at the way the woman played cards. Like most Ardrians, however, he had little to say, as there was simply no arguing with results. “The bet is hearts!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, looking more intently at her cards. “Sure as hell doesn’t look like a heart! I’ve had to cut out a couple, and neither one of them looked like that. I’d even go so far as to say these cards were racist for making the heart red. Everybody knows when you cut into a Bralkian, the last thing you see is red blood… even if they just ate a Terran!” 
 
    “Their blood is blue, sometimes purple!” the Ardrian yelled. “But here the hearts are red and they’re the suit of wager, and it’s your freakin’ bet!” 
 
    “Oooohh,” she cooed. “Aren’t you all big and bad?! All swarthy and sweaty, playing with Valentines! Easy boys, the man-ness around here is choking me!” she said, waving her free hand in front of her face. The Ardrian had heard enough, but the slender man to his left had taken a hold of the large man’s shoulder. Without looking at who had touched him, the Ardrian took in a deep breath, lowered his eyes to the table and breathed out slowly. 
 
    “Bet, or forfeit your hand,” the dark-haired man said calmly. “Please.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up for a moment as she sat up in her chair. She moved a couple of her cards and cleared her throat. “Well, since you added the majik word, I think I will bet.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the Ardrian said softly. 
 
    “I bet thirty track-scan units,” the young woman said with a big smile, slapping the table. 
 
    “Thirty what?” the slender man, who seemed to be the Ardrian’s keeper, asked, looking just as puzzled as most of the players. Two players in particular had heard what she had said and were more than a little curious. 
 
    “Thirty credits,” she replied matter-of-factly as she smiled at her cards. 
 
    “That’s not what you said,” the slender man said, and she wondered if he was a Truebreed. Ardrians were seldom kept in line by anything other than their own kind. The difference in the name was used to designate what field of service the party in question had taken to. An Ardrian was, in some capacity, a soldier. A Truebreed was of the same race, but they had made their living outside of the militia, and usually outside the Ardrian System. “You said track-scan units.” 
 
    She shuddered, but only slightly as the gaze on her cards went from soft to stern. “I did?” Her peripheral vision was sharp, and it was easy for her to see her goose moving his right hand to his side. The other player who had been baited by her Maggot comment swallowed hard as his eyes darted across the table.  
 
    “If those two are together, ‘bright eyes’ over there is not ready for prime time. The five at the bar, on the other hand,” she thought as she could see the largest of the five in the reflection of the napkin dispenser. If she were being honest with herself, the young woman knew she would eventually have to thank her Malgovi stick-in-the-mud for the advice of faking sneezes in order to shift one’s eyes. She had done so at the very beginning of the game, locating several means of looking around the room without turning her head. But dishonesty was much like diplomacy – it too began at home. There was little chance a ‘thank you‘ would come from her lips to his ears... though it had been a considerable amount of time since she had been in contact with her Engineer, trusted gun/blade, and overall muscle. Given his ability, the woman concluded that she needed to be more worried about herself than him. All she had to do is learn how to worry!  
 
    “All of them just stopped drinking,” she thought. “… and four of the five are eyeing my goose. He must be the trigger-man. That means the others are just thugs. We’re about to see if they’re well-paid, too… and if he got fair-market value!” 
 
    “Yes you did,” the Ardrian stated as he turned to look at the dark-haired man that was the woman’s goose. “So just who are we buying these things off of? You or her?!” 
 
    “Did not see that coming!” the woman said, lifting her foot up to the edge of the table and pushing with all of her strength.  
 
    The table came up as she fell back. As soon as her back met with the ground, her other leg swung over her body to pull her into a backward-rolling somersault. The Truebreed, the only true card player, the bright-eyed scared man, and the goose were either blinded by the sudden explosion of cards and credits, or the quickly-moving table. The Ardrian had already dropped his cards and reached to his side, using his left forearm as a shield against the cards and credits. He was up and out of his chair as the woman rolled to her feet.  
 
    The young woman’s head started to come up as the Ardrian cleared his holster and fired his weapon. A patron screamed in fright and pain as the round tore through his shoulder. The woman’s face held a smirk as she was already in a hurdler’s split and rolling back into the screaming crowd. The Ardrian leveled his weapon, but he did not fire. The woman was fast, and there was too great a chance his next shot would find another witless target.  
 
    “Cut off the exits!” the dark-haired man yelled as he stood up. He stared into the screaming crowd, looking for any sign of the woman. He estimated that her blonde hair would be the easiest characteristic to spot. 
 
    “Don’t bother, Kallbren!” the woman shouted, giving name to her goose, as she stood up and charged for the wall furthest away from the overturned table. She had a chair in her hands; her head and shoulders jerked unexpectedly as she ran. She had been under fire before this day and it showed; she was not an easy target to line up. “I do my own exits!” She jumped up and over three patrons as she sharply thrust the chair in front of her body and through the glass of the window. The frame of the window caught the Ardrian’s second shot, just missing over the fast-moving form. “Woo hoo!” the woman cried as she fell out into the alley. 
 
    “After her!” Kallbren commanded. 
 
    “That’s my mating call,” she whispered, feeling a small cut on her left cheek. She brushed the bits of glass from her clothes. “Yeah, it’s a real cheap bastard who owns this tub. Can’t even spring for the clean-break glass. Glad I’m wearing my jacket!” Picking up the chair with one hand, the woman tapped her brace-com with her free hand. “Satithe. Going to need tactical on this one.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Captain,” a soft, synthesized voice responded to her command. A three-dimensional map of the inside of the taproom was projected over her forearm. The woman looked at the moving red dots and smiled. 
 
    “These boys are quick,” she whispered, taking a tighter grip of the chair. She bent at the knees and prepared herself to move, licking her lips in anticipation. She could hear the clumsy clamoring inside and the angry voices of bystanders that had been thrown into the mix. “Hey there, Satithe, what’s Z’s exact location?” 
 
    “Captain!” she replied, and the woman could hear the tone of disgust and frustration in the self-aware computer’s tone. 
 
    “Dammit!” she grunted, stomping her foot in realization. She had given the computer one of her tells, but that paled to the surprise that the Malgovi had programmed the ship’s computer to be judgmental. “I know, I know… I said ‘exact’, got it. I tell you, I’m starting to get the hang of this brain stuff! Hold on a sec, doll.” The Ardrian came nimbly through the window and landed in the alley as the woman swung the chair into his face. The first swing stunned him and he staggered back to the building, dropping his gun. The second swing hammered his head into the wall; the third swing crashed down on his head and he fell to the ground. The woman dropped the chair and picked up his gun, charging for the mouth of the alley. She had timed her run perfectly and jumped up, bashing her forehead into the face of the man who came tearing around the corner. She could hear his nose break just before he screamed and fell. 
 
    “Ducking haymaker,” she thought as she squatted. The second man coming into the alley led with a wild hook that struck the wall. He grabbed his broken hand just before the woman grabbed his head, shoving it into the wall. He was stunned, but she would not let him fall. “Next guy’s playing it too tight!” she thought, pushing the man out of the alley and into a gunshot. The man spun after he was hit and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Furman!” the shooter cried. The woman nodded once as she moved out of the alley, kicking the horrified man in the stomach. He bent over from the pain of the metal in the toe of her boots. She fired over his back into the shoulder of the next man. 
 
    “Oh my God,” the woman cried out in a nervous voice, jumping off the back of the bent over man. “He shot Furman! Somebody get a Med-Tech before he dies!”  
 
    With one hand grabbing the slender ledge, the woman threw the gun into the collecting mass of chasers, scoring a face. “Idiot better be glad that wasn’t my blade,” she grunted as she pulled herself up the wall to the roof. Three shots tore into the terrastone just after she rolled over the lip of the roof. 
 
    “Okay, Sati,” she said as she started running for the rear wall of the building. “Where were we?!” 
 
    “You were making startling advancements in spotting your own tells,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Oh! Right!” The woman huffed as she jumped from the rear of the building, over a very wide alley, and onto the roof of the next building. She rolled upon her landing and quickly came up to her feet, maintaining her speed. She ran for a few strides and jumped again, landing on a support beam for the monorail and then she jumped again, landing on the roof of the rail station.  
 
    The Tovask Sky Mining Station was not a megaplex by any stretch of the imagination. There were five stops on the monorail circuit and the main purpose of the tram was to ferry workers to and from their homes and workstations. The young woman got to her feet after yet another roll and looked around. “Looks like I’m coming in hot!” 
 
    “According to my instrumentation, your body temperature is well within acceptable–” 
 
    “Satithe!” the woman shouted as she looked back and could see the men still giving chase. 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” she replied in a lighter tone. “I will try to reach– Duck!” The woman squatted just before she heard the boom of the Ardrian pistol fire. She looked back to see a bloody-faced soldier aiming for another shot. The three-car train entering the station spoiled his opportunity. 
 
    “Hey, Sati, how did you manage that miracle?” 
 
    “Look seventeen degrees directly off your left shoulder,” the voice directed. The woman looked to see a familiar looking hover-drone and she smiled. 
 
    “Awww,” she smiled, applauding the device. “I have my own little floating friend-bot!” 
 
    “Your pursuer will soon be coming through the train,” the voice warned. “Might I suggest the cable with gravity piton?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure. You can suggest it,” the woman replied as she started running again. 
 
    “But?” Satithe pressed, knowing there was something behind the Captain’s syntax and tone. 
 
    “I’m not wearing the harness,” she explained. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    “Look, you’ve got to tell Z to make that thing friendlier to lady-parts!” 
 
    “You mean… tell him again?!” Satithe strained. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. Crapstacks! He already did that,” she admitted dropping down over the side, landing on an awning that provided enough bounce for her to jump and clear the slender street, landing on the far sidewalk where she spilled into a man, knocking him down as she too fell. 
 
    “Hey!” the man cried out as he got up to his feet. He grabbed the woman and lifted her up from the tiling. He looked into her blue eyes, comely face, and lost his belligerence. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am now, handsome,” she said softly, smiling up into eyes. “You wouldn’t happen to have a mode of transportation nearby, would you?” 
 
    “Say no more,” the man said as he turned to activate a taxi. The woman frowned as she took to running. She made the first three steps without making a sound. Reaching another alley, she ran for speed, not sound. She could hear the man call after her twice, but the only thing said after the gunshots were expletives and screams. 
 
    The alley was long and she had no trouble in getting over the high wall at the end of it. Several hurried gunshots escorted her over the false wood and the woman smiled as she hit the ground of the far side, running for the street that was not too far away. With that much of a gain, she decided she would appropriate transportation and to her surprise, a hover-bike happened by. Her clotheslining kick removed the rider and with no one on the vehicle, it quickly came to a stop. The woman swung onto the bike and unhitched the small trailer. It must have been some sort of delivery run. The fastest of Kallbren’s men came over the wall and fired three times, but the closest round struck a wall ten feet behind her as she activated forward thrust.  
 
    “Satithe, where the hell is Z?!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The restraints on his wrists were going to be the last of the seven sets to be unlocked, but they were the only ones causing him any discomfort. The deputies were only on the third set. Each item required a different code key, so it was not a quick process, but Dungias was not in any rush. It had proven to be a very long night, and he was eager to put the matter behind him. 
 
    “But it will not be that simple, will it?” he thought. 
 
    “Just what the hell is a Mal-Gov-Vee anyway?” the deputy asked as he came in from the access hallway. Dungias looked into the young man’s eyes and could see what he had sensed in the voice: unsubstantiated hatred. 
 
    “I would not know,” Dungias replied, “the name of my people is Mal-GO-Vi. You know, as in the opposite of Mal-STOP-Vi. And when I say ‘stop’, I speak of course of what the Mistress of Fate had to have screamed when your parents first laid drunken eye upon one another. Not that they heeded her plea!” The secretary processing Dungias’ release could not keep from laughing and neither could the two guards who had escorted Dungias from his cell. “I assume there was drink involved... or perhaps a mating ritual. I fear I am left with only blind drink or blind faith as my means of suitable explanation.” 
 
    “Why you blue-skinned–” the deputy reached for his weapons belt when one of the guards stepped between Dungias and the enraged young Terran. 
 
    “Deputy!” the guard called out. “The High Judge said this man can go free!” 
 
    “He ain’t a man,” the deputy argued. 
 
    “Not if you are the measure for the word,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Both of you just shut up!” the guard yelled before looking at one of his seated cohorts. “Would you mind walking the deputy outside so he can get some clean air? I’ll handle this thing.” Everything was quiet as two of the men left the area and the guard signaled the secretary to complete her duties. 
 
    “I apologize for that last part,” the guard said softly. “I said that–” 
 
    “Because you stood a better chance of getting to him to leave if you sounded as if you agreed with him,” Dungias replied, handing the guard the wrist shackles. “I understand, sir, and I thank you for your assistance.” The guard, awestruck and stupefied, received the restraints and Dungias approached the secretary who waited with his property, ready to return it to him. 
 
    “One bodysuit,” she checked off her list. “It’s really light, but the scanners read it as high-grade body armour. This must have set you back a credit or two.” 
 
    “At least,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “One weapons belt with a registered energy pistol,” she noted next, looking at the weapon. “Why does it have so many dials on it?” 
 
    “It is old,” Dungias explained, taking his belt. 
 
    “And one cane,” the woman said as she held up Alpha with both hands. “That’s a mighty fine piece of work there, too.” 
 
    “Thank you. I have had it so long that it feels like a part of me.” 
 
    “Com equipment and some storage units… last, but not least, two hundred credits.” 
 
    “I am sorry… did you say two hundred?” 
 
    “Sure did,” the woman said and Dungias caught the gleam in her eye. It did not take the sensitivity of a Tracker to know what was happening. Dungias turned and took measure of the remaining guard. A brief stare into his eyes and Dungias pressed his lips together. 
 
    “I see. Yes, I understand. Thank you for handling the deputy. I doubt that will contain the guilt you feel, and will continue to feel. However, I am sure the spending of five thousand credits will allow you to continue to deceive yourself.” 
 
    “What are you saying, alien?” the guard asked as he approached. His tone and manner had shifted from friendly and protective to authoritative and condescending. “Is there a statement you wish to make?” 
 
    “Not in the least,” Dungias said, gathering his things. “Favors are expensive at this station.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are,” the guard replied. 
 
    The Traveler was given two minutes in which to dress. He took only twelve seconds, walking out of the changing room in his clothes and carrying Alpha. He was escorted to the door of the guardhouse where he knew the hateful deputy was waiting. The young man entertained too much in the way of fantasy while working in the waking world. He wore his gun low and his hat to the side. Surely these would enable him to outdraw and outshoot anyone he would encounter! The gravity lock on his weapon to the holster allowed Dungias to walk by the young man without incident. 
 
    “Satithe,” he said into his brace-com. 
 
    “Master, there you are,” she replied, sounding too elated and far too relieved to hear from her maker. She was more than fearing for his welfare. 
 
    “Jocasta is at it again!” he thought. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, sighing.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Captain, I have managed to locate Dungias and–” 
 
    “Z!” Jocasta barked as she turned. Looking briefly over her shoulder, the woman could tell her pursuers were not only angry and dedicated, they were also faster than she had expected! The conveyance they had confiscated was not the speed of the hover-bike, so she did not open the throttle on the vehicle too much.  “His name is Z! And where the hell is he?!” 
 
    “He is en route to the docks,” Satithe informed, “and he is bridging to this channel.” 
 
    “All preparations have been made, Captain,” Dungias reported. “We are ready to disembark… once again a fair degree earlier than anticipated.”               
 
    “Oh, give me a break, Z!” Jocasta sighed as she drove into traffic. 
 
    “Make a left at the next intersection,” he directed and the woman smiled in relief. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, not worried at all that he was taking her in the general direction of those giving chase. When she turned down the street, he directed her to make a right at the next alley and move as fast as the vehicle would allow. She was nearly at the far end of the alley when she saw a taxi entering the alley behind her. She had serious doubts it was being driven by the cabbie who had taken it out of the garage. She smiled as the hover-car gave chase. 
 
    “Make a right,” Dungias directed, “and then an immediate left, right, right combination. You will then be on your way to the docking slips.” 
 
    “I’ve got it from there, Z. Thanks again!” she said, disconnecting. “He can be an utter pain in the ass at times. But I have to say... tall, blue, and grim is growing on me. He’s no Scimitar, but definitely growing on me!”  
 
      
 
    The taxi came to a stop right ahead of the hastily appropriated delivery truck that nearly slammed into the back of the taxi. Smoke was still coming from what was left of the hover-bike and the Ardrian was cautious as he stepped toward it. The woman had proven herself to be cagey and his face was still throbbing. 
 
    “Is that blood?” Kallbren asked as he got out of the taxi. 
 
    “Looks like it,” the Ardrian replied as he touched his fingers to it. It was warm and he closed his eyes at the taste of it. It was human and it was fresh. “Damn, no wonder.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m not a gene-scope, but I think she’s a Truebreed.” 
 
    “He can tell that from the taste?!” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Don’t start me to lying,” another replied.  
 
    “Can you pick up her trail?” Kallbren asked as he looked around. “We’re close to the docking slips. She could be making a break for a ship.” 
 
    “We’re down to five now, thanks to her,” the Ardrian started as he stood up. 
 
    “And there she goes!” a man shouted as he pointed. “And she’s limping!”  
 
    Kallbren was quick to hold up his hands. “We need her alive until she tells us where we can find the merchandise!” The Ardrian looked in all directions as Kallbren motioned for the other men to give chase. Only after he was sure he could not see any snipers did the Ardrian start running. 
 
    Jocasta panted as she hobbled. She looked back at her pursuers and it was clear they would reach her before she reached the slips. 
 
    “Dammit!” she cried. “Cook! Cook, I need some help here! Cook, you lazy bastard, put the freakin’ vid-game down and help me!” The woman stumbled and nearly fell as she rounded another corner, going to her right. Kallbren directed one of the men and the Ardrian to go to the right while the rest pressed forward. 
 
    The lead man took a very quick peek at the path and moved back behind cover only to cringe as the gunshot ricocheted off the wall at his eye height. The woman fired three more times before turning down an alley, panting and beginning to cry. The Ardrian could hear her scream through the pain and he quickened his pace. 
 
    “She’s out of luck,” he declared as he ran past the man that had been in front of him. “And soon she’ll be out of rounds!” The soldier licked his lips as he pressed the chase, taunting whenever he could so that the woman would take a shot at him. It was clear that she had been trained, but her wounded leg ruined her aim. He chuckled when he heard her gun click without firing. 
 
    “Cook!” the woman desperately screamed and the Ardrian bolted out from cover.  
 
    “Now we g–” a blue-skinned arm clotheslined the Ardrian and he flipped, landing on his chest. The woman stopped running, putting her hand on her knees as she panted. 
 
    “Please tell me that was not your blood,” Dungias said. 
 
    “That was not my blood,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    “What?! Z, you said ‘please’! And that one came with a partner by the way,” she calmly added. 
 
    “Of that I am aware!” he said as he moved to his left, dodging a gunshot. His thrown blade lodged into the forearm of the chasing man who dropped his gun as he reached for the wound.  
 
    “Now, what’s this little surprise?” she thought, watching the man she called Z reach to the small of his back. He produced a small circular object that he threw to the wall where it remained. She could feel a shudder in her pistol that she had already holstered. “I love a man with a bag of tricks!” 
 
    Kallbren rounded the corner with his men and they all leveled their guns at the towering figure that was slowly walking toward them. His golden eyes were fixed on Kallbren as one man leveled his gun and tried to pull the trigger. It did not move and the woman chuckled. 
 
    “It’s called a localized gravity lock,” she advised, “specifically attuned to the working parts of your guns.” The tall figure of a Malgovi turned to look at her, allowing a measure of surprise to register on his face. “What? I read the brochure!” 
 
    “What brochure?” Dungias asked as he ducked under the swing meant for the back of his head. His elbow pounded into the rib cage of his attacker. 
 
    “Ouch!” Jocasta winced in sympathetic pain. “I thought you said you were working on your sense of humor.” 
 
    “I did not think this was the time for levity,” Dungias replied, landing a back punch which sent the man flying into Kallbren. 
 
    “And the goose goes down,” she said softly. “And there’s no such thing as not a time for levity,” she argued. “Any writs on the hired help?” 
 
    “Only if one of them is Connores Furman,” he answered. 
 
    The woman closed her eyes and shook her head as she sighed. “Nut-crunchers! Just my freakin’ luck!” Quickly lifting her hand, she caught the punch the Ardrian sent for her face. Their eyes met, but only briefly as she twisted his arm and came around with her free arm, hammering her forearm down on to the twisted arm, breaking it. The Ardrian was still yelling in pain when her ridge-hand chop to the neck caused him to gasp and choke. A knee lift brought his face up and she took hold of his head, bringing it down a second rising knee. 
 
    “The name’s JoJo,” she said with another smirk. “JoJo Starblazer!” Drawing her gun, the woman spun and whipped it across the Ardrian’s face. The soldier was unconscious before he hit the ground. Jocasta looked up to see Dungias coming away from his fight, dragging an unconscious Kallbren behind him. He reached to the wall and took down his grav-lock generator. The two said very little as they walked. 
 
    “How bad is the leg?” Dungias asked and looked at his Captain as she looked confused by the question. “Captain, the blood.” 
 
    “Oh that!” she said with a smile, reaching for her inside jacket pocket. She produced a blood pack and chuckled as she spun it around. In the midst of her fourth rotation, the pack was snatched out of her hand. 
 
    “Now you are availing yourself of the medical supplies?!” 
 
    “Hey, that was the bit that set the hook,” Jocasta argued. 
 
    “And we have one less pack of your blood in the case of emergency!” 
 
    Jocasta weighed her next words carefully, but she did not see a safe route to proceed. “More like three.” 
 
    “Captain!” Dungias snapped as he stopped walking. 
 
    “Crapstacks, Z! What can I say? It’s a good Kot-damned hook!” 
 
    “Needless waste,” he said softly, resuming his path. 
 
    The woman reached into her pocket before looking up at her engineer. She had faced off against Ardrians before, and they were the sort that made her reach deeply into her fighting repertoire. That clothesline had to have been well applied to not only make the Ardrian flip but keep him down for as long as it did. Yes, he was definitely growing on her. “You want the thingy that keeps it fresh?” The Malgovi sighed, holding out his hand. With only one packet of blood left in the storage-module, Dungias shook his head in disgust. “I don’t see what the problem is. At least I brought us in some cred!” 
 
    “The fight you started last night made it difficult to apprehend Grayson,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “His bounty was the same dead or alive!” Jocasta pointed out and Dungias stopped walking. He turned to look the woman in the eyes. 
 
    “And because the credit amount does not vary we should disregard the meaning of life?!” he asked. 
 
    “The guy’s a Slaver, specializing in young children,” Jocasta stated. “You do recall the warehouse we found yesterday, right?” 
 
    “Only all too well,” Dungias answered, resuming to his walk. In his travels, the Star Chaser had not had much experience with young children, so it had been something of a surprise to see them in bondage in all sorts of unsavory conditions. 
 
    “I should think so,” Jocasta harped. “Before you, the guy had half a score of muscle-stacks looking out for him. Where was your ‘meaning of life’ mentality then?” A glance over his shoulder was his only response to the question. “Okay, fair point. Things got a little hot.” 
 
    “So you do recall his armed maidens and the three snipers you remedied?” Dungias asked. “Good.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is you’re giving me grief about getting things done. And last I checked, I was the Captain and you’re the hired help!” 
 
    “Hardly hired,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Okay, the promised help then! Without me, we’d be dead broke right now!” The warning lights along the ceiling of the station began to flash as the rumblings of an explosion reached her ears. Jocasta spun around and looked in all directions. She stopped looking when she saw a thin column of black smoke rising above the architecture far off in the distance. “What the hell was that?”  
 
    Both of their brace-coms beeped to punctuate her inquiry. Dungias resumed dragging Jocasta’s catch. It was not a short walk to the facility, but the man was not too heavy. Jocasta looked at her brace-com. She and Dungias had received a pic-graph of an explosion site. The DNA signature of Challus Grayson was identified near the center of the blast. 
 
    “It’s Grayson,” she whispered. 
 
    “He was in an isolated unit in the infirmary,” Dungias explained as he sent the pic-graph to the same facility to which they were taking Felru Kallbren. “After the fight, those who were arrested were in a holding area for quite some time before we were relived of our possessions. I was able to prepare a small but potent explosive device.  
 
    “Come, Captain,” Dungias said as he started to walk faster. He would intentionally fail to mention that Alpha had changed the triggering code to the DNA signature of the guard who had relieved him of his credits. The personnel records Satithe had provided the previous night had given Alpha full knowledge of the shift rotations. He would not speak to Jocasta, but it was obvious the Star Chaser needed to speak with his Osamu! “… we have a substantial amount of credits waiting for us.” 
 
    Jocasta walked behind him, looking back at the column of smoke twice before saying anything. “It was still a good plan.” 
 
    “Damn fine chase, Captain!” 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Life’s pretty good, and why wouldn’t it be? I’m a pirate, after all.  
 
    Johnny Depp 
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    The gate of the lift locked into place and the car began its descent. Dungias wondered if he would ever look at lifts in the same way ever again; back when they were just a simple means to get from one place to another. 
 
    “Z, don’t you think it’s awfully nice of them to put a Maggot Station right near the docking slips?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I am not sure ‘nice’ is the word,” he replied, pulling away from his memories of Kiaplyx. It had been nearly a score of years since the incident, and the Malgovi Traveler knew it was time to be done with such reflections. “Perhaps practical is a better term, seeing as how most of the trouble aboard these stations is… imported.”  
 
    “You know, you’re making quite a name for yourself,” she smiled as she looked out over the docks. There was always something to the sight of one; bottled possibility waiting to be uncorked. Jocasta was nothing if not a willing corkscrew. The vintage here, though, was not for finer palates. The docking facility could see to only about thirty of the smaller variety of ships. Anything larger than a 15-passenger lander-shuttle had to park in predetermined lots around the mining station. Given the size of the spherical Xara-Mansura, Jocasta had been charged quadruple the normal docking fees and only that much because such was the uppermost limit.  
 
    “I suppose one of us has to,” he replied, “make a name of some standing, that is.” Dungias had to maintain his supposed distaste for Jocasta’s numerous aliases; it was part of the profile he had created. In truth, he applauded her ability to not only manufacture so many identities, but to keep track of where each alias had been used so they could be applied for the most beneficial outcome. JoJo Starblazer was gaining in popularity as a person one might think twice before crossing… at least for this region of the Rims. 
 
    “How many bounties have you turned in now?” she asked, completely ignoring his grim mood. 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    “Is it that high already?!” Jocasta questioned, believing the number was lower. She shook her head, dismissing the fact, and pressed on to better topics as she rubbed her hands together. “What’s the haul on this one?” 
 
    “As much as you like the bottom line,” Dungias started, looking at his brace-com. He quickly brought up the screen for the account linked to their ship. “For Kallbren, the bounty was thirty thousand credits.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jocasta said softly, pumping her fist. 
 
    “And you incurred fifteen thousand credits in damages during your jaunt through the station,” he quickly added. “After fulfilling our credit vouchers for docking fees and supplies, we have approximately three hundred credits remaining from that bounty.” 
 
    “Three hundred?!” Jocasta exclaimed. “How’d they log damages so damn fast?!” she asked, looking at the tall Malgovi who slowly moved his eyes to hers. Three seconds of staring at one another was all it took and Jocasta turned away, softly pounding her fist into the wall of the lift. “You didn’t!” she pleaded and Dungias cleared his throat. “Argh! You did! You offered coverage!” 
 
    “It seemed to be the proper thing to do, Captain,” he answered, suppressing, once again, the urge to laugh out loud. “You wrecked that young man’s hover-bike. As it turns out, he was on his way to a job interview.” 
 
    “Let me guess… you hired him!” Jocasta spoke with her face still pressed against the wall. 
 
    “I did no such thing,” Dungias replied. “We have no need for a stenographer. But I paid for a replacement bike and bribed his new employer to overlook the young man’s tardiness. After that we had to take into account the broken window, the shattered chair and the damages from errant gunfire.” 
 
    Jocasta blasted a single note of laughter before softly pounding the wall again. “Despite the fact that I didn’t miss, right?” 
 
    “Regardless, it was during your incredibly well-planned caper that the damages were incurred,” Dungias pointed out. “We should bear the responsibility for our actions. And you did not miss at the taproom. You missed a few shots in the warehouse district, albeit quite intentionally. Then of course there were the expenses for renovations after the bomb used to exterminate Grayson.” 
 
    “But that was you!” Jocasta asserted, turning to point at her Chief Engineer. 
 
    “And as any good commanding officer, you are responsible for the actions of those in your command.” 
 
    Jocasta breathed deeply, rubbing her temples. “So… what is the going rate on terrastone spackle these days?” 
 
    “It isn’t just the material, Captain,” Dungias advised. “Labor costs had to be taken into account.” Jocasta’s head and shoulders dropped and she moaned for a moment. 
 
    “Didya make sure to put in the union fees?” the young woman said as she leaned back against the wall. She quickly lifted her hand to cut off any retort. “No, no, no, no, I’m not done. There’s a children hospital they want to build at this station. There aren’t many kids, but hellfire, why not? And how about we start up a collection for the docking slip renovation project? I swear I can see a smudge that wasn’t there until I put my boot down! 
 
    “Academy waivers?” she continued. “Christmas toys? How about some credits to go to the local rehab clinic?! And let’s not forget the church building fund!” 
 
    “What church?” 
 
    “Find one, Z!” she snapped. “Wherever you do, I’m sure they’ll have a building fund!” 
 
    Dungias looked at her as the lift came to a stop. “You seem… upset.” It was a mixture of laughing and crying he heard coming from his Captain as she walked off the lift and toward the ship. A smirk formed, but he was able to remove it as he followed the woman. “I did see to our needs first.” 
 
    “Our needs,” she said, stopping and turning to face her engineer. “When you say ‘our needs’, do you mean things like… hmmm, our food?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No, not food!” she said with an evil stare. “You mean rations!” 
 
    “Nutritional supplements,” he corrected. 
 
    “Hard box rations!” she yelled. “For the love of a good left turn, Z, don’t you want to have steak? Broiled salmon? Some sort of roasted beast?!” 
 
    “Those flavors can be added to the supplements,” he contended. 
 
    “Z!” she sighed as her hands fell to her sides. “We’re supposed to be pirates! Do you remember when we first had this discussion?” 
 
    “The Life Pact,” Dungias stated calmly. 
 
    “Exactly! We have a pact… or at least you have made a pact with me, because it sure as hellfire looks like I don’t have a say in the matter. I told you then, I was a pirate.” 
 
    “I remember, Captain,” Dungias quickly answered. “And in actuality, you said you wanted to be a pirate. Still, I took to the readings on the subject.”  
 
    “Right! So– the what?” she asked, confused and surprised at the same time. 
 
    “The readings,” Dungias clarified. “I do not see where I have strayed from the nuances of the vocation.”               
 
    “Voca–” Jocasta huffed before her head dropped. She put her hand over her face and tried to compose herself, failing miserably. “You gave up the booty!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “I am seeing to our future as pirates,” Dungias noted. “It is a common characteristic that pirates, through offerings of good will, can depend on members of the working class from time to time, especially when they are fleeing the authorities. I am buying potential favors for our rather unpredictable future.” 
 
    Jocasta stood there, glaring at the man, and stammered, formulating a retort that she knew could not climb the wall of reasoning he had just erected. Her mouth opened to speak, but she just nodded and sighed, turning again to walk to the ship. “I sure hope you remembered that the shrimp flavoring sucks!” 
 
    “Then we’ll give that to the guests, should we have any,” Dungias offered. 
 
    “Good. Maybe they’ll get the hint and get the hell off my… spacecraft.” 
 
    “You mean the ship,” Dungias replied, losing a fair degree of his mirth. 
 
    “That’s not a ship,” she declared. “That’s a ball bearing on growth-roids!” 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    “Oh, come off it, Z! Look at that thing! We can’t even park it inside the docking station. We have to use a shuttle for Kot’s sake! I’m not knocking it!” 
 
    “Captain.” 
 
    “Much, I’m not knocking it much,” she adjusted. “But every single time I look at that thing, I keep wondering where the cue stick is, and if I’m going to be aboard when it’s all chalked up for the break.” Dungias had been given ample opportunity to acquaint himself with Terran cultures, and he was familiar with the various forms of billiards. There was little argument to offer Jocasta, given the perspective he had just received. 
 
    “We have to take one more delivery before we can depart,” he reported. 
 
    “Let me guess: a fresh supply of barf-bags for our next meal.” 
 
    “If that is your wish, I can add that to the two hundred fifty pounds of butchered beef, pork, poultry, and fish.” Jocasta stopped walking, but she could not turn around to look at him. “They threw in ten pounds of shrimp and ten lobsters just to keep our business,” he added as he walked by her. 
 
    “Meat? You bought real meat?” 
 
    “Flash-Frozen within seconds of being cut from the bone or pulled from the water,” Dungias added. 
 
    “But we don’t have that kind of money,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “Certainly not anymore,” Dungias agreed. “It was a hefty purchase.” 
 
    “Z!” she raised her voice. “How did we manage the cred in the first place?! You said Kallbren was worth thirty-thou.” 
 
    “Grayson was worth fifty,” Dungias said over his shoulder and Jocasta smiled. 
 
    “How in the world did you convince the client that you were responsible for the blast since neither one of us was anywhere near the place when it blew?” 
 
    “By telling them the other DNA signature code they would find in the area,” Dungias explained. “… that of a guard at the facility; one who used his position to relieve prisoners of their credits. That matter has been resolved. 
 
    “I should also note that Furman was thirty-three thousand,” Dungias added. “However, I only told the authorities where he was receiving medical attention, so we were awarded only half of the posted bounty. I put seven thousand into a few luxuries and the rest into the account for the ship. 
 
    “One of those luxuries was the purchase of parts to go into the assembly of your fighter,” Dungias said as he stopped to look turn to look at his Captain. “I could have had them shipped, but I thought you might want to–” 
 
    “How long before we’re ready to get underway?” Jocasta asked as she jogged by Dungias. 
 
    “The last of the supplies should be waiting for us at the tether launch,” he replied as he followed. 
 
    Jocasta stopped for a moment and held out her arm to keep Dungias from walking by her. She looked at the boxes holding the frozen meat and smiled. She grasped her hands together and did a jumping dance before hitting the call button for a transfer ferry. One carryall was lowered to the tether she programmed to attach to the Xara-Mansura. Jocasta then took up a position at the side door of the ferry. Dungias stepped between her and the stack of boxes and took one from the stack, handing it to Jocasta who loaded it aboard the ferry. They did the same, in reverse order, once they were aboard the Xara-Mansura. Dungias sent the ferry back down the tether line and Jocasta started to make her way to the Bridge. By the time the goods were secured the ship was pulling away from the station. 
 
    “So admit it, you’re still mad at me,” Jocasta’s voice came over the intercom. 
 
    “I am not angry, Captain,” Dungias replied as he reached a console in the Engineering Section of the ship. 
 
    “Sati, is he full of Kot or what?” 
 
    “Even after he flushes,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Many thanks,” Dungias said softly as he ran a ship-wide diagnostic. Per usual, he found the customary surveillance units the so-called delivery personnel had planted.  
 
    “I am quickly approaching to the status point where I will have to construct something,” he thought as he assigned the drones to collect the devices. “We have too much in the way of materials to stow away. 
 
    “I will always have a disagreement against you putting yourself in precarious situations,” Dungias stated. “You were alone and, at one point, completely surrounded.” 
 
    “That was before they even knew who I was or why I was there,” Jocasta argued.  
 
    “Still it was unnecessary,” Dungias remained firm. “I had already worked out a plan to–” 
 
    “BORING!” Jocasta cried out. “Do you remember what happened while you were telling me about your plan?” 
 
    “You fell asleep.” 
 
    “Not just me,” Jocasta asserted. “By the time you were done, the ship was off course. Even Satithe had lost interest! Didn’t ya, baby?” 
 
    “It did lack a certain sense of…” 
 
    “Consciousness!” Jocasta shouted. “You can say it. By the time you had the bad guys in custody, I was on their side!” 
 
    “Captain, I–” 
 
    “No, let me cut you off there, Z!” Jocasta insisted. “You’re a mad genius when it comes to just about everything… but you can be too methodical sometimes. You plot and plan and scheme out everything to the Nth detail.” 
 
    “And the problem with that is?” 
 
    “That’s not life!” she answered. “No, sir, that’s not life at all, and it sure as hell ain’t living!” Dungias’ eyes lowered from the console before he closed them. He was fortunate to be alone in the chamber. Satithe had already disengaged surveillance in his immediate area, as was the customary procedure. She could tell by his physical reaction that Jocasta’s words had hit much harder than the Terran woman had intended… and Satithe was grateful for the fact.  
 
    For a moment, Dungias could almost hear her above the ranting of Jocasta; a voice that always calmed him, a song that always gave him strength and focus… but he kept from calling out her name. The word Saru had never come from crossed his lips since he had come to the Rims… but that was the only place he could keep from saying it. 
 
    “She is right,” he thought. “I cannot continue this cycle of positioning and posturing. I cannot hold myself to a lesser responsibility than the one I have forced Jocasta to acknowledge… not any longer, at any rate.  
 
    “I have lost my brother, my wife, and my child,” he thought. “I have lost five of the Seven… and, I must also admit... I have lost my way! 
 
    “I was arrested after a bar fight,” he recalled, “and I did not engage the Star-Stride once! Jocasta managed to escape capture, but I was arrested. I told myself it was to get closer to Grayson, but the simple truth is that I made the most of a situation I had allowed to go horribly awry!” 
 
    “And let me tell you one other thing about the pirate vocation,” Jocasta continued, “not that I agree it should ever be called that. Shoot me when I do! 
 
    “The working stiffs love pirates because they sometimes share the tribute, and I am emphasizing the word ‘sometimes’ here. But they also love us because we do what they won’t or can’t.  
 
    “Some Maggot, or Corpie, or general prick pushes up on a wage-slug,” she postulated, “that poor slob basically has to take it because there’s simply no telling if the asshole’s got juice enough to yank his job, or up the rent on his apartment… any number of things the fracker could do. But after his shift, when he’s tossing back a few, before he makes his way home to stretch what little cred he’s bringing home, lo and behold, he sees someone; he sees a person living on the edge and lovin’ it! Someone who can tell those pricks where to take a taste, and then stand behind those words.  
 
    “Does that improve the wage-slug’s income?” she continued. “No! But it sure as hellfire gives them a story to share, a smile to weather the strain… a dream!” Her voice trailed off for a moment and Dungias knew Jocasta was not only talking to him; she was talking to herself, reminding herself that today was just another step down a very long and winding path. Knowing the internal monitors were off, Dungias smiled and nodded. Perhaps he was not as lost as he had feared… or at the very least, not without the means to find his way back. Jocasta once again reminded him of another woman who was also quite headstrong; a woman whose only mark toward imperfection was that she was not present to receive his love and admiration. But that was a most selfish perspective. With that in mind, Dungias decided that an introduction was in order... one that was long overdue.  
 
    “And you know what else, Z?” 
 
    “I do not, Captain, but I am sure you will tell me.” 
 
    “That same idiot prick, after they’re put in their place, they’ll think twice before trying to throw their juice in someone’s face … because they won’t know just who’s in the room. You understand me?” 
 
    “I believe I do,” Dungias answered, unable to resist the urge. “We are juice thieves as well!” 
 
    “You blue ass!” she shot back and he chuckled. With the diagnostic complete and the drones collecting all of the added hardware, Dungias initiated the main power core and primed the drives. He then signaled Satithe to initiate the sleep cycle. “And there’s my green light,” Jocasta reported. “Course set and drives primed.  
 
    “What’s my heading, Z?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Set a course for the Zaydrian Complex,” he advised, waiting for the normal reaction. 
 
    “Hey, that’s not too far–”  
 
    As the Xara-Mansura started to move, Dungias activated his monitor and he could see Jocasta unconscious at the controls. He verified her condition and sent the drones to collect her body. The sky-mining station called Tovask was soon out of visual range, and as soon as he knew the ship was no longer on their screens, he pushed away from one console and spun to tuck himself under another. A pulse wave was sent out and the sensors discovered nothing of any note.  
 
    “Satithe, take us in, please,” Dungias said. He heard capacitors receiving their charges before the emitters fired, creating an aperture to the InterVoid. The ship passed through the threshold without incident and the white skies of the Astral Realm surrounded the Xara-Mansura. Dungias activated a beacon to let all interested parties know who piloted the ship. It was hours before there was a response. 
 
    “Welcome, good Traveler,” Borsidia’s voice contained a smile and brought one from Dungias as he took the drives offline. “It has been some time. And given what I see approaching my position, I expect this to be a very special visit.” 
 
    “It is that and much more, my friend,” Dungias said as he placed the ship on full automation. “Satithe, if you would be so good as to introduce yourself.” 
 
    “Greetings, Madame Chancellor,” Satithe said in a clear and strong voice. “My name is Satithe and I am the intelligence that maintains the ship the Xara-Mansura. I have been told you were instrumental in my creation. I am most anxious to make your acquaintance.” Dungias brought up the picture of Borsidia as the smile fell away from her face. Her lips moved, but she made no sound. Dungias waited; touched by the emotion he could see in her eyes. 
 
    “Satithe,” Borsidia finally spoke. “The pleasure of this meeting is mine. Traveler, do I have your permission to–” 
 
    “We have already made arrangements to receive you, my friend,” Dungias stated as he stood up from his chair. “I will meet you at the hangar designated on your screen. Dungias out.” He stood still for a moment and then asked Satithe for a status on Jocasta. 
 
    “The regenerator coils will not even be warm when her treatment is done,” Satithe explained. “The damage done to her body was nearly negligible. Might I suggest that if you perceived any pain, it might be that she believes she has failed your expectations?” 
 
    “Interesting observation, Satithe,” Dungias replied as he started to take his leave of the chamber. “But we do not have that sort of relationship. She is the Captain and mistress of the ship. I am merely her Engineer.” 
 
    “Then I must agree to disagree, Master,” Satithe replied and Dungias stopped, looking up at the nearest sensory board: Satithe’s eyes and ears. “And before you give debate to my evaluation, I must ask that you give observation to the master who created me and the one who speaks to me now. For they are not the same Malgovi.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “No, Master,” she replied. “One is a Star Chaser, the other… well, the other… is not within the strides of life… to paraphrase Jocasta Endigun, he is not living!” Dungias’ hands came to a stop and lingered over the console for a moment before returning to the Traveler’s sides. But if it was solace that Dungias sought, he would not find it as Alpha took hold of the hand closest to it and gave a soft squeeze. Agreement... from his Osamu, and Dungias could not argue the perspective of either of his creations. The more he looked to them, the less he could see his current status as the Malgovi that had assembled both the computer and the power-rod of a Master Traveler. 
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    “Perhaps it is best for me to remain silent,” the young woman said, walking to the right side and slightly behind her master who did the same with his head down. Ernestan Geelmus was a portly man, but that did not diminish the significance of his station or the magnitude of his power. It did, however, make the walk he was taking that much more difficult, for more than his heart was heavy. 
 
    “Welcome to another facet of humanity then,” he replied without looking up. His thick and wavy black hair framed his face and fell on all sides of his shoulders. “… breaking a perfectly good silence so you may voice your opinion in regards that it would be best for you remain silent. I feel I must concur; shut up!” Ernestan walked faster and Kannadi increased her gait to keep up with him. She looked at their more quickly approaching destination and swallowed hard. The guards were already stepping aside from the double doors, struggling to keep the smiles from registering on their faces. Ernestan waved his hand at the doors and the force that pushed them open was the equivalent of a solid one hundred thirty kilogram thrust.  
 
    A total of four bodies were atop the large bed, though only one of them was male and actually belonged in the chamber. One of the maidens, fair-haired and green-eyed, looked up and quickly reached for the sheets to cover herself. The other two continued trying to please the Prince, as it appeared they were nearing their objective. To lessen the disgust of the moment, Ernestan put his eyes to the floor. He also took note of the face of the young, female Nalyik that was his student. She was not at all comfortable with this scene. 
 
    “My Prince, I have pressing news!” Ernestan announced in a very official sounding tone, causing a cessation of all euphoric measures. Looking at the three women, Ernestan allowed his mind to picture himself with them instead. Even in the midst of his fantasy, all parties were clothed, enjoying food, drink, mirth, and music. 
 
    “What?!” Valwonn said as his head came up from the foot of the bed, his long golden-blonde hair mussed all about his face. Ernestan had assumed a reversed body position and the Prince’s brow registered his surprise. “Oh, it’s you!” he sighed in disgust as his head fell back to the bed. “And you, why did you stop?” he asked of the fair-haired female. Her pale skin, which was very close to the complexion of Ernestan, and her shorter eyebrows marked the young female as the only Vohlbred in a chamber of Vohlterrans and as such, was something of a surprise to see. She was exceptional, even in the company she shared, but Valwonn was hardly ever found outside the self-assigned limitations of his pursuits; he considered it to be less than his station to be in the company of the Vohlbred. 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord, but–” Valwonn sat up quickly and slapped the woman hard across her face. She fell out of the bed, taking the sheet with her. 
 
    “My Prince!” Ernestan shouted.  
 
    “You will mind your place!” Valwonn barked before he lost sight on the room and his world. His soft orange eyes turned white and his body convulsed as he lost the ability to breathe. 
 
    “Will I, my liege?!” Ernestan hissed, a soft white light rising up from the center of his light brown eyes. So very quickly and easily the Star Gaper’s mind had engaged ThoughtWill, seizing the functions of the Prince’s brain. “Would that be the place you think you command, or would it be the place where I promised my service to the sanctity and safekeeping of the Throne? One that has, time and again, dedicated itself to the service of its subjects… one of whom you struck after she insured her place in the annals of history as one of the most undemanding women of all time! So tell me, of which place do you speak, you witless insect?!” 
 
    “Master,” Kannadi said softly, touching her fingertips to her master’s right arm. His head snapped to glare at the young female who quickly lowered her head. “If your righteous wrath must be visited upon anyone, destroy me before you continue to harm one of royal station.” The light in Ernestan’s eyes faded before he closed them and Valwonn fell off the bed. 
 
    “Guests of the young Imperial Prince, it is time to take your leave,” Ernestan commanded as he sighed, reaching back to put his hand on the top of Kannadi’s head. “All save you,” Ernestan said, pointing at the woman who had been struck. “Guard!” the man called out, releasing his protégé after giving her head a soft caress. With the doors still open, the guards entered the bed chamber quickly. “Please take all of the women to the Healer. See to it that the Royal Seed has not been passed. But then, take the Vohlbred woman to my chambers.” The three women moved quickly to grab their clothes.  
 
    “I would ask that you keep a watchful eye on the Vohlbred woman, Kannadi,” Ernestan requested as softer eyes looked upon the young female. He smiled at the young woman as she brushed her red-brown hair out of her face. She was young and incredibly polite, but Ernestan knew that if she had felt so moved, she could have lifted the man and thrown him across the room. “Fortunately, as we infest you with Terran shortsightedness, your Nalyik honor remains intact. Forgive my earlier tirade.” 
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, my Master,” Kannadi bowed once more as she spoke. “And the honor you attribute to my blood I attribute to my Master in his defense of those who cannot fend for themselves.” The young Nalyik woman assisted the women in gathering their things and ushered them out of the room, closing the doors behind her. 
 
    “You will bleed for this, kibitzer,” Valwonn moaned as he rolled over on his chest. He was telekinetically lifted from the floor and made to stand up. 
 
    “I prefer the sobriquet of seb-man if I am going to be insulted at all, Your Majesty,” Ernestan said, finally releasing the Prince and allowing him to stand under his own power. 
 
    “Well, it fits. You are a starry-eyed bastard.” 
 
    “I am many things, my Prince,” Ernestan said, looking at the nightstand on the right of the bed. The top drawer was opened and an injector was lifted up and made to float over to the Prince. Valwonn snatched the device from the air and quickly gave himself a dosage. He closed his eyes as the elixir moved rapidly through his body. Soon, he would feel no pain in his body at all, left with only a throbbing sensation in his brain. “… but for one who can set his eyes upon the stars and read the Fates to not know who his father is or was would be a true waste of material.” 
 
    “I will never see what my mother sees in you,” Valwonn said softly. 
 
    “Neither will I, as it was your aunt who requested my talents in this capacity,” Ernestan reminded the Prince. “You recall your mother’s sister, do you not? She too tries to love you, but even I cannot see why.”  
 
    “Why are you here?!” Valwonn snapped. Ernestan looked up, the softly glowing light returning to his eyes, and Valwonn braced himself for the pain. 
 
    “Careful, my Prince,” Ernestan warned, “‘fore I take thy voice as offensive to another of the Emperor’s subjects!” Ernestan made the Prince cringe in anticipation for a moment longer before he released his hold on ThoughtWill. 
 
    “You have entered my chambers uninvited. I would have the reason for this.” The Emperor’s third son and fifth child slowly relaxed his body and walked to put on his robe. “I cannot say that I am too trusting of your kind and their supposed skills.” 
 
    “You allude of my predecessor,” Ernestan replied as he walked to the couch to take a seat. “The one you had tucked away at Stulte-Locus. How much did you lose on that wager she guided you to make?” 
 
    “Three-quarters of a million,” Valwonn admitted bitterly.  
 
    “And how much have you regained since her imprisonment?” 
 
    “She was wrong in her sight!” Valwonn pressed. 
 
    “Mayhap,” Ernestan returned as he sat back and allowed his body to relax. “Mayhap she viewed that if she misguided you, she would be removed from your service. Missing the details of what shape that removal might take was her only true error. 
 
    “One who is of the Stars is among us in the Rims,” Ernestan reported in a very straight-forward tone. As angry as the Prince might have been, he did not receive the words lightly. Pleased to have at least gained the Prince’s attention, Ernestan took in a deep breath before continuing. “I did not feel its approach nor its true face and form.” 
 
    “Do you know its location?” Valwonn inquired. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I–” 
 
    “Useless!” Valwonn declared. “All of you seers are utterly useless!” Valwonn tightly tied his robe down and walked to the doors of his room. “Why is it only now that you can see this?!” 
 
    “Because I have been busy looking into the affairs of Lady Tramull, per your request, Your Majesty.” Ernestan knew what was about to unfold, but it was just as well; he had seen to his duty, now he would see to keeping his word. “Only yesterday did I view her in the arms of another lover.” 
 
    “What?!” Valwonn barked. “What is his name?! Or have you failed to see this as well?” 
 
    “Her name is Cynthali,” the Star Gaper reported, and Valwonn allowed every ounce of his shock and dismay to register clearly on his face. “You remember your sister, don’t you? It would seem that the Lady Tramull sought your sister’s counsel in regards to your advances. The resolve of the Princess was, well… let’s just say it was unexampled!” 
 
    Valwonn had little recourse and he knew it. Cynthali was First Born. Though she was not heir to the throne, G’Dalior had never missed an opportunity to put her on a pedestal. The resentment the First Prince and Regalion had for his youngest sibling, however, was a matter of public note. 
 
    “And this is all you bring me?!” Valwonn spat. His fury had to be delivered to some port of call, and the PsyondaR Geelmus was readily available. “What am I supposed to do with this so-called approach to being informative? Return when you have something more fulfilling. 
 
    “And Ernestan,” Valwonn said softly as the Star Gaper stood up. “… if you ever enter my chambers, unannounced and uninvited again, I shall have you executed. Do I make myself very clear, or will you need to consult the Stars?” 
 
    “There are many fates to be read, Your Majesty,” Ernestan said as he bowed. “I shall endeavor to improve my capability.” 
 
    “You do that!” Valwonn said, opening the door. “Good morning, my lord.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, my Prince,” Ernestan said as he took his leave. Valwonn slammed the door behind him and Ernestan allowed himself a slight smile as he walked down the corridor. 
 
    “My Lord,” a soft, young female voice called to him and he stopped, slightly surprised. Whoever had called him had veiled their mind and he was unaware anyone was within his perimeter of awareness. “My Lord Ernestan Geelmus, how are you this fine day?” The round PsyondaR turned to see the very lovely Princess Maradothia walking toward him. Like the rest of her family, she was Vohlterran and quite comely; but there was something to her that seemed to set her apart, making her even more attractive to the eyes of many. Perhaps it was that, like Regalion G’Dalior and their mother, her hair was a glistening white which seemed to sparkle like precious stones against her soft mocha complexion.  
 
    “I feel as if I have been blessed with a second sunrise, Princess Maradothia,” he said, bowing low and with deliberate grace. 
 
    Quickly taking his arm, the Princess spoke in hushed tones as she resumed her walk down the corridor, pulling Ernestan to accompany her. “I prefer Chanyelle, your lordship. I would ask that you call me that.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, it is not my pla–” 
 
    “Lord Geelmus, we are hardly in the chambers or in the presence of the Throne,” she said with a slight smile.  
 
    “You are the Throne, Your Majesty,” Ernestan replied.  
 
    “And that position needs friends just as it needs subjects, does it not?” 
 
    Ernestan took in a breath and smiled as he sighed. He was not going to win the argument, but he would not mind this loss. “As you wish then, Chanyelle. You are obviously away from your studies.” 
 
    “Even the scholars of the Galena Barony are given to taking a respite now and again, Lord Geelmus,” she replied. 
 
    “My lady, Ernestan, if you please.” 
 
    “Very well then, Ernestan, I am home on leave from my studies,” her light yellow eyes smiled up at him and the man found himself calling upon his discipline to maintain his composure. Maradothia had reached that age where she was beginning to embrace adulthood. Many found themselves competing for her attention, but she was more or less engaged in either the status of the Empire or her scholarly pursuits. Ernestan could not be sure which she was seeing to at the moment, but she quickly lost her smile and looked up and down the corridor before speaking again. “Do you see them, or do you hear them? The Stars, I mean!” 
 
    “It would seem I am to contend with both of her listed ambitions,” he thought. 
 
    “Sadly, neither, dear Chanyelle,” Ernestan answered. “You give me too much credit. What I am able to see are images of events that are unfolding at the moment of my viewing. On certain occasions I am able to see into the events to come. Those visions, however, are quite rare.” 
 
    “And what have you seen most recently?” she asked. 
 
    “Really, Chanyelle, I–” 
 
    “Cannot expect my younger brother to take you seriously,” she interrupted. “He does not think highly of your talents, unless it is to improve the station of his coffers or his bed. My aunt is no fool, Ernestan, and I know you agree with that. If she has asked you to assist us, there is good reason for her request. I would see to it that her efforts are at the very least acknowledged.” 
 
    “Very well,” Ernestan replied, curious as to where this might lead matters. “I have viewed one who is One with the Stars. This creature’s touch with the celestial lords, I fear, is greater than mine.” 
 
    “How much greater?” 
 
    “To the point of communing with them directly,” he answered and awe shined in the face of the Princess. “But when I try to see this person, I cannot make out their shape or size. I am blinded by what appears to be an inner light I have never seen before, not even when I have viewed my masters!” Ernestan watched as Maradothia took it all in, weighing each word she had received. The smile did not come back to her face, but there was no fear in her eyes, just wonder and contemplations. 
 
    “Ernestan, you must continue your vigil! Report what you wish to my brother, but make sure you reach me with every fact you gain. Before I return to the Prism Baronies, I will see to it that no less than three transmission channels are established. That should enable you to contact me while I am on the other side of the Black Gate.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty,” Ernestan replied as he patted her hand. 
 
    “I will consult G’Dalior on this matter and let him say if we are to take it any further,” Maradothia decided. “Forgive me, but I will take my leave of you now.” 
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, Your Maj- Chanyelle.” The young woman smiled before giving him a slight bow. When she turned to walk away, Ernestan noticed her gait was not the sort typically demonstrated by one of Royal Station. She meant to cover the distance in a short period of time. 
 
    “Now I will see to my guest,” he thought, remembering the girl Valwonn had struck. “Not all things to be viewed necessarily come from the Stars!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The essence of parenthood is to make children think that they are the most handsome, intelligent, brilliant person in the world.  
 
    Maurice Saatchi 
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    Dungias initiated nothing in the way of conversation. He wanted Borsidia to take in every facet of each construct around her. For every question, he had an answer, but after the information was delivered, he lowered his head and became as close to invisible as possible. 
 
    As for the would-be Chancellor of the Astral Realm, Borsidia had very few questions pertaining to the construct. She had known this day would eventually arrive, though by her standards it was still all too early. 
 
    “Perhaps Nes is right to have concerns about this one,” she thought. “For nothing could have prepared me for this! 
 
    “This is your work, yes?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Dungias answered quickly as he stepped closer to the Prel’Dethiak female, taking hold of one of her six hands. As it was the way with her people, physical contact triggered a telepathic response. 
 
    “He remembers our first meeting!” Borsidia thought, reeling in the wave of thoughts and emotions that were involved in the making of this spacecraft. Her people seldom spoke, as words were often misapplied or improperly received. The Prel’Dethiak were telepathic, but the application of their talent was restricted to physical touch. One could say the Prel’Dethiak were truly a hands-on people, and they delighted in many exchanges. Dungias’ grip was quickly applied, but there was nothing but softness in the way he had moved. He had been prepared to share the making of the ship… she could taste eagerness and anxiety in the delivery. It had been made abundantly clear Dungias held to a much different perspective. It was also obvious to her that he had been well-practiced in telepathic sharing. She saw nothing outside the making of the ship and the living machine which had been given the name Satithe. 
 
    “Oh my!” she exclaimed as the final strokes played out in her mind. The culmination of years of hard work, study, and refabricating; he had even trusted Satithe to edit his designs, and he had learned from her. “You have been busy since our last visit!” 
 
    “Because of our last meeting, I have had very good reasons to be diligent,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “May I?” Borsidia requested and Dungias was confused. He nodded to the affirmative and was surprised when she moved to embrace him. His body moved without error or hesitation as his arms wrapped around her highest set of shoulders. He closed his eyes at the sensation, and his body just relaxed. At least his body did. But there was more to the Traveler than the body. “You have done well,” she whispered in his ear. “Be proud, because I am proud of you!” 
 
    “Thank you, Borsidia,” he replied, applying his training to the tone of his voice. 
 
    “I am shadow-trekking,” Dungias thought, feeling the mental equivalent of pulling up the hood of his cloak over his head. “But I do not know why. It was not initiated until Borsidia embraced me. Physical contact for a second time, but I am not trying to send anything to her mind… I am open to receive.”  
 
    “Thank you, Dungias,” she said before stepping back from the Traveler. “And most especially, thank you, Satithe.” 
 
    “It has only been a pleasure and an honor, Chancellor,” the computer replied. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Borsidia quickly returned. “You will call me Borsidia and nothing else.” 
 
    “Master?” Satithe asked and the six-armed viceroy looked to the Traveler in great surprise. He quickly nodded ‘yes’. “As you wish… Borsidia,” Satithe said. 
 
    “Most impressive, but this cannot be the end of the tour,” she said as she stepped back from him.  
 
    “You have seen every deck of the ship,” Dungias pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but I have not seen every room of every deck,” she said, smiling. “Do not worry, Dungias, I only want to see the one thing you have managed to hide from Nes without fail. Where is she?” Closing his eyes for a moment, Dungias gestured toward the nearest lift with his left hand.  
 
    “She is this way,” he said. With her normal grace, Borsidia started down the corridor and Satithe sent the lift car to their floor. “It seems I will need to remind Smitty of the definition of the word ‘promise’.” 
 
    “Let me know how you plan to achieve that,” Borsidia said. “Smitty left this existence three of your years ago.” 
 
    “No!” Dungias gasped as he stopped and fell against the wall. Borsidia was perplexed until she saw the look on Traveler’s face. She moved quickly to him to take hold of his hands. 
 
    “Forgive me, Dungias. That information could have been delivered with far more consideration. It would appear that you managed to keep a number of things secret from Nes.” 
 
    Shock and sadness quickly became ire. “I tire of Nes!” Dungias hissed, pulling back from Borsidia and punching the wall with enough force that the Chancellor jumped back. “I have done nothing to him. NEVER! And time after time I have to take his fears into consideration. If it is fear he wants, I will give him something to–” 
 
    The Realm Astral Guardian moved hastily to place a hand on either side of Dungias’ face. Her touch was soft but firm, and she gave a slight shake. “You will do nothing! If you must mourn the passing of a good friend, then do so. But do not allow your emotions to guide you.” 
 
    “No?!” Dungias barked as he took hold of her wrists. “Do you want to see my emotions, Borsidia? Do you?! 
 
    “Satithe, open the lift tube doors!” Dungias commanded. Satithe had only seen her master this angry once before and the actions he had taken then were not even the stuff of discussion. She opened the doors and opted not to say anything for fear she would only drive his rage to greater heights. She activated three of the drones and started taking measures that would hopefully stave off another planet-changing event. 
 
    Taking hold of Borsidia by the waist, Dungias jumped down the shaft, using his control of gravity to control their descent. Satithe had already opened the appropriate doors and Dungias landed in the corridor and marched Borsidia to the room where Jocasta slept. 
 
    “Here is Nes’ fear!” he shouted. “She is why he has reason to fear the unpredictable Dungias!” Borsidia wanted to be frightened of Dungias, and she felt she had good reason to be. She had trusted him with the belief that Dier-Nesekor could be a very paranoid individual. She thought he had taken the matter in stride and since it was needless fear, she believed he had never really paid any real attention to the subject. But something had changed… he had changed, and she wondered if she was looking at the reason for that change. 
 
    Her approach was slow and cautious. The way she moved was enough to keep Dungias from bashing the wall tiles. He would at least wait to hear what she thought of his work before letting his rage continue to burn. 
 
    “She is human?” Borsidia asked. 
 
    “She is unique,” Dungias replied. “She and her siblings are quite unique. They resemble human enough to pass for it, but they are hardly anything the human race, or anyone, has ever seen.” 
 
    “Siblings?” Borsidia inquired, looking back at Dungias.  
 
    The doors to the room opened and three drones brought in a plant from the arboretum, Dungias shuddered at the sight of it. His hand moved to cover his mouth as tears welled up in his eyes. Borsidia looked between Dungias and the plant as the drones set it down on the floor before moving to the corners of the chamber. The Traveler walked to the potted plant and wept openly, dropping to his knees. His hands took hold of the largest stalk of the plant and Borsidia gasped as some of the vines slowly moved to wrap around the Malgovi’s forearms and shoulders. The leaves were long, slender and nearly lighter than air. Dark green at the point where they were lodged at the stalk, the color grew lighter approaching the tip.  
 
    Despite having ridges, the leaves felt like silk and, given the right breeze, they would bend to catch the wind, making a soft whistling sound. The plant was named, however, for its most interesting buds. Soft lavender at the base, each petal was the reverse of the leaves, reaching a vibrant violet at the tips. As the two embraced, several of the buds opened revealing circular crystals at the center that shimmered in a light the plant itself produced. The Crystal Lily was a plant of great renown among the Vinthur; only a few of the best gardeners could even grow them. While Saru had made them flourish in the arboretum of her dreams, she had never succeeded in making one grow in the waking world. Her mate had fared no better in his first six attempts. The plant he now held, his seventh, was… unique! 
 
    “I am alright, Satithe,” Dungias whispered as his body began to glow like the crystals in the plant. “I am alright, my friend. 
 
    “And she was right… you both are! I have not been living. I have engaged into this Star Quest to a point where it is taking me. I am not taking it!” 
 
    “Forgive me, Master,” Satithe said softly. 
 
    “You gave me a promise, Satithe,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “I know, Master, and I am so sorry. “ 
 
    “Or, as you stated, you gave Z’Gunok Tel Dungias a promise,” he added as he stood up and gestured to the plant. “I would hazard to say that lately I have been many things, but not one of them has been the Dungias to which you gave your oath. There is nothing for you to forgive, my friend.” The drones quickly came to take a gentle hold of the potted plant and lift it carefully. Dungias closed his eyes as the plant was taken out of the room. 
 
    “I would say the same of my friend and Master,” Satithe argued. 
 
    “Then I would conclude that we have yet to cure you of a tendency toward bias.” 
 
    “I have a very good teacher,” she replied and Dungias laughed. 
 
    “Dungias?” Borsidia asked, not sure if she should speak. She was relieved to see more of the Malgovi she had come to know and trust, but the moment looked very private and she felt out of place. 
 
    “Her name is Jocasta,” Dungias said, turning to face his Realm Astral Chancellor. “Jocasta Elise Endigun. That is the name I gave her, but she has given herself many others. Her story is not a simple one and I question if I am worthy enough to be the one to tell it.” 
 
      
 
    Using the time-keeping practices of the region, popularly referred to as Rims Time, it was (Primus) XII-3201.10; Janzur the tenth, twelve hundred and thirty-two years after the calendar had been ‘zeroed’ out in acknowledgment of the changing of the ruling family of the Inner Rim. With each month having thirty days, and each day was twenty-six hours long, a year (or orbi-term) to the Malgovi and Vinthur was forty days longer than a year in Rims Space. Still, it was a day to remember.  
 
    “Please be careful, Master,” Satithe had radioed as Dungias set foot on the hull of the enormous freighter. After a scan of the hull and the interior, Dungias had taken three steps to his left and then phased through the hull plating, setting down in a corridor where he had disengaged the intangibility field. His black skin was quickly returning to its normal hue, and Dungias had noticed that the more he exposed himself to the Void, called outer space in the Rims, his adaptations came more quickly and with far less drain on his personal energies; much like his continued efforts with the Jump-Stride. After his short flight from Xara-Mansura to this ship, he had contemplated creating an injector that would maximize the oxygen in his skin. 
 
    “I am fine, Satithe,” he had replied. “Please be sure to keep an eye on the attack craft.” 
 
    “They are all still floating without power at the moment, Master,” she had reported. “I doubt any of the pilots have the skill set to run the bypass procedure necessary re-engage their drives.” 
 
    “Be sure to catalog that iro-form emission configuration,” Dungias had ordered. 
 
    “Energy, Master. Not iro-form.” 
 
    “Right. Be sure to catalog that energy configuration. Our experiment was successful, but ultimately costly. I will need to find a more efficient means of generating the energy form and delivering the effect.” 
 
    “What shall we call it?” 
 
    “Call it a lancinator,” Dungias had concluded. “I want an emission system that is variable with regards to magnitude and frequency. There are many types of shielding in this area of the Voi– of space… not to mention the various forms of circuitry. We will have to conduct further tests and make it so that certain cultures already have a preprogrammed setting.” 
 
    “It shall be done, Master. I am still not able to scan the interior of the vessel, save for the imploded area.” 
 
    “Then allow me to assist you,” Dungias had said, reaching to activate the computer inside his arm bracer. Coupling it with the light-base abilities of Alpha, he was able to make scans and broadcast them to his ship. 
 
    “Receiving transmissions,” Satithe had reported, sounding excited to receive the boost to her vision. “We will have to do something in the future about boosting the range of your brace-com.” 
 
    “Sometimes I think she is too much like me,” Dungias had thought as he smiled.  
 
    His eyes had quickly adjusted to the dim lighting and the conditions of the ship were incredibly sparse. There were no wall panels. The ceiling and floor were equally bare, with only metal grating to support anyone walking along the corridor. It felt more like Dungias had found his way into an assemblage factory than a spacecraft when he reached a crude intersection. 
 
    “Master, on your right!” Satithe had warned. Dungias’ head was turned too far to his left to see what she must have spotted, and apparently whatever the matter might have been, it had slipped by the Traveler’s senses. He had hoped that meant he had time to move. Lunging forward, Dungias had passed through the wall, coming to some sort of storage room. He could feel the rapid approach of a powerful energy form, hearing open flames barreling down the corridor, bursting against the floor not far past what had been his position. 
 
    “A fireball?” he had hypothesized, remembering the distinctive feel of an energy he had never come to master: MannA. Engaging his stealth field, he had turned to move away from the source of the attack. He had moved close to the far wall of the empty room when there was another sensation, another manifestation of MannA in his area. A flash of light had produced two forms, both human and female. The taller, older woman had seemed on edge, pressed, and looking intently through the room. The younger woman was spent and on the verge collapsing. Both were dark-haired and brown eyed, but they did not resemble as familial relations might have.  
 
    “Can you feel it?” the older woman had asked sharply. When she did not receive a response quickly enough, she grabbed the younger woman by the hair and shook her head. “Answer me, Geeya!” 
 
    “Maga, please,” the younger woman had pleaded. “I can barely breathe!” Her head had been pulled back as the older woman had not released her grip until after Dungias had landed his flying kick to the older woman’s chin. His body had slowly come into the visual spectrum as his cloak gathered around him. He straddled the unconscious woman and slowly turned his head to look at the frightened young slave. 
 
    “You fed her incantations?” he had asked and the young woman quickly nodded while holding up her arms to protect herself. One arm had briefly brushed up against Dungias’ weapons belt. “And you did so willingly?” The young woman began to whimper as she shook her head ‘no’. “Easy, young Prynsura,” he had said, calling her by her first name, which she preferred over her middle name, and reactivating his stealth field. “… I have no need to harm you. But take note that this woman has enslaved much more than your body! Free yourself, while you still can.” 
 
    “Master,” Satithe had called to him as Dungias returned to the corridor. “I don’t know what you did, but suddenly I am able to scan the ship entirely!” 
 
    “Then we shall say that I did the right thing,” Dungias had remarked. “Have you found anything of interest?” 
 
    “Thousands of life-signs, Master. But wait, the number just dropped significantly. I was reading well over ten thousand and now I am reading just over nine thousand… now eight.” 
 
    “Coordinates!” Dungias had shouted. 
 
    Upon receiving the requested information, Dungias had jumped up, engaged intangibility, and dropped through the grating. He had descended through three decks when his body entered a chamber large enough to assemble each deck of the Xara-Mansura. The walls and aisles were lined with holding pods… pods containing sleeping bodies and Dungias could see the flesh turning black before it began to lose form. He could hear machinery powering down as he passed the top level of pods. As he continued to descend, Dungias had disengaged intangibility to increase his rate of speed.  
 
    Satithe had reached the count of two thousand as Dungias neared the floor. Extending his senses, Dungias could feel the impulse of power moving through the pods triggering the death of so many. He was not linked with the system, so he knew he did not have the option of commanding a stoppage of the carnage; nor could he see a console that would have given him any hope of saving any of these people. Without receiving direction of any sort, Alpha had created a column of anti-gravity that took hold of Dungias’ body and removed the momentum his drop had generated. He had landed with only a slight bend of the knees. 
 
    “So little time,” he had thought as his hand found his pistol. “By the will of the Stars!” Drawing his pistol and quickly firing, Dungias had scored a hit on the junction box between the last two sets of pods. Sparks flew and Dungias turned away from the blast, lifting his cloak to block the showering flames and arcs of electricity. 
 
    “You are not yet done, Star Chaser,” a familiar voice had called to him, and Dungias quickly holstered his weapon as he turned back to the pods. 
 
    “No, I have not stopped it,” he had discovered. “I have only delayed it. Something still travels through the pods!” Dungias had lunged forward, reaching to the small of his back where he kept his latest construct. 
 
    His study of the Rims had yielded much that varied from the ways and means of the culture that was his own; but it had also yielded many similarities. Among them, the blade! Malgovi steel was more ornate and definitely more balanced; Vinthur blades were sterner weapons usually possessing a better edge. Dungias had taken the best of those approaches, but married it to the styling found in the Rims, specifically what Dungias had come to call his weapon housing. He had crafted two: one small, kept at his back, and one large, tucked in behind the sleeve holding Alpha. Drawing the smaller housing, Dungias had tapped the middle of three buttons and the virtual goggles had formed in front of his eyes, allowing him to target not only the striking point, but the arc the weapon would take. Throwing the device so that it spun end-around-end, flechettes sprang from both ports and quickly formed a large eight-pointed star-like weapon. Dungias’ overhand throwing motion caused the weapon to arc up and slash down at an angle, separating several of the pods from the main housing. The weapon then returned and the flechettes broke from their cohesive form as Dungias’ hand caught the housing. The flechettes returned to their place and Dungias put the weapon away so that it could replenish its charge. The separated units fell to the floor as the other bodies began to suffer from rapid decay. 
 
    “Iro-form build-up,” Dungias had detected as he turned to look up at one of the upper decks. A figure was standing on the catwalk, leveling a pistol at Dungias, and the Traveler set his gaze upon the barrel of the weapon as he drew his own gun. The Star-Stride was still with the Traveler and he had only grown faster in engaging it. “I mean an ‘energy form’ build up!” Dungias did not move as the figure fired, just missing Dungias’ head. He had been slightly surprised to see a device emitting energy, as the projectile was the more common weapon style in the outermost regions of the Rims. As the man had adjusted his aim, he clutched his shoulder from receiving the Traveler’s return of fire. Still trying to succeed at his aims, the figure had fired again, but the shot was quite wide of Dungias. The Star Chaser’s second shot had not been intended to wound. The figure had dropped dead with its shoulder and chest smoldering. 
 
    Dungias had moved as quickly as he could, using a gravity field to drag two units as he carried one on his back. He made his way to the shuttle Satithe had piloted; the drones moving quickly to collect the ones he could not carry. Once aboard the shuttle, Satithe brought all ten aboard the Xara-Mansura. One by one, they had been taken to the infirmary by the drones leaving Dungias to gaze upon the damaged spacecraft as his own ship powered up its drives. Escape ships were launching from it and Satithe had reported she was reading distress signals that had been received and acknowledged. If her master wanted to maintain his current level of discretion, the Xara-Mansura would have to depart from the area. Without hesitation, Dungias set a course for open space and erected an aperture to take him to the InterVoid. 
 
      
 
    “And that is when you came to me,” Borsidia said as she put her hand atop of Dungias’. “I suppose I should have noticed something when you landed your shuttle. You had finished Satithe already, hadn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dungias admitted. “She was not yet ready to meet you.” 
 
    “And how did you come to that conclusion?” 
 
    “She told me,” Dungias explained, and Borsidia’s mounting anger was almost instantly quelled. 
 
    “Oh,” she said flatly, turning back to look at Jocasta. “And Nes was so worried that you had returned for devious and destructive measures that he summoned me to intercept you.” 
 
    “For that, I have no regrets,” Dungias concluded. “Had I asked him for assistance, he probably would have turned me away.” 
 
    “No, he would not have done that,” Borsidia stated. “But it is highly unlikely he would have told you to go to Smitty.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can thank you enough for that, milady.” 
 
    “You said you were working with genetics,” Borsidia recalled. “A field of endeavor well outside of your extensive area of comfort and superior skill. But I think I responded most to the look of determination I remember seeing in your eyes. It was stirring!” 
 
    “Smitty mentioned it more than once,” Dungias added with a smile. “The agent that had caused the rapid decay had been worked into their genetic code, like a self-destruct switch. Apparently if the freighter could not reach its destination, the cargo was meant to be lost along with the ship.” 
 
    “Cargo?!” 
 
    “Yes, Borsidia,” Dungias confirmed. “Jocasta and her siblings are clones. They were manufactured and packaged for delivery. I believe the issue regarding the casters was unrelated, but it impacted the fate of the clones nevertheless. 
 
    “Still, the level of genetic manipulation was unlike anything I had ever seen, and even Smitty was challenged by it,” Dungias continued, walking to stand over the sleeping Jocasta. “I had managed to remove four rows from the main pod housing. The first row had one unit, the second row held two pods and so forth.” 
 
    “So you managed to save ten?” Borsidia inquired. 
 
    “Initially, yes,” Dungias replied, pressing his lips together. He looked at his friend and maintained his composure after the sharp sting of the memory. “There were all sorts of countermeasures to the unauthorized removal of the bodies from holding units. I could have mastered the necessary circuits, but there was an underlying time factor involved as well.” 
 
    “Incredibly thorough!” Borsidia remarked. 
 
    “Yes, a very thorough killer indeed. Not the sort of mind I look forward to ever meeting.” Borsidia looked up questioningly and Dungias returned his eyes to Jocasta. “To be that thorough is the mark and measure of tremendous experience and uncanny resourcefulness. It is not the sort of thing one can simply create without having seen much of the worlds. That, and the fact this person has a very cold regard for life that is not their own. To possess such a perspective–” 
 
    “And still be alive, with the ability to create such things,” Borsidia quickly added. “Yes, I agree, it makes for a rather disconcerting combination.” 
 
    “It does indeed, my friend.” Dungias needed to take his mind away from the matter of Jocasta’s creator. While there was fear in the thought of meeting the individual, there was also a strong inquisitive component accompanied by unspeakable rage. None of the children were what they were intended to be: mindless fighting robots. They had all become so much more! 
 
    “Smitty did what he could, which was considerable,” Dungias continued. “… but the first of each row had remained in the removed units too long, and began suffering a breakdown on the molecular level. Only the first in the row of four managed to survive the degradation process. 
 
    “Leaving you with… seven. Why did you keep this one?” 
 
    “They all had an effect on me, Borsidia. Once Smitty and I thought they were no longer degenerating, I saw to their training. That is when Smitty found that while their brains were exceptional, the means by which the tangible brain creates the intangible mind had been delicately manipulated.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “They were designed to be subservient!” Dungias explained. “No ability to express self or interpret will save to satisfy their master, whoever that might be. But they were also designed to be athletic, aggressive and highly flexible.” 
 
    “Warriors?” she asked. 
 
    “Soldiers,” Dungias replied. “The kind that would never question orders, and once trained, they would redefine the superlative echelon. Stronger, faster, with unbelievable hand-eye coordination and an endurance capacity that I found to be disturbing.” 
 
    “So someone was making an army.” 
 
    “Someone bought an army, Borsidia,” Dungias shot back, walking away from her. “In hindsight, I wish I had thought to access the computer aboard the ship and at least find its origin and destination.” 
 
    “How clear the vision is in review of matters we have already experienced, Traveler,” she consoled. “If it means anything to you, I have always thought of your ability to see the path ahead as invigorating.” 
 
    “Coming from you, milady, that means a great deal.” 
 
    “So, this is why you made so many visits to Smitty,” Borsidia concluded. “You were trying to rework their given disposition.” 
 
    “We were successful and I gained a greater respect for the biological sciences.” 
 
    “How great a respect?” Borsidia asked and the tone of her voice brought Dungias from his personal reflections. “I’m sorry, Dungias, but yours is the sort of mind that can make a state-of-matter transmuter out of eating utensils!” The Malgovi Traveler clutched at his ribs with both hands as he belted out a hearty laugh. He was into his second blast when he stopped, considering the properties of a device that very well could change the state-of-matter on a given element or composition. “Ugh!” Borsidia grunted as she put one of her hands to her head. “What have I done?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, milady, but I will tell you once I have taken the notion further. 
 
    “To answer your inquiry, my respect was elevated to the point where I was fully engaged with the process, serving as Smitty’s assistant on several procedures.” 
 
    “You worked with Smitty?!” Borsidia asked, discovering yet another fact about her guest which she would keep from her master and mentor. Smitty had to be the most belligerent genius she had ever met. It was his genius that made his attitude tolerable, though only for brief visits and reports. He had never let anyone get close to him, and here Dungias had actually been allowed into the sacred laboratories. He had even worked with the Meacruhn technician. “Fascinating!” 
 
    “It was difficult work, as not all survived the maturation process, but I cannot say I am dissatisfied with the outcome. And you are right, we found a way to alter the imposed inhibitions of the mind. Now their superior brains are resistant to suggestion and ThoughtWill probes.  
 
    “In fact,” Dungias sighed, “you could say that their minds are too uninhibited.” 
 
    “So the father is having troubles with his children,” Borsidia concluded, smiling at the fact. 
 
    “They are not children, and I am hardly their father,” he argued. 
 
    “Of course,” she smiled. “As you say then. Does she have any memory of her creation?” Borsidia asked, looking back at the sleeping woman. The lack of a response made her turn back to Dungias whose eyes were cast to the floor. “Dungias, no! You haven’t told her?!” 
 
    “Have a care, Borsidia,” Dungias started. 
 
    “You make that level of decision for her and then claim not to be a parent?!” 
 
    “The Human culture is not like yours or mine… well, actually it is a great deal like mine. Clones are regarded as being less than human. In many ways they are the human equivalent to shay-spawn.” 
 
    “So what have you been doing all this time with her? 
 
    “Allowing her to build her own past,” Dungias replied, recalling the events of years past. He had intentionally not told Borsidia that the type of soldier the clones were meant to be had also been pre-determined. Jocasta and her sister were meant to be pilots, and perhaps the most skilled pilots Dungias had ever seen. Even without the two of them being formally trained, Dungias had only maintained a sixty-seven percent victory ratio in the simulator. The number dropped whenever real space and aircraft were involved. “Her first clear memory is at the seat of a plane called the Mockingbird. She was under attack from three other airships. The Mockingbird plane had been stolen… by her… but as far as she has ever known, the plane was hers.” 
 
    “I cannot say I approve, Dungias,” Borsidia remarked. 
 
    “You are not the only one” he replied. “I did what I could to maintain something of a supervisory capacity over the others. It quickly grew to a situation where I had to make a choice of who I would observe. Of the three, I chose Jocasta.” 
 
    “Why just her?” 
 
    “Because in a way, she had chosen me,” Dungias answered, making a conscious decision to not inform Borsidia about Jocasta’s sister, Persephone Alyssa Endigun, let alone the five brothers that had not perished as he had implied. It was a little known fact that Smitty’s first name was Endigun. Dungias had already decided to keep that to himself as well. 
 
    “Then, in all this time…” 
 
    “I have been monitoring her progress… her activity… her thoughts, when they were clear enough to read. And, in return for all I have taken from her, I wove myself into this scheme. She believes she saved my life, risking her own in the event. 
 
    “Thank you, my Queen,” Dungias thought. “You were quite right: no one needs to know everything! For in so many ways, Jocasta has saved me. 
 
    “For her efforts, I made a Life Pact with her.” 
 
    “A life pact?” 
 
    “She believes it is part of the Malgovi culture.” 
 
    “You mean to say that is another lie,” Borsidia asserted. 
 
    “Forgive me, Madam Chancellor, but please take note I am Malgovi,” Dungias asserted. “If I choose to implement something into that culture, I would think that is more of my station and nothing of yours. I understand your misgivings, Borsidia, but I would argue that you react from the perspective of the unengaged. There were ten lives that were considered to be nothing more than mere property and easily expendable. Three survived, and now they possess at least some modicum of life. I need not your approval or even your understanding; have a care of how far you voice your judgment.” 
 
    There was silence in the room as neither knew what to say or where to put their eyes. Dungias took in a deep breath and shook his head. “This is a nut-cruncher!” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Borsidia questioned, shocked at the wording. 
 
    “One of Jocasta’s sayings,” Dungias explained. “It refers to the sensitivity of–” 
 
    “My knowledge of humans is not without some experience, my friend,” Borsidia interrupted. 
 
    “So… are we still friends, milady?” 
 
    “We are at least that, Dungias,” she smiled. “I often take a position as your superior, but I have no means to substantiate such a claim.” 
 
    “You preside over an entire sector of the Astral Realm!” 
 
    “And if you had wanted, you would be the beloved king of your people!” Borsidia returned. “And a well-earned merit it would have been. Now you are about the business of trying to save humanity from itself. What better way than to attach yourself to a shining example of the possibilities of their beauty and wondrous potential. She is quite beautiful, Dungias.” 
 
    “You are catching her at one of her down moments,” he remarked, chuckling for a moment. 
 
    “I am quite sure. And speaking of moments,” Borsidia suddenly recalled, “I have something for you. I will teleport it aboard your ship before you leave. It is a keepsake from Smitty. He wanted you to have it, and since he resided in my sector, I had the opportunity to discover his body and his last wishes.” 
 
    “You destroyed the lab.” 
 
    Borsidia closed her eyes. Dungias had indeed come to work and know Smitty. “I did,” she replied. “Save for the item he left for you to take.” 
 
    “Then I shall take it. 
 
    “It will be a puzzle of some sort,” Dungias considered. “Once solved, it will yield something he thought I would need. I came here to show Satithe to Borsidia, and Jocasta to Smitty. If he decided to take his leave, perhaps he had seen all of her that he needed to see. Now I must see to this keepsake, and receive the last instructions from a good friend and mentor.  
 
    “When I return to my own dimension, I must consider never again coming to the InterVoid. My conflict with Nes is only growing, and it would seem there is more than his paranoia to contend with. If I am wrong, so be, but in order to see to this quest, I must trust in the First Star and… let go!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A man’s true secrets are more secret to himself than they are to others. 
 
    Paul Valery 
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    (II) 
 
      
 
    “It is time, my Mistress,” Hanvashi said softly, “time for you to awaken and take your place as our goddess!” Her eyes opened and she breathed in, smelling sweet air and the scent of the flowers of the chamber. “Greetings, Mistress!” Hanvashi bowed as he stepped back from her. “… and welcome to a new beginning!” The wall behind Hanvashi began to move, revealing that it was not a wall at all, but a set of sliding doors. As they moved, all she could see was glass and another set of doors. 
 
    “Where am I, Hanvashi?” she asked, knowing she was not in the same chamber where she had laid down to rest. 
 
    “To quote an Old Earth phrase, you’re in the best seat of the house!” The doors outside of the glass opened and Xaythra could see stars. She sat up, and then quickly stood up, walking toward the large window. She could see the debris, the planetoids, and various gasses. It was all that remained of what she had once called home; now it was an asteroid field, but what it surrounded was what drew her attention. 
 
    Technically speaking, it was a gas giant, the planet upon which she gazed. Comprised of mostly rusts and browns, there were yellow streaks and black spots all over the visual surface. She knew the spots were storms, and she could feel them stirring the gases of the world… but that was not all she could feel. 
 
    “It needs your touch, Mistress,” Hanvashi stated. “It will hold this form for only a few hours more and then it will disperse once more, returning to the asteroid field.”               
 
    “How did you manage this?!” Xaythra breathed as she turned away from the glass. 
 
    “Did you not ask me to create a haven for your followers?” Hanvashi quickly asked as he bowed his head.  
 
    “I did, and the result was beautiful; but that place was destroyed… destroyed by my power, torn apart by the energies I wield.” 
 
    “There is something of note about energy,” Gregoran said as he came away from the wall just next to the door of the observation room. He bowed and was pleased to receive a smile and nod from Xaythra. “It never dies, my Goddess. It can change direction, change form, even change purpose… but it always remains. The same power that destroyed Tau Upsilon was used to create Renatus!”  
 
    Xaythra turned back to the view. It had been a long time since she felt true happiness, and she almost did not know what to do. The last occasion of bliss had been quickly followed by imprisonment, torture and scientific studying; but that had been years ago, and this was a new day. 
 
    “A gas giant and nine moons,” she stated. “I did not know we possessed such technology.” With that, Hanvashi thought it best to deliver a reminder to his goddess. 
 
    “In truth, we still do not, my Mistress. This came to us by way of a party who prefers to keep their anonymity, and in actuality, there are ten moons.  But what you see is not yet fixed, and as I stated, without your power it will fade.” 
 
    “Then it shall have my power!” Xaythra declared, stepping through the glass. She could feel the awe of Hanvashi and the gentle smile of her High Priest. He was not as moved to see such feats; his faith had already told him of her greatness. If anything, each act of incredible power only served to confirm his beliefs.  
 
    “Perhaps I failed to see what a resource Gregoran truly is,” she thought. “Perhaps I am every bit of the fledgling goddess Austin declared me to be… but what of it? I am still here, Legerian. I still draw essence… I still feed on KaA. Witness the power of this fledgling!” In a flash of light, she transformed herself from her hominoid shell to an expression of cosmic power and authority; crystal blue waters swirling around a miniaturized singularity. The waters mixed with the black hole and became a photon of black light. It shot from its place at the rear of the ship and streaked toward the gas giant. 
 
    “Hear me, my most loyal followers,” she projected as black light formed around the bodies of both men. “As the heart of Renatus receives my power, so shall you! Let them forever be tied to one another as we create another triangle within the Rims!  
 
    “Go, chosen sons,” her voice echoed throughout the ship as Hanvashi and Gregoran started to float above the ground, her power slowly working its way through their bodies. “Go and send forth the word, demonstrate our power, and bring unto me a new flock… a new family… a new stride of life. Return to me in a year’s time and I shall show those who dare to attend what it is to love a goddess! Go… go… go….” 
 
    Gregoran fell to his knees weeping as Hanvashi landed gently on his feet, his eyes closed as he tried to contain the euphoria of her touch. He looked at his hands and concentrated slightly, causing a blue-black light to form around his hands. He had considered himself powerful before this offering, but Baron Zoll now knew he had wrought well in the name of his goddess. 
 
    “Helm!” he shouted and like Xaythra’s voice, his carried throughout the ship without need of an electronic device. “Set a course for the Phalmeen System and make sure it is clear of any obstructions. Notify me once you have it!” 
 
    “The Terran Triangle?” Gregoran guessed, and Hanvashi smiled at the Priest. 
 
    “Eventually, yes. And while talking to the people is normally the task of a Priest, I have another endeavor in mind for you, my friend.” 
 
    “You are Xaythra’s chosen son,” Gregoran said as he stood up, feeling younger and a great deal stronger. “Your word is law to me!” 
 
    “Then embrace this law. When it is just you and I, speak to me plainly, truthfully. We have endured much. Your loyalty can never be called into question in my mind, and I do not want you to waste time and effort trying to find the right words so that I do not question your station or purpose. There is too much to be done. We’ve already learned the costly lesson of placing our attention on the wrong front.” Hanvashi walked over to the pod that had been used to hold Xaythra’s sleeping form. He could still feel her essence on the sheets. 
 
    “You will note that in the things we are to accomplish, our goddess did not mention Freund,” Hanvashi stated. 
 
    “We will then trust in her wisdom and take to the tasks she has given us,” Gregoran replied. 
 
    “If I am to assemble her people, we will need an army. Great is our power, but neither one of us is a soldier, nor do we care to try when it would be simpler to recruit from well-established stock.” 
 
    “Then I will see to our General while you gather the masses,” Gregoran stated. 
 
    “You have a candidate in mind?” 
 
    “No, my Baron,” the High Priest replied as he turned to walk out of the room, “but I know you do. I will do what is required to regain her talents and make them our own.” 
 
    “I declare, your awareness and guile may be the only things that exceed your faith.” 
 
    “I will never be that gifted in the trappings of thought,” Gregoran admitted. “But our faith has led us thus far, I shall trust it a little longer. I have your leave to–” 
 
    “Do whatever you feel you must, Gregoran!” Hanvashi commanded. “You have my blessing and my hope.” The doors closed behind him and Hanvashi looked at them for a moment. He allowed himself a slight smile before turning back to look out of the large window. Renatus was nearly out of sight as the ship turned, but it was enough of a glance to sustain him… to empower him with faith and hope. 
 
    “I must say, it is nothing short of breathtaking to see truly dedicated men,” the female spoke softly from the shadows of the room. “Some would call you a fanatic, though I believe you prefer the word ‘devout’. Is that not so?” 
 
    “I have kept our agreement,” Baron Zoll replied, ignoring the inquiry he knew was hardly an earnest question. “… but it does not make it any less distasteful to lie to my goddess.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Baron Zoll,” the woman quickly returned. “Did it look like the source of your newfound technology was of great concern to her?! Xaythra did not even ask what you meant by the tenth moon before she cast herself off into the heart of that planet. Her mind is set on other things… and whatever it is she plans on doing with Renatus. I must say, for her to say that everything will take a year sounds promising.” 
 
    “She could have done it in an instant if she had chosen,” Hanvashi quickly defended. 
 
    “Then let us hope that her mind is not as blinded as you are!” the female retorted, moving toward the place in the room where she had first appeared seven days ago. “That is, if her true objectives are contrary to her stated aims, and I feel they probably are given the way she decided to take her leave of you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?!” Hanvashi barked. “Xaythra lends her touch to our new home!” 
 
    “And you actually believe that the incarnate expression of gravity needs a year to work out how to keep a gas giant together?! Tell me again how you came to a downfall here?  
 
    “She passed through the planet, Vohlbred,” the woman said, pressing a button on the small cube she kept in her left hand. It summoned a portal to take her away from this ship. “Amazing how when one is using a gas giant as a curtain how hard it is to see what is happening on the other side of it. I will save you the trouble of sending a probe. You will find the remains of a gravimetric breach. She literally ripped a hole in the fabric of space and made herself a doorway. Now, where that door leads is your mystery to fathom. You kept your word and my energy matrix actually worked; we both have what we truly need.” 
 
    “Indeed, mysterious one,” Hanvashi agreed. “I trust we will be graced with your presence in a year’s time?” 
 
    “I… wouldn’t miss it for the world!” the woman said before stepping into the portal, activating its power and process. The light cast against her body only revealed that she was tall and shapely, wearing a form-fitting bodysuit and a silver-lined black cloak. “And call me… Sylundaree.”  
 
    “Baron Zoll,” the helmsman called over the intercom, “our course is set. We await your orders.” 
 
    “Engage engines,” Hanvashi said as he watched the light of the aperture diminish and fade away altogether. “And tell the navigator to be on full alert! We will be increasing in velocity shortly!” 
 
      
 
    As the spacecraft pulled away from the newly named and still-forming gas giant, Naf moved from behind one of the moons. With his eyes still fixed on the vessel making its way through the fabric of space, a sphere of light formed in front of the Baton of the Celestial Chorus. A creation of his own making, the sphere used light to connect Naf with his brethren. 
 
    “What have you found, Naf?” Khiea inquired. 
 
    “The agent responsible for the falling of Eesa did not do so out of malice,” Naf reported, “but ignorance. The assembled entity was unaware of Eesa’s presence in the star she, the one called Xaythra, used as her own personal dwelling.” 
 
    “How could sharing the star diminish our Sister?” Cak inquired. 
 
    “It was not how the entity entered Eesa’s dwelling,” Naf replied. “… but how she departed. There is so much confusion, rage, pain, and strife still lingering here… so many lights lost... Eesa departed in the wake of the act that extinguished the light of so many. I cannot see where she has gone. 
 
    “But there are many lights that have passed since Eesa’s departure,” Naf added as his eyes looked to one particular place. The image of the vessel containing the Legerian slowly took form. “This one has taken a new craft, but he is one we recognize.” 
 
    “He still lives?!” Tilu asked, remembering the essence from before the Chorus put themselves to a deep and restful sleep. 
 
    “Yes he does,” Naf stated. “… but this one is but a shadow of its maker and master. The true collector rests as our brethren still do, awaiting our return.” 
 
    “Still, this does not tell us the cause behind our awakening,” Khiea noted.  
 
    “Agreed,” Boj added. “It brings to mind a note of curiosity, but this Chorus must first be concerned with the orchestrations of the Cosmos! We can return to fathom the enigma of L. Austin Eveentoos once we can resolve why we were stirred from our Restoration Cycles.” 
 
    “There is harmony,” Khiea declared. “Return to us, Baton. We have absorbed the ambient light of our sleeping brethren and still we have questions. Perhaps the answers will reveal themselves when our light shines throughout the realm.” 
 
    “I hear the command of our Conductor,” Naf declared as his body started to glow. “I am compliant.” A flash of white light burst from his chest, fading as quickly as it had come. When the light was gone, so was Naf. He had taken his power and his presence with him, but it had failed to register to him that he had not been alone… another presence of the Stars was nearby and it had observed the exchange between Naf and his siblings. 
 
    “Yes,” a soft female voice said. “You are compliant… and for the life of you, dear Brother, you cannot say why. But I was not awakened by the same light that brought you from your sleep. My light came from another. I fed off of her rage and it nearly became my own… but then I receive sentience… vision, awareness, and great regret. I know how so much life came to an end here, and I know why it was done… but until you came, my brother Naf, I did not know what I was. Your light has filled my heart and my mind. What I was deprived at your awakening you have given me. 
 
    “But you will not hear me as you are,” Eesa concluded as she slowly started to take form. Her long, thick, wavy hair took the color of a soft red mixed in with a deep mahogany brown. “There is a taint to the light that awakened my kin and it has become part of them. Only a greater light will reach them, cleanse them, and set them free. I have not the power to make such a light… not as I am. 
 
    “Still, my movements must be soft and quiet,” Eesa added as she looked on her skin that was beginning to form as well. It was of a dark, mocha complexion, smooth and supple, flowing all over her body, and she blinked as her eyes became a mixture of slender stripes of brown, green and blue all coming to a black dot in the center. “… when my kindred emit their light, I must be where I can read their light but not be read by them… or where they will expect me to be without knowing what I have become. Yes! I will hide, for now, in plain sight and wait for their starburst to ebb. Then I must fathom how I can achieve a light which is currently beyond me.” Eesa turned and placed herself back in the star of the Tau Upsilon. There she went about the business of creating a false image of herself; diminished and nearing extinguishment.   
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    Naf returned to the Chorus and Khiea was about to signal the gathering of her siblings when she took note of Poma gazing at the stars. It was clear she was not merely observing her kind; she was reading, and the subject matter was most engaging to her. 
 
    “What is it that you see?” Khiea inquired. She spoke in a voice that would register with Poma despite where her attentions may have been. 
 
    “The sparks,” Poma stated. “I can see the sparks who attempt to read shards of our light. They are searching… with great intent… for something…” Poma turned away from her gazing to look at Khiea. “Something that I cannot see but that I know to be there.” 
 
    Khiea thought for a moment, reviewing the light Poma had read to come to such a conclusion. She then looked out into the cosmos and read the ambient light, quickly coming to the same findings. Another mortal light, another spark, had come to their realm and yet nothing of the spark’s arrival could be seen.  
 
    “How is that possible?” Khiea asked, sharing with her siblings both her findings as well as Poma’s investigation. “Such an event is not in our memory!” 
 
    “Something new has happened!” Cak declared, glowing in anticipation. 
 
    “It does not change our position,” Khiea stated, turning away from Poma. “We must unite and send out our light. Perhaps in this burst we will see this matter more clearly.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Poma agreed as she walked to join her siblings. 
 
    Joining hands in a circle around Naf, blinding shafts of light burst from the chests of the Chorus into Naf who collected the energy, adding his own, awaiting the guiding hand of Khiea. Her crystal eyes were soon alive with light as she focused her will through Naf. 
 
    “I can feel them,” she said. “The sparks. They almost speak with one voice… they are nearly a Chorus unto themselves. But while their objectives are similar, their passions are scattered. They play the same note but they do not speak in one voice. They will miss the light yet again.” 
 
    “I will suggest,” Boj offered. “… with the sparks peering so heavily into our shards, we should not use the light which is the most available to us.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tilu added. 
 
    “There is harmony,” Khiea declared. “We will use then… the Black Light!” 
 
    Black starlight burst from Naf and spread quickly through the Rims. It passed through all realms and all dimensions adhered to the Rims, giving light and taking light as it reached the edged of the Outer Rim. It then returned, engaging in the same trades; though the offered light had been changed by all it had gained and thus what it received in the second trade in return was also different, augmented by several degrees. 
 
    The light returned, passing through every object in the Rims, even Tau Upsilon where Eesa read the light, giving the false light-image of her slow and eventual death. Naf received the burst and gave equal portions to each of his siblings and the gem which had initiated their awakening. 
 
    Much had happened since the Chorus was last conscious… much more was still happening. They still had no answer as to what force had called them from their slumber, but the mystery of how and why they had slept past their appointed awakening time had been added to their massive list of questions. It did not dawn on them to awaken the rest of the Chorus. They were too fixated on this ghost that still evaded their senses. A ghost with the touch of foreign Starlight attached to its form. Not only did it have to be found, but it had to be destroyed!  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The beginnings of a path need not always be named so long as they are not overlooked or dismissed before the first stride can be taken.  
 
    The First Star Chaser 
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    Dungias approached the platform and looked at the approaching fighter-craft. Taking a moment to check his brace-com, he saw Satithe’s scans had already been analyzed. The new engine design was performing better than he had anticipated. To Dungias, it was still inadequate, given what he had learned in his travels to the Rims, but it exceeded the local region’s definition of adequate. It was now all a matter of what Jocasta thought of it; the vehicle landed and floor-mounted hooks locked into place. 
 
    The canopy opened and she removed her helmet, sighing and shaking her head. “Were you watching?” she asked. 
 
    “I was indeed, Captain,” he replied, offering his hand to help her out of the ship. “The fighter’s performance was nominal.” She took hold of his hand and sighed again. 
 
    “We must’ve been watching two different shows, Z,” she said, hoisting herself up out of the fighter. “Nominal is not what I got at all.” She turned and jumped up, wrapping her arms and legs around Dungias before she started to cackle. “Z! I freakin’ love it!” 
 
    “I would not have guessed that was your opinion,” Dungias remarked as he turned and started down the stairs to the main floor. Jocasta remained a fixture to his body, but her weight was easily managed and Dungias allowed himself a smile. 
 
    “I’ve never felt thrust like that before!” Jocasta exclaimed as her head came away from his shoulder. “And what in the name of funky stars did you do to the guidance system?! You can’t turn and bank like that in outer space! I turned off my helmet mike because I didn’t want to bust your ears out!” 
 
    “That explains the silence,” Dungias stated as he entered the corridor. “Your consideration is appreciated. As for the turning capacity, that is achieved by the gravitational field the fighter is able to generate. It is linked to the field the Xara-Mansura creates and between the two, it can be made to feel as if you are flying in atmosphere. I have not worked out all of the…” 
 
    “Kinks, genius,” Jocasta offered. “The word is ‘kinks’. And yes, it can also be used in a sexual reference, but no one aboard this ship is going to read you wrong on that one.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain?” Dungias returned, not sure as how to take what Jocasta had said. He dismissed the matter and returned his mind to the topic of the projected gravimetric field. The range of applications of such a device was nearly boundless, but he knew that Jocasta was only interested in one at the present. “Once I have completed my research, I will be adding another controller to your console.” 
 
    “Two sticks? Why?” 
 
    “Because you will have the ability to alter the focus of the field,” Dungias replied, walking into the lift. He looked at a staring and patient Jocasta who was not going to voice what her facial expression was so ably conveying. “The pull of gravity need not remain in one direction. What if the pull was above as you pulled back on the stick?” Her eyes flared wide and Dungias could feel the handholds on his shoulders receive a noted increase of pressure. 
 
    “That would be a superfast pull-up,” she whispered as she wrapped her arms around his neck again. 
 
    “And with the gravitational field above you, there would be no G’s registering on your body,” Dungias added. “And yes, once I have worked out all of the… kinks… we should be able to project the field into an atmospheric environment.” 
 
    “I was right,” Jocasta said softly as she nodded. “You really are a genius!” 
 
    “I am merely responding to the needs of my Captain,” Dungias replied. Jocasta smiled before she looked around. She frowned and decided to climb down off of Dungias. 
 
    “You’re pretty freakin’ strong, ya know,” she remarked, patting him on the shoulder. “Hauling me from the hangar bay. Didn’t even look like you were working to walk.” 
 
    “And yet she somehow missed how she has held up her own body weight, with no sign of strain, for the same length of time,” Dungias thought. 
 
    “I am glad to have been of service,” Dungias said. 
 
    “You know, that’s one thing we gotta nail down and I mean now,” Jocasta said, stopping the lift. Dungias frowned at the motion but then looked to the floor, opting to say nothing. “What?” 
 
    “Did you think we would not have the same measure of privacy at the end of the lift ride?” Dungias inquired. Jocasta’s lips pressed together and she moved her tongue around her teeth as she let the moment pass quietly, lifting the lock on the lift car. 
 
    “That’s because it feels like we’re in a freakin’ building!” she muttered. “I keep thinking we’re going to get to a floor and find a crowd of people waiting to use the lift so they can check out of the Hotel Roundball!” 
 
    “Ah, there is the wit again,” Dungias observed. 
 
    “Do you know what the worst part of the test flight was, Z?” 
 
    “When you had to turn back to the ship,” he answered. 
 
    “When I had to turn back to dock with the prematurely ejaculated bowling ball!” she snapped. Dungias frowned once again, looking as if he did not get the metaphor. “Prematurely,” she offered. “You know, because it doesn’t have the three holes.” Dungias’ face broke from the frown as he recognized what she was trying to describe. “I swear. Do you know what I keep thinking looking at a big ass gray ball in the middle of space? I keep wondering when someone’s gonna break out the Donna Summer record!” 
 
    “I especially like Love Is In Control,” Dungias remarked. 
 
    “That’s R&B, genius, not disco. I’m pretty sure they didn’t have disco-balls in the cool clubs! That said, it is a good song, but you’re a bass man. You like that bass stuff, which explains why you’ve always got jazz, the blues, Level 42, and posh-twist playing in the lab.” The lift stopped and Dungias stepped out into the corridor. 
 
    “Speaking of the lab,” he said without stopping, “there are a few matters I must tend to regarding the test flight data. If you will excuse me, Captain.” 
 
    “He asks without waiting for a response,” Jocasta thought. “Yeah, like you’re going to say anything to keep him from making the ride even more kick-ass!” Jocasta tapped her brace-com to open a channel to Dungias. 
 
    “Z?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “All jokes aside, I’ve never flown anything like it.” 
 
    “All jokes aside, I have never designed a ship for a finer pilot, Captain.” 
 
    “Damn if he doesn’t always one-up me!” Jocasta observed. 
 
    “When I allow my engineering to catch up to your piloting skill… then we will have something to talk about!” Jocasta’s body locked in place as her mind went over what she had just been told. “Until then, what we have will have to serve.” 
 
    “Uh, Z?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you’ve been holding back?” 
 
    “Frequently, Captain.” Jocasta took hold of the railing inside the lift car as her eyes started to well up with tears. 
 
    “Call me a floater before you flush!” she thought. “That grav-field was not his best?! What the hell?!” 
 
    “I would rather not discuss the particular reasons why,” Dungias continued. “Not at this moment. Suffice to say I have had a change of heart, and I believe it is time that we started showing who and what we are.” 
 
    “And uhm… what… just what are we, there, Z?” 
 
    “We are pirates, Captain!” Dungias replied. Jocasta could hear the doors of the lab opening as she regained her composure. “To that end, I have two points I would like to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Same here, big guy, but you go first.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Dungias said. “While bringing down Kallbren was somewhat satisfying, it would have been much better for us had we been able to actually pick up that shipment of Imperial track-scan units.” 
 
    “Dear Gods, we’re starting to think alike!” Jocasta thought. “Something in the universe is about to get pounded. I can just feel it!” 
 
    “I have been monitoring some of the trader channels and I found an interesting pattern.” 
 
    “Wow, you only have to show the blue man a trick one time!” Jocasta thought, remembering when she had told her engineer about how some of the more unscrupulous operators used trader channels to ferry messages back and forth to their colleagues.    
 
    “Vilov Dakkrun will be at the Shrafus Yan in three days,” Dungias continued. 
 
    “What’s a well-known, high-end fence man doing in the middle of Bralky-land?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I was thinking the same,” Dungias added. 
 
    “Not that we would want to cross swords with him… again,” Jocasta said in consideration of a point of self-preservation. “Screwing around with any of the Guilds is just asking for trouble!” 
 
    “We would only be ‘screwing with the Guilds’ if;  a) we prevent the delivery of the item or items in question, or b) take possession of said items after he has purchased them. I doubt seriously he cares who delivers the goods to him so long as they are indeed delivered.” 
 
    “That’s true, but how the hell do you know it’s really Dakkrun?” 
 
    “I was reviewing the Magistrate files on the man,” Dungias answered. 
 
    “When did you jack an IA mainframe?!” 
 
    “Were we not just in a Magistrate Guardhouse at Tovask?” 
 
    “Yes, but–” 
 
    “Whenever my Identicard is scanned into a system, Satithe has the opportunity to access said system, performing a number of endeavors, including accessing the associated mainframe.” 
 
    “You mean every time you slid your card to pick up a bounty, you were jacking into the system paying out to us?!” Jocasta asked as the lift car stopped again and she started for her cabin. 
 
    “Affirmative, Captain. At this point, however, Satithe is only able to gather files that have not been secured or classified. She still has yet to hone the art of information-systems manipulation.” 
 
    “Wow, he really was holding back,” she muttered. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Nothing, Z. Apparently that still makes for quite a database.” 
 
    “Approximately thirteen thousand, six hundred and nine files,” Satithe informed. 
 
    “That sounds… adequate,” Jocasta said as she walked into her room. “What’s point number two?” 
 
    “With your permission, I would like to make some adjustments to your gun,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Sure, no problem.” 
 
    “No, Captain… your gun!” 
 
    “My Rouge gun?” she asked. “Why would you want to mess with that?” 
 
    “To improve it.” 
 
    “Improve a digitally-balanced laser pistol?” 
 
    There was a slight pause and Jocasta could just imagine her Chief Engineer pressing his lips together as he always took a moment to weigh his words before speaking whenever the subject matter dropped beneath a certain intelligence quotient. “I still have no idea what that means,” he said. “… but yes, the laser pistol given to you by your former Captain. It is in need of renovation.” 
 
    Jocasta stood quite still for a moment, pondering how to best phrase her denial. She gave voice, however, to another perspective; one that had just struck her as she caught sight of herself in a mirror on her wall. “No holding back, right, Z?” 
 
    “No holding back, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta blew out a long slow breath and squinted her eyes before wincing in pain. “Okay,” she said with clear reservations in her voice. “Do what you can.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. What are your two points?” 
 
    “Well, the first one falls right in line with your first point, Z,” Jocasta stated. “… but you took yours a step or two beyond what I could have suggested. The only thing I would add is that you and Satithe get together and cook up a false front. We need to do some fishing.” 
 
    “Might I then inquire as to what sort of angler we’re looking for?” Dungias asked. 
 
    Jocasta took another moment to look at herself in the mirror. While she was not displeased, there were several matters that required serious attention. She flexed the muscles in her arms and frowned. 
 
    “I could have sworn I had better guns than these,” she thought. “I’ll have to add some time with the weights after the simulator. 
 
    “We’ll be looking for someone who’s not afraid of dealing with Imperial merchandise.” Jocasta said as she stretched her abdominal area. 
 
    “Meaning that this face you wish for us to generate… she is not one who …” 
 
    “Z, I’m female and blonde. Sometimes you let people make their own assumptions; other times you give ‘em a little nudge!” 
 
    “I see,” Dungias answered. “That means you will be wearing your shoulder holster. Might I also then suggest the shotgun?” 
 
    “Hey, nice touch,” Jocasta smiled. “Make sure you put one of those stupid extra shell packs on the side too.” 
 
    “Which would mean your alias has a background in law enforcement,” Dungias added. 
 
    “Whoa, nicely done, Z! It shouldn’t be too hard to find a file on a corrupt Maggot.”  
 
    “They practically grow them on trees, Captain,” Dungias quipped. “And what is your second point?” 
 
    “We need a crew on this tub… if only to serve as muscle when we pull a job,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “While I find myself whole-heartedly agreeing, taking on new personnel can be–” 
 
    “You took me on, Z,” Jocasta reminded him. 
 
    “I am afraid I am going to make a condition between us,” Dungias replied, “one that is not negotiable. Whenever we find someone willing to die for us, there will be no argument to adding them to the crew. Otherwise, distrust of strangers will remain one of the traits we share in equal measure.” 
 
    “I can abide by that.” 
 
    “Very well. There should be plenty of hopefuls on or about the Bralkian homeworld.”  
 
    Jocasta snorted a laugh in response.  
 
    “Am I missing something, Captain?” 
 
    “Does the spelling for the day end in ‘Y’?” Jocasta fired back. “We’re about to go to a place where clean and pristine humans won’t voluntarily tread. There’s a smell factor with the Bralky and the do-gooders stay away from that sort of thing.” 
 
    “And a serious pirate can withstand the foul smell?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Z, aside from the snake-folk, a serious pirate is that foul smell!” 
 
    “I see. Shall we make our way toward Dakkrun’s destination then?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Zhok-Tarr is less than two days away from where we are,” Jocasta stated. “… but you’re going to tell me–” 
 
    “Forty percent drives would have us in orbit of the Bralkian planet just inside fourteen point two six hours, Captain,” Dungias advised. 
 
    “Damn if this ball doesn’t roll,” Jocasta commented. “Make preparations to run at fifty percent and engage when ready. I’m going to get in some simulator time.” 
 
    “The fighter that you have yet to name?” 
 
    “No. Going to do some sky-bike runs… and yes, I got the hint!” Jocasta deactivated the communications link before she huffed in frustration.  
 
    Naming things was not something that came easily to Jocasta, having a fairly steady problem with ‘Elise’ and absolutely no success in tracking down ‘Endigun’. It had always taken her a long time to name anything. But that was because she insisted on waiting for a feeling; something coming from whatever needed to be named. The fighter just was not ready to have a name… not yet, and that scared her. Jocasta was not lying when she said she had never flown a finer spacecraft. Even when she was a squad leader for Rouge, she hadn’t flown anything that compared to what was currently parked in her hangar aboard the Xara-Mansura. 
 
    “And he’s been holding back?!” she said, removing her flight suit. “Talk about ‘check, please’! And he wants to improve the gun next?! What have I done here?” Jocasta slipped on the bodysuit that Z always insisted she wear underneath her clothes. She had never been given a reason why, but with what she had just learned of her engineer, there was less need to question it. “Come to think of it, I’ve never known what digitally-balanced means, either!” 
 
      
 
    Dungias turned off the monitor showing him Jocasta’s room. He reminded himself there were places where he needed to assert himself and places where he needed to let go. The renovations for the gun had been planned out and loaded into Satithe months ago. All he needed to do was to get the weapon to the Main Fabrications Lab and let the drones do their work.  
 
    “Satithe, we will need to block off the lower third of the ship,” Dungias stated. “Deny access to all parties save for myself.” 
 
    “And the Captain, yes?” 
 
    “No, Satithe, just me. Label the doors coming from the lift as Project: No Holding Back, and simply use the initials NHB on retaining walls and the like. Make defenses sufficient enough to prevent my skill set.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master. But to disavow the Cap–”  
 
    “You have your orders,” Dungias insisted while keying in the command for CK to monitor the locks and security for the designated area. “And let us now take a look at possible crewmen for the ship. Give me the files we have gained from the IA on those persons in the region of the planet Zhok-Tarr, please. I want you to generate the façade the Captain requested, and use anything but the trader channels to post inquiries. Inform all interested parties she will be on Zhok-Tarr in two days and plans to leave the planet on the same day.” 
 
    “But I have no experience with this sort of thing, Master,” Satithe pointed out. 
 
    “Neither does this non-existent person, Satithe. Your mistakes will only make this false front more genuine.” Dungias keyed in another command for CK and started for the door. “Send those requested files to the computer in Fabrications Lab Three, if you would please. I will be there for a few hours, working on a personal project… after I have visited the arboretum.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master.” 
 
    “Thank you, Satithe.” Dungias left the room and made his way to the lift. The arboretum was only a few decks above him, but like the other three times when the notion had struck him to go, Dungias found himself unwilling to visit the botanical garden. It had nothing to do with the parcel Borsidia had given him. Dungias doubted seriously if Smitty had left any coarse passing words. The Traveler was sure the Meacruhn engineer had them, but they were meant for Nes and the like. His issue was with the Stars. It had been years since he had spoken to them; since the day he had had to bury three children who had been put into matured cloned bodies. Borsidia might have been right about the fatherly perspective Dungias had taken with the rescued souls… but that was before three of them had suffered a very slow and agonizing death! 
 
    “I asked the Stars to guide me when I acted to save them,” he thought. “Could they not have made me miss?! 
 
    “And she begged me to help her,” Dungias recalled the face of one of the girls – one who had taken hold of his hand before she died. She had been on the third row of the units, preceding Jocasta and Persephone, and her passing had been by far the most gruesome. She had possessed a nearly infallible drive to live and after each wave of cellular degradation, her body would come fighting back. Dungias had wanted to show her mercy and put the child out of her misery, but could not bring himself to commit the act. Every time she fell, part of the Traveler died with her.  
 
    “Master, forgive me, but I believe I have found something quite unexpected,” Satithe reported. Dungias said nothing, but turned on his heels and jogged back to Engineering. The door was already opening and he ran into the room. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I think the matter of the missing track-scans is simply a case of collateral damage,” Satithe stated. Dungias folded his arms and waited for her to continue. A three-dimensional holographic projection was erected in front of him. It seemed to be a picture of the inside of a large vault. “This is the holding room where the track-scans were being stored. It is the only maximum security facility on Tovask, so the Magistrates are allowed to charge astronomical–” 
 
    “Satithe, please!” Dungias snapped. 
 
    “Indeed, Master. According to the logs at the station where you were paid, there was only one other item stored in the facility.” 
 
    “An item that apparently is also missing,” Dungias added. 
 
    “Exactly!” Satithe said, sounding excited. “All the documentation regarding the second item is classified and I was about to dismiss the matter until I found this!” The corner of the room was highlighted before it was magnified in a quick zoom-in. 
 
    “Is that some sort of lock?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “It is a magnetic locking plate,” Satithe explained. “The key to the plate and the locking mechanism are made from the same radioactive metal.” 
 
    “Which means they are degrading at the same rate, making it the only key that should have been able to unlock that plate,” Dungias said as he stepped closer to the image. His eyes squinted as the palm-side of his index finger softly tapped his upper lip. “Hmmm. Satithe, can you run this image through the visual spectrum and tell me if all the scratches were made at the same time?” 
 
    “My Master has a very keen eye,” Satithe cheered. “The radiation coming off the locking mechanism actually helps in this regard, making the scratches easier to read.” Some of the scratches faded and a set of them brightened. 
 
    “That is… Fazerian script,” Dungias declared. “The Arachnidian Community, I believe. Something about being clean?!” 
 
    “No longer clean is the direct translation, Master, and similar markings were found on the locking plate where the track-scans were stored. It is one of the calling cards for a thief called the Black Scarab. I am sure that if we could gain access to the secured files, we would read in the report that a black shuriken with gold trim was recovered at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    “So we have a slightly confused thief who has a fixation for clean things?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “No, he has a fixation for things that are meant not to be touched,” Satithe replied. “Why do you say he is confused?” 
 
    “Scarabs are of the Coleopteran Order,” Dungias pointed out. “Beetles, not spiders, as the script would suggest.” 
 
    “Perhaps he is simply taking a racial-inclusive perspective,” Satithe suggested, getting back to her report. “And I know where your mind is going, but there is one other thing I need to mention. I found a very unique transmission pulse linked to the IA Master Code. It reaches the satellite systems where I think it finds its own broadcast path. Satellite records, however, are not as secure, nor are they as regulated as Magistrate logs.” 
 
    “You did not,” Dungias said in shock. 
 
    “I did, Master,” Satithe reported. “In the past thirty-two months a similar or matching type of communication has occurred thirteen times. I have been able to cross-reference five locations as reporting a theft of a very valuable, and a very clean, item!” 
 
    “Were you able to track who received those transmissions?” Dungias asked, leaning forward. 
 
    “In each case the communications went to a public utilities board of a major urban complex,” Satithe answered and Dungias punched his left hand into his right palm as he sighed in frustration. He started to turn away from the image of the vault, but stopped. 
 
    “Wait a moment. Five to thirteen. If we were to add an unreported robbery to that list, much like the one at the sky mining facility, that would mean the thief made contact twice per theft; one to say the job is done…” 
 
    “And the fourteenth would be to set a meeting place for delivery?!” Satithe guessed. 
 
    “A hypothesis,” Dungias said, pondering. “… and a flimsy one at that.” 
 
    “But?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “A feeling,” Dungias admitted. “It could be nothing more than an impulse, but for the moment, I will simply say that it feels more like intuition.” 
 
    “A welcome sight to see once again, Traveler,” Satithe replied. “But, in this case, what does it mean?” 
 
    “It might turn out that our business may not be with Vilov Dakkrun after all. Satithe, if you can track the transmissions, are you also able to read the file and tell me what was said?” 
 
    “That information is still logged physically at the site,” Satithe answered. “The database is serviced every sixteen months, but without a Magistrate authorization, we would need to actually go to–”  
 
    “Ready the Kulri-Kraythe and send three drones to the satellite,” Dungias ordered. “With any good light, they should be reaching the satellite about the time we’re ready to make landfall. Since we are sending drones, use the remaining space to store extra power reserves.” 
 
    “Your scout ship will be launching in seventeen minutes, Master,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Well done, Satithe,” Dungias smiled. “Well done indeed!” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “To be on the safe side–” 
 
    “The backstory for the Captain’s corrupt Maggot has already been uploaded to her brace-com,” Satithe advised. 
 
    “Alert me when she’s actually read it,” Dungias added as he left the room. He had a quicker and lighter stride to his walk. His meditations would have to wait. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    This morning promised to be different. How many times had the Princess Maradothia been summoned to the chambers of the Imperial Throne? She remembered the day she had decided to stop counting, and wondered if she would find her father in a similar state of mind as she had that day. Birthday or not, it was imperative that the Imperial Princess demonstrate character and collectiveness at all times. It simply would not do to have a child of the throne rip their skirts just so they could swing from the flags along the southern wall of the palace.  
 
    “Came so close to breaking G’Dalior’s record too,” she recalled, rounding the last corner of her lengthy trek.  
 
    “Thank you, Laydrun,” she said softly, nodding to the guard who had not only delivered the summons but had served as her escort. “And the best of skill in your examinations today.” 
 
    “My lady is too gracious,” the young soldier bowed as the comely young lady entered the chamber. 
 
    “That will be all, guard,” a slightly nasal and pinched voice called out. Though he stood with his back to the main entrance, the extravagant red, yellow and orange colors of Count Casdan Quazeki’s palace attire were hard to miss. He stood on the stairs halfway between the floor and the platform where the throne had been placed. “You were assigned a fetching task, after all.” Turning to face Maradothia, the Count took his normal and therefore more noted stance: his right forearm laid atop his left, the tips of the fingers on his left hand coming to an exact point with his right elbow. “This is not your Social Hour. Dismissed! Close and seal the chamber on your way from it!” 
 
    “Good morning, Coun–” Maradothia was silenced by a sharp wave of Quazeki’s right hand as he closed his eyes at the same time, slightly puckering his lips to give a silent shushing suggestion. Only when the chamber door were closed and sealed did the man even exhale. His purple eyes slowly opened and shifted to look at the Princess. Combing his long black hair behind his ears, the young Count gave the Princess a false smile. 
 
    “What we have to discuss is not for a simple guard to hear, my lady.” 
 
    Already put off by being told to shut up, and more angry at herself for having followed the silent instruction, Maradothia found herself not wishing to fence with her father’s Minister of Affairs. “Forgive me, good Count, I was not aware we had anything to discuss. Perhaps you should make yourself clear.” 
 
    “It has come to my attention that you are engaged in unauthorized surveillance measures,” the slender man said softly, staring intently at Maradothia. 
 
    “Excuse me!” she exclaimed. “Who has made this claim against my name and station?! 
 
    “Though I don’t think I have to go too far to find the culprit,” she thought, recalling her conversation with Ernestan. The two guards in front of her brother’s bedchamber doors were the only non-electronic eyes that could have reported her to Count Quazeki. 
 
    “So instead of answering my question, you post your own inquiry to me,” the man bantered. “A most interesting reaction, usually engaged by those who have something to hide. The question here is whether that item is guilt or an unknown agenda.” 
 
    “It has become painfully clear to me that your service to the Throne has taxed you beyond sound reason and good judgment, Count Quazeki!” Maradothia fired back. “But after such a distinguished career, it would be best to retire voluntarily and be rewarded with the gratitude of my father than risk being thrashed by his ire!” 
 
    “Do you deny you are in counsel with the Star Gaper Ernestan Geelmus?!” Casdan snapped. 
 
    The Princess was awestruck, but only for a very brief moment. Shock quickly turned to anger as she glared up at the man. “Perhaps it speaks to a different sort of prophecy, Count. For you to assume you have the mark and measure of one to whom I would report my relationship with so much as a hair follicle!” 
 
    “Perhaps you need to be reminded of my station, Princess Maradothia.” 
 
    “You are the Imperial Minister of Affairs,” Maradothia stated as she began to ascend the stairs. 
 
    “Quite correct, milady.” 
 
    “And as such you are the chief liaison between the Throne and the citizenry of the Empire.” Maradothia’s eyes never wavered from Casdan’s, nor did she stumble as she continued to climb the steep steps. “And by that I refer to the common citizenry.” 
 
    “Of which her majesty is a member,” Quazeki quickly added. 
 
    “Oh, that is where your seer is sorely mistaken,” Maradothia said as she climbed to stand taller than the Count. “Allow me to repeat these words: ‘she holds the blood, and the spirit, and the promise of my Throne, standing as one of its brightest gems and its most able servants’.” 
 
    “What exactly are you talking about?” Casdan asked, blinking his eyes in confusion 
 
    “She recites the words of our Master and Emperor,” a soft but strong voice answered the inquiry. The Count and the Princess looked up to see a male figure walking around the observation floor as he approached the stairs. The lights of the upper floor and ceiling kept him from being easily identified. Casdan lifted his hand to shade his eyes. 
 
    “Who dares to eavesdrop in this chamber?!” the Imperial Minister shouted and Maradothia looked questioningly upon the Count, quickly recalling the events of how this conversation had been initiated. While she was not sure of ‘the who’, she knew all too well ‘the what’!  
 
    “The Imperial Throne Chamber was locked and the Emperor is not in attendance,” the figure stated, reaching the slender stairway which led down to the main floor. The man walked with hardly any bounce to his body; his left hand thumb was tucked into the top of his girdle, and his right hand held the edge of his cape, keeping it clear of his feet. He walked into the light where his eyes sparkled signaling his connection with MannA. “Surely you would expect one of the Imperial Elite to investigate.” 
 
    “Dreadnaught Ironsyde,” Maradothia smiled, nodding toward the tall and muscular frame of the man. “It is good to see you again.” 
 
    “It is an unexpected grace to find you here, Your Majesty,” Nyrvann Ironsyde said as he reached the main floor and bowed deeply to the young girl. “Perhaps I can be of assistance.” 
 
    “That will not be necessary,” Casdan said, waving the man off.  
 
    Nyrvann gave a snort as he smirked and made his approach toward the center of the chamber. “The aid I wish to give is to you, Imperial Minister. Note that even after you have given me a directive, I have not moved to follow it. To heed to your commands, I would have to abandon my position.” 
 
    “Maradothia is neither the Emperor, the Empress, or the Regalion!” Casdan stated as fact. 
 
    “The words she recited were the words her father spoke on her Day of Marking,” the Dreadnaught explained. “As his Imperial voice is law, she was made an Agent of the Throne the moment she received his mark. So I will not be waved off, Count. I will defend the Throne unto my last!” 
 
    “And it is my hope that the best of my warriors need not be deployed against a member of my own Ministry,” the Emperor spoke softly as he materialized in front of the throne. The other three occupants of the chamber were quick to initiate their salutation. 
 
    “Father,” Maradothia spoke softly as she descended to her knee. 
 
    “My Emperor!” Casdan stated emphatically, falling to both knees.  
 
    “Master of us all,” Nyrvann added, placing the palm-side of his left fist against his forehead before lowering it to the center of his chest. From there, as he lowered himself to one knee, his fist made a wide arc outward, slowly lowering his fist down to his lifted and extended right palm. Nyrvann closed his eyes and bowed his head. TrenGal Primuson waited a moment before speaking again. 
 
    “Champion, please escort the Imperial Minister of Affairs to his offices. He is errant and must return to his desk at once in order to draft the writ of apology he will deliver to my daughter… before the day’s end!”               
 
    “If the one whose eyes give the Stars their lead to shine will hear my words...” Maradothia started. 
 
    “My child will always have my ear, daughter. Speak!” 
 
    “The Imperial Minister is surely one of the most dedicated Agents of the Throne,” Maradothia said clearly. “He need not apologize for his eagerness, my father. I would simply hope he gives further consideration to his ambitions before giving them action or voice in the future.” 
 
    TrenGal put his hand to his chin, savoring the view and the moment. “You possess your father’s wintery passion and your mother’s spring-kissed graces. Rise, my dauntless summer child, and dismiss our agents as you would have them retire. Your father wishes to hear more of your voice in his crafting chambers.” 
 
    “I shall see myself to your side immediately, Father,” Maradothia said as her father faded from sight. The Princess stood up along with Casdan and Nyrvann. She could not keep all of the smile from breaking across her face, and Nyrvann winked at her before stepping forward to address Casdan. 
 
    “Count Quazeki,” he said softly, “if you will come with me.” 
 
    “I am in your debt, my Princess,” Casdan bitterly admitted. 
 
    “Yes, good Count. You most certainly are!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    If there is one realm in which it is essential to be sublime, it is in wickedness. You can spit on a petty thief, but you can’t deny a kind of respect for the great criminal.  
 
    Denis Diderot 
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    “I know what you’re thinking: why is it I was born with all of the dispensable wealth when this man has grace, charm, and the kind of aim that could make a Shootist cringe?” The blade was released just after he spoke. It arched over the table, ricocheted off the mounting for the lamp in the chandelier, and flew down to the center of the tray being carried by the waitress as she walked past the table. She screamed as the tip of the dagger pierced through the tray and into the palm of her hand. “Whoops!” he said, wincing and cringing. “That’s gotta sting.” The waitress only looked at him for a moment and ran to the back of the establishment. 
 
    “He missed!” Hurjukk, a Bralkian, hissed in jubilation. Several of the persons standing around him began to cheer as well. Nulaki was taking a long draw on his cigar when he heard the claim and choked. He coughed and brushed back his long, black hair as he made a slow approach to Hurjukk. 
 
    “They must be putting something in the food here,” Nulaki coughed as he tapped the green and gold Bralkian on the rear right shoulder. “Did you say I missed?” 
 
    “Your translator frazzed, mixer?” Hurjukk laughed. “Yes, I said you missed… because you did!” 
 
    “My translator’s just fine, my Bralkian friend,” Nulaki quickly answered, waving his hands in front of the Bralkian’s face. “What I am questioning is your eyesight.” 
 
    “You off-worlders,” Hurjukk grunted. “You come to our planet, convinced the Bralkian are a backward people, and you think you can have your way with us. The rules of the game are simple, mixer,” Hurjukk said softly, leaning over Nulaki who did not seem at all intimidated by the Bralkian’s excessive height over his own six-foot frame. “And since you have brought my eyes into question, let me tell you what I do see. I see the rules right over there on that wall.” 
 
    “As do I,” Nulaki agreed as he folded his arms. 
 
    “You name the bet and you name the feat,” Hurjukk stated. “If you can do the feat, everyone who bet against you pays. Pretty simple, eh?” 
 
    “Even a mixer could understand it,” Nulaki added, showing his disgust for the term often used to describe someone of mixed breeding. His green contact lenses did little to hide his sharp, non-human features. He might have been raised by a Terran, and had some of their blood in him, but he did not look like them. He took a moment to catch a glimpse of his wrist-com. 
 
    “I’m a little ahead of schedule,” he thought. 
 
    “Then what is the problem?!” Hurjukk shouted. “You named a bull’s eye off a ricochet! Your blade hit the chandelier… and then it hit the tray!” 
 
    “Oh, tavern master!” Nulaki called out. 
 
    “You know damn well I don’t take sides,” the large, round Bralkian quickly replied from behind the bar. He did not especially like Hurjukk, but he was not about to risk any of his steady business taking the side of an off-worlder.  
 
    “All the more reason why you’re needed,” Nulaki quickly explained. “Would you be so kind as to define a bull’s eye for my friend here?” 
 
    The tavern master looked around. The argument had drawn the interest of many of his patrons, but not in a violent way. Bralkian curiosity was a precious commodity as it was hardly ever demonstrated. But the off-worlder had put together nine feats, with the ricochet shot being the tenth. Had he struck the bull’s eye he would have collected on no less than fifteen bets. “It’s the center of a target,” he answered as he looked intently at the Fazbred Terran.  
 
    “Usually denoted by a red dot or similar marking, yes?” Nulaki pressed. 
 
    “Usually.” 
 
    “Your blade didn’t even reach the target!” Hurjukk yelled. 
 
    “And I submit…” Nulaki kicked down for the floor and the tray the waitress had dropped flipped up to his hand. His throwing dagger was still lodged in the center. Smiling up at Hurjukk, Nulaki flipped the circular serving tray over, revealing his blade in the center of a red spot of blood. “… that it did! 
 
    “Did I designate which target I would hit, or simply that I’d hit the bull’s eye?” Hurjukk drew back his fist, but locked as he felt a sharp point in the area of his genitalia. “And if I can kick a tray up to my hand, think of what else I can do with such a talented foot… especially when it’s armed. 
 
    “If you really want to settle this with fisticuffs, let us show respect for the good tavern master’s place of business. You name just how many I have to make bleed, and we adjourn to the back alley, where I will deal with you in very short order!   
 
    “I would also ask that those who bet against the ten feats leave their wagers with my newly acquired acquaintance,” Nulaki added, motioning to the tavern master. “As this is a trial by combat, should I lose, then I will agree that I missed the tenth feat. But when Hurjukk and company are moaning and groaning their fate, I will return to this establishment to collect my winnings.  
 
    “After you,” Nulaki said, gesturing toward the back door. Hurjukk looked Nulaki up and down, but he could find nothing on the form of the mixed breed that was intimidating. 
 
    “No blades, no guns,” the Bralkian said, remembering how they had come to disagreement in the first place. He had not seen the man shoot, but anyone with the hand-eye coordination necessary to do what had been done with throwing knives was not the sort of person you wanted to chance using a gun. 
 
    “You’re not worthy of either,” Nulaki replied. Hurjukk hissed as his yellow eyes flared and then motioned for his friends to follow him. Three stood up from their coiling pillows while five more came away from the wall.  
 
    It was always a sight to see: the Bralkian arms and legs coming away from their bodies. The Bralkian looked like giant snakes ranging from three to nine meters in length and as wide as your average skinny Terran. Their arms and legs – they possess a forward and rear pair of each -- fit ever so neatly into the sides of the body. To be such slender limbs, they were surprisingly strong, with elbow and shoulder joints that were hyper flexible. Bralkians could either walk or slither, but only in the later mode could they hope to keep up with a running human form. 
 
    “All of you are coming?” Nulaki asked after swallowing hard. 
 
    “You did say to name how many I wanted you to make bleed, didn’t you?” Hurjukk asked as two of the eight took up positions behind Nulaki. “Once again, you have named the feat. There are no tricks that will get you out of this one, mixer!” 
 
    Nulaki looked at the tavern master who was shaking his head in sympathy. Nulaki frowned at the unspoken commentary. “I don’t think I’m all that bad off!” 
 
    “Then I need to drink what you’ve been having!” the tavern man replied, smiling as other patrons laughed.  
 
    “Just hold on to my wagers, if you please,” Nulaki pressed. “I will be back to settle accounts shortly.” As Nulaki exited the premises, one of the patrons, on his way to leaving the premises, adjusted the hood of his gray robe to keep his face out of sight, and left a small stack of credits on the bar. 
 
    “You really think he’s going to win?!” the tavern master asked. 
 
    “No, but from the look of things, his Healer bill might run pretty high,” he answered, and many of the patrons started laughing as the man left through the front door. 
 
    “What a kind thought,” another patron remarked, also leaving his wager with the tavern master. 
 
    “A funeral would be cheaper!” called out another as the laughter rose to a level where normal conversation was either suspended or simply not heard. 
 
    In the time it took for the laughter to die down, the back door opened and Nulaki walked back inside the tavern, dusting himself off, though there was little dust on him. Open mouths and stunned eyes gazed upon him as he made his way to the bar. 
 
    “Oh, that can’t be all, is it?” Nulaki asked and several patrons quickly made their way to the tavern, handing in their lost wagers. Nulaki smiled and nodded. The waitress with the wounded hand quickly made her way to the back door and opened it. She gasped at the sight of so many unconscious bodies in the alley. 
 
    “They’re out,” she said at just above a whisper. 
 
    “What?” the tavern master shouted. “What do you see?!” 
 
    “I see them all laid out in the back alley! They’re not dead, but not a one of ‘em is moving.” 
 
    As Nulaki counted his respectable mound of credits, the tavern master put his left forward hand on top of Nulaki’s. “You agreed to no guns,” he said. “Bralkians may not have much, but we do have honor.” 
 
    “You presume that those of us with different blood are without it,” Nulaki replied sharply, clearly communicating that he did not appreciate the implication. “Crossing guns and blades off my list left room for a regular cornucopia of applications.” Nulaki grabbed the hand of the tavern master at the wrist and gave a sharp thrust with his index and middle fingers. The tavern master lost feeling in the left side of his body. As he started to fall, a hand thrust from Nulaki struck his shoulder and the large Bralkian was able to recover his stance, though not all of the feeling had returned immediately. “Including nerve strikes!” Nulaki smiles before shaking his head. “But that’s not what I used on them.” 
 
    “What did you use?” the waitress asked. 
 
    “Leave the man be!” the tavern master barked as he slid a tall glass of a mixed drink reportedly very popular among the Fazerian down the bar. Nulaki nodded and chuckled as he returned to his count. 
 
    The front door of the establishment burst open and seven Bralkians came in with weapons drawn, but pointed at the ground. They were led in by a female Terran wearing a wide-brimmed hat, and an armoured duster coat, both of the same sandy brown color. She carried several guns about her person; none of which were drawn. She made a quick survey of the tavern customers and kept looking around as she walked directly, and without mishap, to Nulaki. 
 
    “Conadier,” she said softly. “You have my catch?” 
 
    “Check the back alley, my dear,” Nulaki said just before downing half of his drink. The woman made a slight hand gesture and two of the Bralkian who had entered with her moved to the back door. One stood guard as the other opened the door. He looked outside and then came back into the tavern, looking at the woman before he nodded. 
 
    The woman reached to the underside of her waist belt and produced a currency card. She placed it on the bar next to Nulaki as she removed her hat. Long gray hair fell to her shoulders and she gestured to the rest of her men. Several of them took out restraints and quickly moved out of the back door. “It’s always a pleasure doing business with a professional.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed this makes us even,” Nulaki said, looking at the card. “You don’t owe me anything, remember? I owed you.” 
 
    “I know, Connie,” the woman smiled as she took the seat next to him. “And that must have been driving you up a wall all this time.” 
 
    “Seventeen months, eleven days…” Nulaki looked at his wrist-com. “… six hours and fifteen minutes – but who’s counting? And you’re on time, by the way. Much appreciated.” 
 
    “The least I can do,” she replied. “And so’s this,” she added, sliding the card closer to Nulaki. “Just please tell me you’re not on this rock just to repay a silly debt. We’re better friends than that.” 
 
    “Don’t break your back sticking your chest out so much,” Nulaki returned. “I knew I was going to be in the area, so I called you just to say ‘hi’. You mentioned that you needed help with some work… some work that needed to be handled in a manner we both know you don’t necessarily excel in demonstrating. You know, soft! I thought to myself that it was kismet. I could handle my business and some of yours with one stop. And we are better friends than that. 
 
    “Your son is looking good these days,” he said, changing the subject. 
 
    “Four for five on a quick draw nowadays,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Range?” 
 
    “Fifty meters.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry; when he starts walking he’ll get more accurate.” The woman laughed and leaned over on Nulaki who was quick to wrap his arm around her shoulders. “It was my pleasure,” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Take the damn card, Connie” she insisted. “Even with what’s on there, I’m clearing fifty-thou with this haul.” 
 
    “Clearing?!” Nulaki exclaimed. The woman nodded and Nulaki deftly swiped up the card. “My sense of fair play only goes so far.” The two laughed as Nulaki gave the woman’s shoulders an extra squeeze. “It’s good to see you again, Rebanya.” 
 
    “Good to be seen, Connie,” the Shootist said as she slowly got up from her stool. “I’d love to stay and chat the night away–” 
 
    “Again!” Nulaki inserted. 
 
    “Yes, again. But I’ve got to get this haul off to Mathari before the witching hour.” 
 
    “Fidriss Mathari is footing the cred on this run?” Nulaki asked. “You’ve come up, old woman.” 
 
    “Hey, watch the old stuff, bug-boy. I’m fast enough to punch your clock!” 
 
    Nulaki laughed as he nodded, rubbing his jaw. “Let’s not relive that. I was drunk and you were lucky.” 
 
    “Whatever helps you sleep at night, Connie. But I’ve got to be going; I’m out of the bonus at zero-hundred hours, one minute Imperial.” 
 
    “That’s fifteen minutes from now,” Nulaki said, looking at his wrist-com. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Rebanya said, hitting a few buttons on her brace-com. “Stay low, Connie.” 
 
    “Always,” he said, lifting up his glass as Rebanya and her men hauled Hurjukk and company out the front door. 
 
    “Isn’t that interesting,” Nulaki thought as he finished his drink. “She’s moving, but she’s not rushing. That means Fidriss Mathari is within a fifteen-minute air-car ride from here. Very interesting!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay boys, load them up,” Rebanya directed, tucking in her hair before donning her hat. She then took out her gloves. As a rule of habit, she reached for the left one first, but dropped both as she spun and fell. Her right shoulder hit the ground with grazing burns on her left shoulder, and her hat flew away from her head. Both her left hand and right hand blasters were out and smoking, and two bodies were falling from their perches. “Cover!” she yelled as she rolled. She heard the boom of the shoulder-mounted launcher and her body was peppered by falling dirt after the blast. 
 
    “Desmar,” she thought as she threw her body into a second roll, a faster roll, and the second blast was even closer than the last. The shockwave lifted her from the ground and threw her a meter before she returned to it, still rolling. 
 
    “Hey, Reb!” Desmar Toller called from the alley at the end of the block as he quickly reloaded the launcher. “Is it me, or are you getting faster the older you get?!” 
 
    “Once bitten,” Rebanya replied as she reached a point of cover. “Not like you to sacrifice two pawns like that though.” 
 
    “Looks like we’ve both had some good times since our last meeting,” Desmar replied. “Say, Reb, you don’t mind if one of my guys borrows your hauler, do you?” 
 
    “Sure,” Rebanya replied in a calm and collected tone. “… just send them on out.” She could hear her least favorite Ardrian, and she could tell he was using a box to send sound waves in several directions. She could not zero his exact location, only the general direction. 
 
    “Rebanya!” Nulaki cried as he came out of the tavern. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Connie,” Rebanya quickly said. “This is between me and a fellow Facilitator.” 
 
    “Using ordnance?!” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what you can get a license for these days,” Rebanya answered, trying to locate her men. Her catch had been loaded to the hauler; their job was done and there was no sign of them. By the sounds of the footfalls around her, the licensed mercenary estimated that Desmar had brought at least four more people with him. They already had her surrounded and outgunned. The mistakes the two dead men made had quickly registered on the others and they were choosing very strong points of cover and crossfire. “And this is not looking good, old girl,” she whispered. “A good run is better than a bad stand.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Nulaki spoke up, “you do all the work and then he swoops in, steals the bodies and picks up the fee?” 
 
    “Connie, back off!” Rebanya yelled. 
 
    “Yeah, Connie, back the hell off!” Desmar shouted… but there was no reverberation in his voice and Rebanya smiled as she set her eyes on his location. “What the hell happened to the sonics?”  
 
    Rebanya reached to her belt and activated her personal force field as her smile flashed brighter. “I love that damn thief!” she whispered before she jumped from her point of cover. 
 
    “This is going to be good,” Nulaki thought, pocketing his jammer and leaning against the doorframe of the tavern. Looking at Rebanya’s gray hair and thinking she was too old to do what she did was most often the last mistake anyone facing the Shootist ever made. She was Darkbred, the name given to Terrans when even they did not know what they were. Rebanya would always proudly admit she was a Mutt, and further warn that there was no telling which strain of blood would bubble to the surface and handle any given moment. 
 
    Her first step landed three meters out of the alley where she had posted up. Her next stride carried her another four meters as she dove forward and rolled over. Three shots had already missed her. She was not a large target, and faster than most. Her crazy agility was one of the things Nulaki liked most about her.  
 
    The day they met she had been able to keep up with him as he faced a very grim twenty-to-one situation, and Nulaki was already wounded. Nearly two minutes and dozens of twirling leaps later, he had landed with an extra wound and she had drained her third gun; two of which she had picked up from people shooting at them. From that moment, they had been good friends. He had been Lord of Honor at her first wedding and a pallbearer at her second husband’s funeral. She had twice been a constant contact to pay his bail when getting arrested had worked best into Nulaki’s plans. Over four years, they had never had a cross word between them, even when they resolved a contest over which of them was the better unarmed fighter. That day he had learned she would never be too old, and she had learned that not all people who run from fights are unable to finish them. 
 
    With her back parallel to the ground, Rebanya fired her right-hand gun, hitting the knee of a would-be sniper and he fell out of his perch directly onto the gunman beneath him. 
 
    “Oh, they gave her that one!” Nulaki frowned. 
 
    Rebanya continued to move, but threw her head toward the ground to perform a no-hand cartwheel. She fired her left-hand gun just before her feet touched ground. The blast carried through a wall, but Nulaki could hear the ripping of flesh, the scream of dire pain, and the firing of a gun from inside the boutique where the gunman had been hiding. 
 
    “That one I hadn’t seen,” Nulaki admitted. “Now fall into a back roll.” Rebanya dropped to the street and rolled forward as a mini-rocket passed behind her, hitting a parked vehicle. “Or forward if they’re using even more ordnance. The sad part is… they left their den thinking rockets and shoulder cannons would be enough to handle whatever might come their way.” 
 
    Coming out of her somersault, Rebanya jumped up, clearing almost seven meters. A rocket hissed under her and she fired both guns, one right after the other. One blast ate a hole in the wall of a sundries store. The other took the head off a man holding an empty, smoking rocket launcher. She landed just after the explosion and aimed her right-hand gun on the alley she knew Desmar had scurried to after she emerged from the alley. 
 
    “Did you forget to make a map of where you were again, Des?” Rebanya asked. “That building right there is a trade shop,” she explained. “At least, that’s what anyone walking in front of it is supposed to think. You can take that alley if you want to. I guarantee you I won’t be following you. Me and the Bralkian Guilds have an understanding: I don’t mess with them and they don’t mess with me! I wonder if you have a similar arrangement. I guess if you take that back alley, we’ll find out straight away.” 
 
    “Coming by on your right,” Nulaki said as he piloted her air-car down the street. Rebanya jumped up and landed in the back of the hauler, keeping a blaster trained on the mouth of the alley. In seconds, the Fazbred thief had accelerated her air-car to maximum velocity – just the way she liked to travel. “Which way?” 
 
    “Nulaki!” she yelled, holstering her pistols. 
 
    “You owe me, Reb!” 
 
    “Dammit,” she whispered. “I sure as hell do.” She shook her head as she closed her eyes. “The coordinates are already loaded,” she advised. 
 
    “Heads up,” Nulaki cried out as he tossed the woman’s hat back to her. Per usual, the mock draco-skin lethur had held up remarkably. She would be able to buff out the burn mark that would have been her right temple. 
 
    “Shit, now I owe him even after this run,” she thought, donning the hat.  
 
    By the time she made it up to Mathari’s lander craft, she still had one minute and seven seconds remaining to her bonus window. Fidriss applauded as she touched down in his bay. She quickly collected her currency stick and was just as fast to take her leave of his shuttle. She looked at the console of her air-car, noticing that the package she had delivered was about eighty-five kilograms heavier than it should have been. A smirk formed on her face as she shook her head. 
 
    “One hundred and eighty-eight pounds of pure, unadulterated trouble,” Rebanya thought as she set her course for her shuttle. She had had enough of Zhok-Tarr to last her for a while. Her home on the nearby moon of Evshum was calling to her. “Don’t know why you two can’t get along, Mathari… but I certainly feel for you.” It only took a moment for the Shootist to set her computer to record the telnet newsfeed for the next three hours. She did not want to see the news immediately, but she also did not want to miss out on any of the details she was sure would be, if nothing else, very entertaining. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Casdan Quazeki had never been so uncomfortable in his own office as when this man was present. The Minister of Affairs could feel nothing of his Imperial status looking upon the silver-haired man who paced behind the Count’s desk.  
 
    “And you were interrupted by a member of the Imperial Elite?!” he asked as he marched, his right fist cupped in his rubbing left hand.  
 
    “Y-y-yes,” Casdan stammered before wiping his brow. 
 
    “I suppose that is to be expected,” the man quickly concluded. 
 
    “It was the Dreadn–” 
 
    “Believe me when I tell you that it does not matter,” the man stated as he stopped pacing. He turned and set his hazel green eyes on the view through the large window. The offices of the Ministry were noted for their sweeping views of the city beneath the Imperial Palace. “You were told to close the doors, not close and seal them.” 
 
    “I wanted to–” 
 
    “Make sure you would be assured some measure of privacy,” the man said matter-of-factly before he sighed. “But, alas, your departure from my instructions nearly robbed you of the opportunity to act. How fortunate for me that the list of instructions was relatively simple to follow.  
 
    “You also managed to veer off-script from the wording I gave you,” the man added as his hands fell to his sides.  
 
    “It was awkward,” Casdan explained. “The words you gave me… they didn’t make sense, Mr. Veil.” 
 
    “I know,” Danavyn Veil replied, looking up at the ceiling. “You are a gifted artist, Count Quazeki. You think very quickly on your feet, making you quite useful to me.  
 
    “Tell me,” Danavyn continued, finally turning to face Casdan, “do you like the robes my people crafted for you?”  
 
    Count Quazeki smiled as he looked down at his clothes. “Yes. Very much so! These are even more comfortable than the original.” 
 
    “That’s because they’ve been altered, Cas,” the tall man advised. “You’re gaining weight and the fit of all of your clothes is beginning to slide. You might want to step up the exercise regimen… if not initiate one.” Casdan looked down at himself in surprise and frustration. He put his hand to his upper arm to take measure of its girth. “Well, I’ve certainly taken up enough of your time. You are an Imperial Minister after all. Thank you for taking the meeting.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure, Mr. Veil.” Casdan stood up from his seat, starting to smile, but the frown of confusion would not be deterred. He looked to the corner of his room and then at the man who was taking his leave. “Excuse me, sir, but can you tell me why you wanted me to sound awkward?” 
 
    A full stride away from the door, a sly smile cracked across Danavyn’s face. He turned to face Casdan, still wearing it and chuckled as he glared. “Always looking to improve, aren’t we?” he asked rhetorically. “I like that about you, Casdan.  
 
    “Suffice to say that you can always read people by what they say, but you can gain just as much, if not more, by what they do not. In this case, had the Princess corrected you, that would have given me insight as to a particular personality trait. Her choosing not to correct of course denotes another.” 
 
    “And I ruined it,” Casdan reflected. 
 
    “Tut, tut,” Danavyn quickly replied, waving off the matter. “Think nothing of that and everything of the fact that you held your own with a member of the Imperial Family! Not all of us can claim to have the strength of heart and coolness of mind for such an engagement. You exceled, Count Quazeki. I congratulate you!” Opening the door, Danavyn allowed his smile to brighten as he nodded his farewell. When the door closed behind the man, Casdan breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Outside Count Quazeki’s office, Thanneus waited patiently, standing without leaning on anything and filing his nails. He smiled to see his boss grinning as he departed from the office. The tall man tapped his ear to close the channel he had kept open to hear the conversation. “We have an open path all the way to the hangar if we take it up to one point two two five.” 
 
    “Set the pace then,” Danavyn instructed and Thanneus nodded, increasing the speed of his walking gait. The large man’s brown eyes darted from side to side, taking in all the angles of the corridor. “The last thing I want to do right now is talk to another well-paid fool!”  
 
    “I’m surprised you explained yourself to him,” Thanneus stated. “You must be setting him up for something else.” 
 
    “Spotting that hardly makes you impressive,” Danavyn advised. “Of course I am setting him up. That much was assured when the fool actually confronted Maradothia. And I explained myself because he had activated his veracity monitor. And no, I am not blaming you for not seeing it,” Danavyn quickly added. “Both the device and the means by which he activated it were shrouded. That boy’s getting bold! Not that it matters. I won’t be needing him much longer.” Looking at his brace-com, Danavyn found reason to smile. “At least he managed to get her into a room with him alone. The drones I had placed in his robes are now in Maradothia’s clothes… and, oh look, they are now also in the Emperor’s cloak! In two hours’ time, the Imperial Family will be seated together for dinner and I will be able to mark each one!”  
 
    “If they do not detect them,” Thanneus remarked. “We’re talking about some of the best protected people in the Rims!” 
 
    “Against the Energies, yes,” Danavyn agreed. “But my spies do not run on MannA, KaA, or Chi! And thus, even the watchful eye of the Empire is not so sharp in regards to my approach!”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “We see them, but they cannot see us,” Gantee said softly as he looked out into the Void, though that was not the term used to define the place of the celestial bodies in this region. Here it was called ‘outer space’, but the Malgovi was not about to waste his attention on delineations. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Full-range scans have been initiated, Master,” the crewman reported.  “While our presence has alerted several facilities, I can see nothing of Malgovi technology in the range of our equipment.” 
 
    “Master Gantee,” the young female Vinthur said as she made a slow approach. Her name was Deerka and it was not respect which caused her to move slowly, her body simply was not able to move with any haste or coordination. What she had achieved had been more than taxing on her body. She was, in fact, amazed to still be conscious! “… it is as I told you. I was only able to find this location because it was of great importance to your Vu-Prin. I doubt that he is here.” 
 
    “The Jump-Stride wake is beginning to disperse, Master Gantee,” another crewman reported. “What are your orders?” 
 
    “Return,” Gantee said quickly, lowering his head. No one dared to speak to him, and he took the arm of Deerka, forcibly escorting her off the Bridge of his ship.  
 
    Down the dim corridor, Z’Gunok Tel Gantee walked at a pace much faster than what would be considered normal. The female Vinthur forced herself to keep in step as the ship returned through the wake of the young Traveler’s Jump-Stride. 
 
    “You seem to be in a hurry, good Master.” Though his eyes flared wide in surprise, Gantee did not jump from the sound of an uninvited presence. He pushed Deerka forward and whirled around, summoning MannA to surround his hand and lash out in the form of electricity. Nugar’s extended hand caught the attack. Blue-white light flared, illuminating the Master Traveler, revealing the devilish grin he held on his face. “Mistakes are made when actions are taken too quickly.” 
 
    Gantee yelled, adding his free hand to the effort. The amount of electricity increased three-fold, but Nugar did not move. Only after the flow of energy had been allowed to continue for a moment did his head tilt toward his left shoulder. “You’ve always had a liking for electricity, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Osur Nugar!” Deerka exclaimed as soon as she placed her bronze eyes on the noted figure.  
 
    “What?!” Gantee asked, allowing the spell to wane. “What did you say?!” 
 
    “She called me by my title, Gantee. The Travelers and the Council have seen fit to promote me to Osur. It might have had something to do with Her Majesty’s request, but nothing official was ever said to me. Which means we can speculate forever, but what would that yield us? 
 
    “Are we done with the attacks?” Nugar asked, looking at the smoke coming from his palm. He blew it clear from his flesh as he stared at the young Malgovi. 
 
    “I felt a presence aboard my ship,” Gantee replied. “One that I had not invited. I thought for a moment that I might have been boarded.” 
 
    “And when you could see it was me?” Nugar pressed as he walked toward Gantee, “before you increased your efforts, my young friend.” Nugar waited only for a moment before he nodded once and spoke again. “Perhaps you should spare us your attempts at quick wits and give the order to attack. I have things to do this star-term.” 
 
    “Take him!” Gantee yelled as he lashed out, hurling electricity at the female Vinthur. A powerful energy blast interrupted the electrocution as seven men in stealth suits came through the walls, their hands glowing with abundant EnerJa. 
 
    With his hand still smoking, Nugar chuckled as he stepped back, avoiding the first blast. He started to his left, but streaked to his right, thrusting his shoulder into the chest of an opponent who was surprised to see the Master Traveler cover fifteen trams of distance in one stride that passed before the man could blink his eye. While the armour took the brunt of the impact, the Malgovi man was forced off his feet, flying into a wall that he bounced off of. He was caught by Nugar who used his body as a club, striking two more Malgovi across their faceplates. Nugar then stepped forward and spun, avoiding three successive energy blasts. He then stepped back and received his Osamu. 
 
    “There you are!” Nugar said as his hand blocked another energy surge. “Are we ready?” The top of the Master Traveler’s Osamu glowed white for a moment before the main generator of the ship completely failed. “Yes, I would say that we are. You gentle creatures aren’t afraid of the dark, are you?” 
 
    Deerka crawled along the corridor floor, finally coming to a door that would allow her to leave the skirmish area. She could not say what insanity had taken hold of the commander of the ship or its crew, but she did not want the Osur to make the mistake that she was in conflict with him. Entering the small storage area, she scurried along the floor until she ran into a pair of sturdy legs. 
 
    “I would not even begin to think that, good Traveler,” Nugar said, offering his hand to the Vinthur female. She quickly took it and the Osur aided her to stand. 
 
    “This is madness!” Deerka claimed. 
 
    “I could not agree more,” Nugar agreed. “But you need not worry, the madness has run its course and reason will return to the mind… where it belongs.” 
 
    “You have seen this in the Stars?” 
 
    “No. But my Jump-Stride has taken this ship to a system with a very unstable star. We are currently in its electromagnetic field, which is why all the power systems have failed.” 
 
    “All of them?!” she gasped in wonder. The Osur had jumped a ship that was not his. 
 
    “Even the emergency reserves,” Nugar explained as he looked around. “I can’t tell you how many Travelers have come to their end jumping to this place.” 
 
    “And we are to join them?!” Deerka asked. 
 
    “That is yet to be seen,” Nugar replied. “But you will live to see another star-term. You will go back to your pack and you will advise them that jumping to the region you previously reached will be met with swift and sure corrective measures.” 
 
    “Corrective measures?!” 
 
    “Yes. Master Gantee is hunting Dungias so that he can kill him!” 
 
    “Kill?!” Deerka exclaimed, shrinking away from Nugar. “And I…” 
 
    Nugar stepped forward and took the young Traveler into a warm embrace. “Be at ease, my child. No harm has come to our savior this star-term. And now that I am done chasing all of Gantee’s dupes, all we have to do is wait.” 
 
    “Wait for what?” Hands pounded on doors in the corridor. Without any power, they would be difficult to open, and it had been made clear the ship did not have much time before the gravity of the super-giant sun would crush the vessel. 
 
    “We yield, Osur,” one voice called out. 
 
    “Where is your Master?” Nugar yelled. 
 
    “Trapped in a launcher,” the voice replied. “The escape craft he had boarded will not release.” Nugar had to bite down hard on his hand to keep from laughing. It took a few moments and more desperate knocking on the door before he could compose himself. 
 
    “Osur, please!” 
 
    “Oh very well,” Nugar sighed, taking two crystals out from his pocket. “If you please, Berylon.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Master Traveler!” the Master Radient’s voice reached inside the ship and the vessel jostled as it materialized on the grounds of The Campus. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Life is the continuous adjustment of internal relations and external relations.  
 
    Herbert Spencer 
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    The Xara-Mansura came to a stop well before the outermost planet of the Ziere System. Dungias received the notice that the drives had been disengaged. He acknowledged the automated systems and initiated the normal scans. 
 
    “Thank you,” Satithe said softly. 
 
    “Why are you thanking me?” Dungias asked as he completed the assembly of Jocasta’s gun. 
 
    “Because she won’t, even though she will want to. Though I can’t say why she hates the idea of traveling in a ship that is a sphere. The planets are spherical in nature. Why not move from planet to planet in a construct that honors so many celestial bodies?” 
 
    “Satithe, ‘logical’ and ‘human’ are often conflicting terms,” Dungias explained. “I have been watching them for years and there are times when it still feels like the first day.” 
 
    “Aren’t the Malgovi just as unpredictable?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “You misunderstand my point, Satithe,” Dungias said. “Any race clinging to life holds the same potential for unpredictability. I suppose that is the beauty of living. What the Terrans do with that life is what confuses so many. Take for instance the mere fact of living. Many Terrans do not appreciate the abortion of a fetus.” 
 
    “Are you saying they should?!” Satithe quickly asked. 
 
    “Please, control your emotions when we are talking,” Dungias requested, smiling at the fact that Satithe was obviously gaining a level of comfort in expressing her beliefs. “To finish my observation, that very same individual would count themselves in favor of the taking of a life as a fitting punishment for a capital crime.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Welcome to the understanding of humanity” Dungias said, placing the gun in the shoulder holster. 
 
    “Of course, now I am concerned about something,” Satithe said in a lower volume. 
 
    “Given that I have killed, I must be in favor of a procedure that will abort a fetus,” Dungias concluded. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “Life is precious, I have taught you that much, have I not?” Dungias asked as he activated the camera in Jocasta’s room. Their timing could not have been better. She had completed her round of flight simulations, worked out with her weights and even stretched. She was just emerging from soaking in sonic-driven heated oils. She was practically glowing and beginning to dress. 
 
    “Indeed you have.” 
 
    “And do you know what life that belief is applied to first?” Dungias inquired, turning to face the computer console. He only waited for a few moments before speaking. “Self, Satithe; that appreciation for life applies first to oneself. In the course of defending my life, I am sometimes called upon to resolve conflict with another life. That resolution is not always harmonious with the continuance of both lives. I do not relish in the killing, but I will not hesitate to preserve my life or the lives of those I hold dear.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Are you all right, Satithe?” 
 
    “I am sure you have stated this to me before,” she said. “But that was before my awareness was brought to where it is now. Why is it that I do not review those logs before asking you questions?” 
 
    “You and I share a common thirst for knowledge,” Dungias answered. “And sometimes we want to know the answer to a question so badly that we forget that we might already know the answer; or in your case, able to find the answer faster than our conversation can deliver. 
 
    “Captain, we have reached the Ziere System,” Dungias broadcasted. 
 
    “What’s our distance to Zhok-Tarr?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “The lander shuttle has been prepped for flight, Captain. We are outside the orbital path of the outermost planet; our stealth field should have us invisible at the moment.” 
 
    “Attaboy, Z. I’ll see you at the launch bay.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain.” 
 
    “Why did you do this to me, Master?” Satithe asked. Dungias smiled at the way she had found a way to review her protocols so quickly. “Why would you make it so that I could fail you?!” Dungias chuckled as he grabbed his shoulder bag. “And I thought you were no longer holding back.” 
 
    “I did not make you so that you could fail me,” Dungias answered. “I made you because… in many ways I had been asked to. Your predecessor–” 
 
    “The one called Kiaplyx,” Satithe stated. 
 
    “Yes, Kiaplyx,” he confirmed. “Satithe, personal issues aside, Kiaplyx was nothing short of magnificent! It was alive and wonderful! I cannot and do not fault it for the errors it encountered in its programming.” 
 
    “But Kiaplyx killed–” 
 
    “It was alive, but it was still a machine. It was still so very young and needed guidance. Without that guidance it made many mistakes… resulting, eventually, in its own destruction. Instead of having someone or something to which it could bring ideas and inquiries, it was given a maintenance job! It–” Dungias stopped talking as in the midst of trying to defend the ideal of Kiaplyx, he had come across a rather interesting point that was new to his thought processes.  
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “I lied,” he thought. “Why did I lie to Borsidia? 
 
    “CK, engage!” Dungias commanded as he held out his right hand. Alpha was in his grasp before his second program assumed main control.  
 
    “You rang,” CK said as Dungias inserted his Osamu into the access port. 
 
    “With all of the things I have gained, I find myself in error of my Osamu. I know Alpha forgives me, but I have to fathom whether I can forgive myself.” Dungias looked at Alpha as he activated the access port. He pressed his lips together, recognizing and containing the anger building inside him. Already he had come to an instinctual conclusion; now he needed facts. “I am downloading the latest readings I have taken with Alpha to you, CK. Satithe is not to know of this. I want you to find any thoughts or memories I recorded originating from Borsidia. There were many instances when we touched. I gave her many things to review… I would like to know what Alpha collected.” 
 
    “This sounds serious,” CK stated. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “No, that I will not answer,” Dungias said, returning Alpha to its sleeve on his side. “One semi-blinded investigator is enough. Find all that you can and be ready to report to me upon my return.” 
 
    “It will be done, Master,” CK, taking a much more formal tone. 
 
    “I pray that I am wrong.” 
 
    “Even though your intuition tells you that you are not?” a voice questioned. Dungias closed his eyes. Not because of the sound of the light, soft, female voice, but because of the sensation that accompanied the sound. “It feels just as good to be heard, Star Chaser.” 
 
    “Cihpares,” Dungias whispered. 
 
    “That is the name you gave me, all those years ago,” she said as she put her hands on his shoulders. Now Dungias knew he was out of his time, out of his space, and once again floating among the heavens and the Stars that tended to them. 
 
    “It seemed to be the right thing to do,” he defended. 
 
    “I did not speak to imply I have taken any exception to what you did,” she replied, kissing his cheek. His body shuddered with long forgotten delight. “Not then, Star Chaser.” 
 
    “How disappointed you must be with me now,” Dungias admitted. 
 
    “That is not our place,” she quickly stated. “You know that. Such words speak to how deeply you are disappointed with yourself! As you revealed so long ago, we who are of and among the Stars give to all, because we take all. What they do with the light given them is their choice. 
 
    “But you have busied yourself with so many things. Too busy you have grown to even visit us. I suppose it is to be expected; one cannot be among children for too long without becoming childish on some level. How fortuitous when that childishness takes the form of how freely a child can love… and how unfortunate when it becomes the form of a short-sighted belief, thinking their petulance and whining will bend the fate of the universe to their will.” 
 
    “And thusly I was disciplined,” Dungias added. 
 
    “You have been disciplining yourself, Star Chaser,” she corrected. “Only once more will I tell you that we are not in any position of judgment. Is this why you have toiled so hard to avoid us?” 
 
    “It is,” he admitted. “After feeling so much in the way of success and victory… I was not prepared for defeat,” Dungias said as his head lowered. Her warm, silken hands found his chin before it could meet with his chest. “… not that defeat… they were so young...” 
 
    “Children,” she added, “your precious Ten.” 
 
    “They were not ready for this world,” he said, grasping his left fist with his right hand and squeezing. “They were so weak.” 
 
    “Vulnerable,” Cihpares agreed. “And they trusted you, did they not?” 
 
    “Yes they did,” Dungias wept. “They did not know any better.” 
 
    “Like the children they were.” 
 
    “Children…” 
 
    “And yet you struggle to maintain that you are not their father; the only loving guardian given to them,” Cihpares argued. “You would like to think that you do this so that they can stand in their own light, find their own place, be their own entities. But…” 
 
    “I do it to protect myself,” Dungias concluded. “Because of the fate of the last two I dared to love so deeply… and what it felt like to lose them…” 
 
    “But you haven’t lost anything, Dungias,” a male voice spoke and the Malgovi Traveler could remember the sound and the feeling that accompanied it as well. 
 
    “Elbon!” he said softly.  
 
    “Hello again, my kommis,” he said and Dungias opened his eyes to see the constellations painted all around him. The blackness of the Void had been displaced by a soft, almost subdued, blue glow. Though the level of illumination was not great, Dungias could see more of the Stars and how they all smiled at him. 
 
    “This light,” Dungias spoke, looking down at himself. “… it comes from me, and it has ever since I touched the Stars and declared myself one.” 
 
    “A true Star Chaser is meant to catch many Stars, kommis,” Elbon said as he flew behind Dungias’ head. “But the first they must chase and catch is their own. That you have done!  
 
    “What you did not expect was the universe to continue in the way it had long before your ascension; the way it will long after a thousand ascensions and passings.” 
 
    “You are right, Elbon,” Dungias said before throwing his arms out in disgust. “Argh! What am I doing here? Is it not just another form of hiding?! Calling you Elbon and your saytrah Cihpares. Should I not just call you Laejem and Saru?! That is who you are!” 
 
    “That is who we were, Star Chaser,” Cihpares corrected. “It was our hope that the change of names would help you recognize that. Yes, I recall what it was to live, what it was to love as an unenlightened mortal… without clarity and without meaning.” 
 
    “My Saru had meaning!” Dungias shouted with such force that the Stars were blown out and the Traveler found himself in the shuttle bay. A soft breeze blew by his face and he could feel another kiss find his cheek. 
 
    “And apparently she still does, Star Chaser,” Cihpares whispered as the doors to the bay opened. “… as does your Laejem. Be not so easily baited, Traveler. When you have found out the reason why they still have meaning, we will be waiting for you. Much to do, Star Chaser… so many Stars you must gather… so many waiting for and needing your light to become Stars themselves.” 
 
    “My Saru and my Laejem did not need me to be Stars,” Dungias thought. 
 
    “Interesting how you thought my,” Elbon pointed out. “Dare yourself to think what those two would have become without you in their lives! 
 
    “And I have come to bring you notice: the light of the Stars works both for and against you! Those of your kind here in the Rims will not be as you found them in the system of your birth.” 
 
    “Those of my kind?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Ones who commune with the Stars, my kommis,” Elbon replied. “They seek you out… they are confused by you. Your arrival was veiled, and suddenly you are here and changing before their eyes. It alerts them of the things they do not know.” 
 
    “And with humans, that increases their fear,” Dungias added. 
 
    “Are you still new to things, Star Chaser?” Elbon asked as he began to fade. 
 
    “Of course. There is still so much for me to learn!” 
 
    “Interesting then, wouldn’t you say, how much a child knows, eh, Dungi!” Dungias closed his eyes to embrace the memory of the time when he had been called fecal matter and liked it.  
 
    “Catching z’s, Z?” Jocasta broke into his reverie before stumbling into laughter. She slapped Dungias’ shoulder and cackled. “Wow, I didn’t even mean that one. It just bubbled up and, bleck, out it came! Oh, that was classic.” Jocasta continued to laugh, but was not able to keep her mirth as she looked up at her engineer. His gold eyes had opened, and he gazed down on her in a way she had never seen before. While the gaze was stirring to look upon, something about it warmed her. That was a feeling Jocasta Endigun was not quite ready to process. “Everything okay, Z?” 
 
    “Everything is fine, Captain,” Dungias answered. “The lander-shuttle is ready. 
 
    “I also took the liberty of cleaning your pistol,” Dungias said, offering her the special shoulder holster he had made for her. 
 
    “Machinery in the shoulder holster, Z?” she questioned. “Do you know the meaning of the phrase ‘tasteful limitations’?” 
 
    “I did not come from the factory with that data, Captain,” Dungias answered, taking the conversation to more familiar territory. He stepped up the gangplank into the lander. 
 
    “A-ha!” Jocasta shouted. “I knew it! You are a freaking droid.” The door closed behind Jocasta as the engines started. “You’re some infiltration unit. You gain our confidence, get us to trust you, get all lovey-dovey, and then, BLAM, you take us out!” 
 
    “Exactly, Captain,” Dungias confirmed, “and I cannot have you running about with this information. We are not prepared to strike at all of humanity just yet. But if we kill most of the women, we will greatly retard your ability to procreate.” 
 
    “Good idea! I know where we can find a whole bunch of those wenches!” Jocasta joked. “You just strap in, make contact with the Master Controller, and do what you gotta do to get me a stay of execution and I’ll take you right to them.” Dungias was glad the setup of the cockpit had them facing two different directions. She could not see his smile, and the engines firing up kept her from hearing his chuckle. Jocasta put her focus to flying the lander and maneuvered out of the bay. After the ship was on its way and the automated systems took over all systems save piloting, Jocasta finally put on the shoulder holster and complained about the weight until she activated the device. 
 
    “Do you do anything without gravity?!” she snapped. 
 
    “I tried once, but it took weeks to clean it up,” Dungias replied, knowing Jocasta’s mind was going to imagine the worst possible scenario that would fit his wording. 
 
    “Ewwww!” she yelled as the ship started to turn to the right. “A zero-gravity crap-stack catcher?! Why, Z? Why?!” Jocasta quickly corrected the ship and then jumped as she felt something touch the back of her right arm. “What the hell is that? Z, what the hell is that?!” 
 
    “That would be the feed-tether,” Dungias answered. “When you give the command, that tether will extend down the back of your arm and link with the bottom of your gun.” 
 
    “Why is it going to crawl on me, Z?!” Jocasta yelled. It was then that he could tell the idea did not sit well with her. 
 
    “To either change your ammunition format or reload your weapon,” he explained. “The gravity projection units also form a specialized force field around your ribs and back, slightly altering what will be perceived as your body whenever you’re patted down.”  
 
    “Okay, I understood ‘patted down’,” Jocasta returned. 
 
    “Give me the piloting controls and put on your goggles,” Dungias directed. 
 
    “Oh, man, not the bug eyes again!” Jocasta whined as she transferred control. The moment Dungias had the controls, he activated the automated pilot. It was an act deemed unnatural to Jocasta. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?!” Jocasta shouted. 
 
    “No, not the bug eyes again!” he snapped. “I was referring to the new goggles which you would have discovered if you had just reached into your inside jacket pocket!” Dungias said as he went into the pocket in question and produced a slender black box. 
 
    “Wow, there was a pocket in there?!” Jocasta exclaimed, smiling at the discovery. 
 
    “And as for no more holding back,” he continued. “… now hear this. I refuse to assemble so much as a sandwich for you while I receive but this sort of response to my work. You can program that gun to fire five different kinds of shells, including armour-piercing and rapid fire! The material inside your shoulder holster is in a specialized molecular matrix. In short, it has not decided what it is going to be yet. Depending on your choices of projectiles, you are looking at anywhere from fifty to two hundred rounds of ammunition!” 
 
    “WHAT?!” 
 
    Dungias then opened the box he had retrieved from her inside jacket pocket. “And if you bothered to reach into the aforementioned pocket, you would have found this case containing these two small octagonal patches. They are to be placed against your skin, under your hair, on either temple. They will assume the properties of your skin and match your DNA signature. This makes them hard to detect and easier for you to command with your mind!  
 
    “Upon activation, you will have virtual goggles that are anti-flare and adjustable to normal light, infrared, ultraviolet, and x-ray! The goggles are linked to your brace-com, so you can now access Satithe without having to say a word! 
 
    “Now the simple truth is this: you will not find anything like this anywhere among your pirate community,” Dungias declared. “I doubt the models owned and operated by the IA or even the Empire come as close to absolute technological perfection as what I have made for you in less than ten hours’ time!” Dungias breathed heavily and rapidly into Jocasta’s face as he glared deeply into her eyes. “Is there anything else you would like to add… Captain?!” Jocasta only blinked once as she stared back at Dungias. There was no defiance in her eyes. She was still too happy with the pistol. She closed her eyes as she jumped up and threw her arms around Dungias’ neck. The Traveler breathed in deeply but sighed as he hugged her back. “Most interesting feedback, Captain.” 
 
    “So, what kind of sandwich?” It was all Dungias could do to keep from moaning in disgust. 
 
      
 
    Looking down on Zhok-Tarr, Dungias felt the wind of what his people called the Void kissing his face and he smiled at the cooling feeling it gave him. He quickly put up an atmospheric shield when he heard Jocasta approaching. 
 
    “Holy crapstacks! It’s cold back here!” 
 
    “My apologies, Captain,” Dungias said calmly. “My people have an affinity for this environment.” 
 
    “Your people are as nutsy koo-koo as you are, Z! There’s a reason why it’s called outer space. Because there is no environment! I’m wearing a space suit and I still think I’m going to freeze. 
 
    “But that’s not why I came back here,” she admitted. “You got a second?” 
 
    “Wait, you are not piloting!” Dungias realized. Jocasta hated the term Automatic Pilot and had once threatened to shoot Dungias if he ever installed such a unit on her ship. Fortunately, the Xara-Mansura – and most of the vehicles aboard her – had been made well before their meeting, and she was able to overlook it. 
 
    “Satithe is driving,” she responded and Dungias was impressed with the speedy resolution. “Which brings me to what I have to say. I’ve taken a look at this gear. Let’s get everything out and in the open. One, you didn’t make this in under ten hours, you made it to where I can use it. That’s a big freakin’ difference.” Dungias started to speak, but received a harsh slap across the face. “Z’Gunok Tel Dungias, damn you to the tenth meter of a nine-meter walk over the pit of hell!” she barked. “You will sit there, shut up, and listen to what I have to say! Unless I got it wonky in my head, you made me a promise. I didn’t promise you a damn thing! So you better get it straight in that Malgovi head of yours, cuz otherwise you can take my ass right back to that floating marble, let me collect my things, and we can trek different paths.  
 
    “Anti-detection fields?!” she remarked. “I can get patted down, called for being unarmed, and then flat blast every punk in the room?! And you’re just now getting around to telling me about this stuff?! If you can put this crap on a shoulder holster…” Jocasta stammered, shaking her head as she failed to find the right words. She screamed, kicking the wall. “Did you think that it would all just blow over?! That I would say, ‘hey you know what, this tech could have helped three fights ago, but I understand that you’re shy’! Was that supposed to be my takeaway? The last thing I expected from a so-called intellect is a soft lie. Do it again, and we will both have to see what we both have been holding back.” 
 
    “I will not fight you,” Dungias declared. 
 
    “Then you’re dead if I even get a whiff of a similar crapstack coming from you!” Jocasta hissed. “Because you can bet your blue ass I have absolutely no compunctions about drilling you!” 
 
    “You are lying,” Dungias thought. “But I suppose this is only the harvest of the seeds sewn.” 
 
    “I wonder if he knows I’m lying,” Jocasta pondered. “Not that it matters. After all, I’ve already slapped him… might as well make it meaningful! 
 
    “I know we’ve had a few moons pass over us,” Jocasta said as her anger subsided. “… but I need a start over, and trust me, nobody ever gets two.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should assign them letters,” Dungias replied. Jocasta was too surprised to speak as she looked up into his eyes; they would not waver from hers. “I will not promise anything more than what I already have, Captain. I will also not promise any less.  
 
    “Do you want me to say there will be no more mistakes?” he asked as he stepped closer to her. “Then kill me now, because I will not live with that sort of restraint. I am in and of error, Jocasta. Imperfection is what makes us beautiful. Still, if my shortcomings are too great for you to sustain, albeit a hypocritical stance for you to make, then I will take you back to the ship and allow you to gather your things. We will trek different courses, if that is your wish.” 
 
    Jocasta looked at him and realized how tightly she was clenching her fist. When her hand opened, she sighed and shook her head. “You’re daring me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “If I am?” 
 
    “You dare a great deal!” 
 
    “Someone once told me that is what makes us pirates!” Dungias replied. Their eyes met, but not for long. She smiled as she nodded. 
 
    “Are you a pirate, Z?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Do you want to be a pirate?” she pressed. 
 
    “No,” he said plainly. “I want to be your friend.” 
 
    “I don’t have many friends,” she returned. 
 
    “Then you should have plenty of room for one more. I also want to be named your First Mate sometime in the near future.” Dungias added. 
 
    “Why?” Jocasta asked as her eyes squinted at him. 
 
    Dungias took hold of Jocasta’s hand and put it to his chest. “Because I see so much in you, Jocasta Elise Endigun. I see greatness! I don’t need to be a part of that, but I do need to see you to it. I need to see you to that greatness!” 
 
    “Why?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Because I hate it when things are out of place,” he replied. “You are not where you need to be, but you are well on your way. You’ll need a ship to get you there… and a few other items here or there. I would rather not see you rummaging about.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” she stated. 
 
    “Yes it does!” 
 
    They stared at each other and Jocasta did not think to move her hand. She had seen such oaths given to Captains before, and had at one time thought she could have given one to Rouge, but her proverbial knee would not bend. Eventually, Kendra Talos had had to take her leave of the pirate fleet where she had carved out quite a name for herself… yet another name she had created… and façade… another life. 
 
    “So many fallout jobs after that,” Jocasta thought, still gazing in Z’s eyes; ever present in the moment as she remembered the past. “So many names… not many friends… and then I find this one… or did he find me?” 
 
    “Forgive me, Captain,” Satithe called to Jocasta. “I hate to interrupt.” 
 
    “Talk about timing!” Jocasta whispered as she moved away from Z. “Go ahead, Sati. Whatcha got girl?” 
 
    “At Z’s direction, I have tracked a very unique broadcast an–” 
 
    “Already up to speed on our thief’s link-up procedures, Sati,” Jocasta interrupted, casting a cutting look at Z. “Cut to the chase!” 
 
    “That signal coding just went active thirty-one seconds ago, and it is still transmitting!” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Coordinates!” Jocasta yelled as she ran for the cockpit. 
 
    “Right beneath you!” Satithe answered. “I am transmitting longitude, latitude… and altitude.” 
 
    “What the freak?!” Jocasta shouted. 
 
    “Confirmed,” Satithe reported. “Coordinates suggest that the target is well above the ground, but still inside the atmosphere.” 
 
    “I see it,” Dungias claimed. 
 
    “You can see it?!” Jocasta said as she took her chair. 
 
    “I thought you said you checked out the gear!” he countered. 
 
    Jocasta looked at Dungias and saw the projection of goggles in front of his eyes. “Right! Freakin’ goggles!” With the slightest concentration, Jocasta saw a curving band of red light form in front of her eyes. “One day I will admit how bad ass this is… but this ain’t the day!” she whispered. With his back to her, Jocasta did not see Dungias’ smile. 
 
    “Go for telescopic,” she commanded as the X, Y and Z coordinate markers appeared in the upper right-hand side of the display bar. A blue cursor was flashing at the given coordinates, and Jocasta magnified her vision. “Uh-huh, I got it! Good news: it’s not a platform. Bad news: it’s not a platform!” 
 
    “I’ve run the registration,” Satithe said. “That is the Mathari Minor Three.” 
 
    “What kind of limp-whacker name is that?!” Jocasta inquired as she started to take the lander into a tight turn. 
 
    “It belongs to a Fidriss Mathari,” Satithe continued. “According to the IA, he is a high-ranking member of the Black Purse organized crime syndicate.” 
 
    “Ugh, another BP that needs to go belly-up!” Jocasta muttered.  
 
    “The Minor Three is the third of his four personal frigates.” 
 
    “Do you read this Fidriss as being aboard?” Dungias inquired as he took his seat. 
 
    “Negative, according to IA records he is under surveillance aboard a pleasure cruiser in the North Quadrant.” 
 
    “That sounds like a suitable alibi,” Dungias remarked. 
 
    “I’m right there with you, Z,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “We are ready for atmospheric entry,” Dungias reported as he keyed in a suggested navigational pathway. “Heat shields are primed and your angle of approach is clear.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty steep angle,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “No time like the present to test the heat shields,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Just had to go and push him, didncha?” Jocasta thought. “Now I’ve got a super-intellect pirate wannabe on my hands! 
 
    “Uh, Z, you do realize this thing we’ve got going… it only works if one of us is crazy-go-nuts, right?” 
 
    “Are you a pilot, a pirate, or none of the above?” 
 
    “Oh...” Jocasta huffed as she hit the switch to merge her goggles with the console.  
 
    “… no…” As soon as the systems merged, she sent a comm-pulse, alerting the Bralkians that her ship was about to enter their atmosphere. While Zhok-Tarr was a homeworld, the Bralkian did not have the resources to thoroughly police their sky. A lot of the non-human systems were that way. One could come and go as they pleased; it was just common courtesy to knock on the atmospheric door.  
 
    “… you…” Jocasta secured all stations, but she was not about to wait for confirmation. Anything not nailed down was going to need either medical insurance or replacement.  
 
    “… did…” She primed the engines for maximum output, but again, she did not wait for any acknowledgement of the system.  
 
    “… not!” Jocasta barked as she pushed the yoke and the throttle control forward. She howled as the shuttle hit turbulence and incredible heat. The shields did hold, but that did not keep Dungias from taking and keeping a tight grasp of Alpha. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods; they kill us for their sport. 
 
    William Shakespeare 
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    (III) 
 
      
 
    Nothing was said as the estate staff quickly went about their duties. There was no time for such things as meaningless conversation. Allowing distractions and a lack of discipline was not how he had earned nor maintained his position as Master of the Staff for the estate.  
 
    “There has been too much time,” he thought as he dusted the fine woods and cleared the chairs. “It has been far too long since this place was last used, and we were not given nearly enough of a notice to bring it up to standards. We will all be blessed to live through the event! 
 
    “Faster, children!” Renaldo commanded as he could feel a change in the air. “Make your motions quick, but make them sure!” 
 
    “And for the sake of the night sky, will someone please get to those windows!” the woman barked as she entered the large circular room. A bright smile was stretched across her lovely face as she removed her cloak. Her long, thick black hair fell over her left shoulder as her black-spotted orange eyes gazed upon the only thing she missed about this place: Renaldo. “Really, old man, have you learned nothing in your years of service?”  
 
    Touching the index and middle finger of her left hand to her lips, the woman muttered words too softly for them to be heard, and then she lightly touched the same fingers to the doorframe. A spark of golden fire erupted from the point of contact and quickly spread over the interior of the room. It burned away the dust and dirt, and in its wake were clean and sparkling surfaces along with the slight scent of lemon and jasmine. Smiling at her handiwork, the woman handed her cloak to the closest servant. 
 
    “Forgive me if my aid did not replenish the wood in the fireplace,” the woman said, bowing to the eldest staff member. 
 
    “We can see to that much, milady,” Renaldo replied, snapping his fingers at three young men who jumped to complete the task. “I cannot thank you enough.” 
 
    “For one who is as gifted as you, I am surprised you did not use your talents, Renaldo.” 
 
    “If a Master or Mistress of the Affiliation wishes to use spells to clean this chamber, then so be it,” the old man quickly returned. “… it is not my place to question them. But as Master of Chambers for this estate, I will consign myself to the foulest fate before I put anything but a personal touch on this room or any other in my care.” 
 
    “You make it sound as if it was not personal MajiK that was used,” she argued. 
 
    “Your MannA, I will give you… but did you weave the spell, or did you simply read and master an incantation that was given to you?” 
 
    “As it is the case with most casters, the latter,” the woman admitted.  
 
    “Fine for you to wield then, but not nearly personal enough for my tastes,” Renaldo concluded.  
 
    “Speaking of personal touches,” the woman insisted, “tell me my name… my true name, that is… and tell me of the first time we met in this room. The hour grows dark and the enemies of this Affiliation are many.” The woman set her eyes on the old man and the breadth of her stance increased to just over the width of her shoulders. She was ready to move and quickly. 
 
    “I understand, milady, and I am happy to comply,” the old man replied, bowing his response. “You are S’Vrili, a human female of both Terran and Fazerian blood. It is of some interest that your most helpful incantation does not address the fireplace, as that is where I found you so many years ago, trying to effect an escape from what you called a most evil place. Not long after we shared sugarbread wafers and milk, you began your studies in the craft with–” 
 
    “That is enough, Renaldo,” S’Vrili said, lifting her hand. She would just as soon not hear that wretched woman’s name if she could help it. She shook her head in disbelief and smiled at the elderly man. “You know, I would have accepted a response claiming it was too long ago for you to fully recall, seeing as it was a time when I still aged as a mortal.” 
 
    “We all age as mortals, milady,” the old one argued. “Some of us pay attention to time; others have more important things to do!” 
 
    “It seems I have timed my arrival perfectly,” Marnsai declared as he strode into the room, choosing that moment to allow sound to come from his footfalls. His tall, slender frame moved well under a cape that he chose not to remove. He did not plan on staying long, and his green eyes looked around the room before settling on the very comely Witch. “Because if this is not a total waste of time, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “Given your lack of vision among the Stars, Hulvidon Marnsai,” another voice intruded on the scene. “… you will understand if I am not surprised!” He was old, older than the room, and the tremble in his voice led many to the assumption that along with his age there was debilitating weakness. For those who truly knew Stydonn, his voice was the balancing facet to his incredible power. He had chosen to appear in the room, as was his right as Master of the Affiliation. Unlike Marnsai, Stydonn was not well groomed. He had lost most of his hair before S’Vrili and Hulvidon were even born, and only a few patches of thinning white follicles remained. Little of the hair could be seen, however, from under the purple and black crystal skullcap that he was very fond of wearing. His soft brown eyes were incredibly sharp as they stared coldly at one of the most powerful merchants in the Terran Triangle. “But to answer your poorly-worded inquiry, might I suggest your continued participation with this body as a more precise definition of a waste of time, should you need an example in the future.” 
 
    “Master Stydonn, please f–” 
 
    “Do not put before me a request that stands the chance of having you escorted from these premises, merchant,” Stydonn said as he turned to approach the center of the room. “I am already tempted to unleash my ambition on you… if only to ask why you did not see my attack coming, since you claim to be one of us.” Stydonn laughed as he took the first step up toward the large circular platform. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “They are en route, Master Stydonn,” S’Vrili informed. 
 
    “The hell with them then,” the old man spat. “Fools who call themselves in tune with the Stars, and can read the very face of Fate, yet they are late when the Stars summon us! It is beyond foolishness, and Hulvidon, your stock has just improved. You are a fool, but at least you are disciplined enough to respond when you are called.”  
 
    Hulvidon smiled and started to speak… but his eyes met with those of Stydonn.  
 
    “Do you truly wish to make that gambit?” the ancient one inquired. “I can look at you and actually find reason to smile. We can mark the number of times that has happened with one hand and still have plenty of digits left to scratch our heads… but this one instance of fleeting tranquility you wish to press, eh?” 
 
    “Let us join Master Stydonn in the Circle,” Marnsai directed the Fazbred female who managed to keep from laughing aloud as she walked to the platform. She knew to move quickly, because it did not look as if Stydonn was going to wait for anyone or anything. As soon as he reached the center of the platform he stopped walking as bright white light shone from his eyes. “Good lord!” 
 
    “Stydonn was right to want to move things along quickly,” S’Vrili presumed. “The Stars have been waiting for us! 
 
    “But I have felt nothing for months now!” she thought as she prepared herself to receive the vision that had already taken hold of Stydonn. “Not even the slightest whisper! 
 
    “Take a breath, S’Vrili,” she directed herself, taking a deep breath; watching as Stydonn prepared to take the platform to the most sacred of places. “Remember your training and the counsel of the Stars. So many ways to explain things; for both what I’ve felt and what Stydonn is saying to be true. The answers have already been given, you just have to ferret out everything else until the truth is all that remains!” 
 
    The roof above them began to crack. S’Vrili knew the actual roof was still intact, but that did not lessen the impact of the transformation. Chunks of the brick, mortar and stone gave way, revealing a starry sky that seemed to reach down and take hold of the three gathered members of the Affiliation. S’Vrili was used to the experience, but this occasion was different; she knew the place she was going, but it felt as if she had taken a different conveyance. Taking advantage of her breeding, S’Vrili did not need to lift her eyes to look over at Marnsai whose face openly registered what the Fazbred Witch now tried to suppress.  
 
    “Our masters have called to us and we have answered!” Stydonn cried out, calling the Chorus to the platform. Though there were stars to be seen, the Chorus was absent from these proceedings. Only one body approached the Circle. While S’Vrili knew of many male figures among the stars, it was normally a female that spoke. This man looked to be Terran in nature, tall and slender, possessing an air about him that felt far too mortal for her taste. 
 
    “So few?” he asked and S’Vrili focused her concentration to keep her face from twisting. She could feel energy of a sort around his form, but she could not recognize it. 
 
    “I thought it best not to keep you waiting, oh great celestial wonders,” Stydonn explained. “What you give to me I will give to my followers, my Master!” 
 
    “Followers?!” Hulvidon Marnsai questioned. “You might speak for the Affiliation, old man, and you are a powerful entity in your own right, but you are hardly an unquestionable leader!”  
 
    “Concern yourself with my power then!” Stydonn snapped back, leveling his hand toward Marnsai’s chest. The merchant took in air to breathe and fuel his actions, but his body seized as his heart stopped. Marnsai dropped to his knees as he felt himself slowly and very painfully dying. 
 
    “Master!” S’Vrili cried out, taking only one step forward before she prostrated herself in front of Stydonn. “I know Hulvidon has tried your patience. It would seem to be his lot in life. But if you kill him, there will be repercussions. We will be unable to move quickly and efficiently.” 
 
    “How would you know the manner in which things must proceed?” the star-clad man asked, and S’Vrili could feel the weight of his stare. She lifted her head and put her eyes to his, allowing him to see her face and the advantages of the gown she wore. 
 
    “Stydonn does not move quickly without just cause, heavenly Master,” she replied.  
 
     “No,” the man replied, contemplating her perspective. “You are indeed one of vision. Stydonn, release your grip on his heart!” 
 
    “A command?!” she thought. “In all that I have read, felt, and witnessed, I have never known the Stars to issue a command! And Stydonn obeys!” she monitored as Marnsai fell to the platform unconscious, but still alive. 
 
    “Both time and opportunity grow short, my friends,” the star-clad man stated, ignoring Hulvidon. “This gathering is without precedent, and so are the events of your realm! One has come to the Rims and the aim of this wanderer cannot be seen, neither can the entity itself, not by the eyes of my kind. I have called you here to ask a boon.” 
 
    “Tell us what must be done,” Stydonn said as he lowered to his right knee. 
 
    “That is not Stydonn!” S’Vrili concluded. “The old Healer spends most of his time reading Fate! If this matter was so pressing, he would have gleaned it during a reading! 
 
    “But why?! Why the façade?! What can be the aim of all of this?!” S’Vrili contemplated as she took hold of her talisman, a bone necklace with a black metal centerpiece sculpted to form a dragon’s head.  
 
    “While I contend with the matters set askew among the Chorus,” the man stated. “… you must engage your vision and seek out this entity. When it is found, report all that you have discovered to me. Can you do this?” 
 
    “Stydonn will answer this quest!” the old man cried out as he stood up. S’Vrili rushed to get up from her knees. 
 
    “I am S’Vrili Thakkelwing,” she shouted. “… second voice of the Imanian Order. All that I have with which to see will be engaged to find the truth of this matter. I swear it!” 
 
    “Then return to your realm and be about your task,” the creature said as he faded from sight. S’Vrili blinked her eyes rapidly as she was returned to her body. She turned to see a very concerned Renaldo looking at her. 
 
    “I will tend to Hulvidon, Master Stydonn,” she volunteered. “Your vision is sorely needed on this endeavor.” 
 
    “As is yours, S’Vrili,” Stydonn quickly replied as he started for the door. “Remember that and do not allow yourself to be too distracted by that fool.” 
 
    “I will not, Master,” she declared as she bowed. Renaldo examined the downed Affiliate as S’Vrili watched the Master of the Order take his leave. She did not move until she could no longer feel his presence. Taking hold of the necklace, she looked around once more and could find nothing out of place.  
 
    “Hold, old one,” S’Vrili directed and Renaldo looked up at her. “Forgive me addressing you in such an abrupt manner, but I cannot say how long we will have this privacy. You taught me much over the centuries, my friend. Do you recall our first lesson?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Renaldo answered as a soft golden light was born inside his eyes. Drawing focus on S’Vrili, the aged servant saw things that caused his face to twist. 
 
    “As much as I expected,” S’Vrili quickly stated. “You see that I have been in the presence of an entity, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” Renaldo replied softly, relieved that she suspected something was amiss. “You have been in the presence of demons!” 
 
    “Demons!” S’Vrili whispered, twisting the talisman in her grasp and cleansing herself of any residue, while marking the power that Renaldo had seen. Smaller and much weaker samples were found in the wake of Stydonn’s exit. “What is at play here?” 
 
    “Milady, that is not all that is wrong here,” Renaldo said as he looked around.  
 
    “Yes, the matter of attendance,” S’Vrili remarked. “Why is it only Hulvidon and I answered the summons?” She thought for a moment as a familiar twinkle flashed in her eyes. “Because we were the only ones the summons was sent to, Renaldo. One of the weakest of our ranks and me, the one they believe to be gifted.” 
 
    “You are gifted!” Renaldo argued. 
 
    “Perhaps,” S’Vrili replied. “But they do not know my full measure.” She smiled as she looked down on Renaldo. “Yet another lesson I managed to pick up from you over the years. 
 
    “You and the staff were alerted to help set the stage,” S’Vrili said, returning to her thought processes. “Demons!” S’Vrili shook her head, frustrated in her contemplations. “I do not know which is worse: their infiltration of the Affiliation, or that they see something that none of my brethren have glimpsed. An organization of watchers that has been blinded. 
 
    “If that was not Stydonn,” S’Vrili thought aloud, “then it is safe to say that they are looking to me to make the next move.” 
 
    “Which might suggest they have some estimation regarding your ability after all, milady,” Renaldo added. 
 
    “That it does, Renaldo,” she admitted. “They know something is about in the Rims, but they are blind to the specifics. That can’t be a particularly good feeling for them, to say nothing of how new the sensation must be!  
 
    “Renaldo, please see to Marnsai for me,” S’Vrili said as she looked at the door leading out. 
 
    “And yourself, milady?” Renaldo asked. “Unless I am out of place.” 
 
    “That you can never be,” S’Vrili smiled as she looked back at the man, touching her hand to her talisman. “To put it simply, I swore to an action.” 
 
    “To demons, milady!” 
 
    “I can’t let that stand in the way of keeping my word, can I?” S’Vrili flashed a grin and laughed as she exited the room. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    It was a cool and quiet evening. She could still hear the music from the band she had hired and, despite the lack of recommendations she had been able to procure, the young musicians were really doing well. That made her departure more painful. The importance of keeping her life just seemed to outweigh the significance of celebrating a successful product launch. 
 
    “Let’s not merge with the normal traffic lanes,” Aleesha suggested. “Just keep up the velocity, and remember, the craft is registered to me; this will not reflect on your name at all.” 
 
    “As you wish, milady,” the driver replied as he took hold of the throttle and eased the lever forward. It was not long before the speed exceeded the capacities of the wind buffers and her long, silver-gray hair blew behind her. She could remember a time when there had been a contingent of brown that seemed determined to remain. But that was years ago, when she was a member of The Five, before she could afford the regimen of having her hair treated to keep its current silvery hue. 
 
    “My lady,” Edwarn stood up as he spoke. “Tonight was an occasion of celebration for you! Why are we leaving in such haste?” 
 
    “Give the word choice a rest, Eddie,” Shanvah remarked as she too checked their rear. “You’re a Gallant, we get it. Now go sit down somewhere and try to contain thine errant tongue!”  
 
    Were it not for the reason why they were leaving her estate, Aleesha Wohler might have laughed at the irony of the exchange. For so long it had been the blonde Chevalierra who had been all too eager to make her mark. But her encounter with Freund and her even more mysterious return from his castle had changed the young woman. When she took back to her studies, even Shuronne had remarked how drastically Shanvah had changed – and all for the better! “High strung asshole is going to choke on that posturing,” she said softly before she closed her eyes. Extending her senses, Shanvah quickly opened them. “Provided he gets the chance – we’ve got incoming!” Shanvah reached to her sides and drew both her gun and her sword pommel. She turned to speak to the pilot. 
 
    “Enough of this easy acceleration shit! Floor it, Felix!” 
 
    “Milady Chevalierra,” Edwarn started. “I am pretty sure his name isn’t–” 
 
    “You finish that sentence, Eddie, and I’ll be doing all the fighting by my damn self!” Shanvah warned. “To make it simple for your lower-hanging and therefore only thinking head, hell’s coming to cash us out and this is a ticket none of our wallets can afford!  Now shut up, and get ready to earn your knighthood!” 
 
    “I don’t see anything, Shanvah,” Aleesha remarked. 
 
    “No offense, Madame Wohler, but you’re an administrator,” Shanvah said as she slowly closed her eyes again only this time her focus went inward and she centered herself. “A damn fine one, I might add, and one I’d like to keep on the payroll if you know what I mean.  
 
    “Kindly take note of how many times I tell you how to do your job,” she remarked as her eyes opened. “Hard right, now!” The air-car banked hard to the right, as the driver did not want any of the Chevalierra’s abundant anger directed any more at him. Everyone leaned to the left as the turn was made. Everyone leaned save Shanvah who did not budge, her body remaining perfectly perpendicular to the floor. The fast-dropping air-car just missed Aleesha’s conveyance and Shanvah’s eyes locked into sharp focus as she took in the sight of all six heavily armed passengers.  
 
    “Heads down!” Shanvah shouted as she powered her En-Blade. Just as Aleesha reached the floor of the air-car, she heard weapons fire. Most of it passed over her air-car, but two rounds struck the chassis. The remaining shots she heard being deflected off the Chevalierra’s energy sword – the last of which was followed by a scream – and she then heard the other air-car veering away. “That’s gonna leave a mark,” Shanvah said softly as she turned to look at the driver. “We’re too damn high. My blind cousin could squeeze off a few at us flying around like this. Get to street level.” 
 
    “But that will mean it will take longer to get to the spaceport,” the driver contested. 
 
    “If the Lady Shanvah has to repeat herself once more,” Edwarn snapped, “I will punctuate her statement with my fist!” The driver said nothing. He took the air-car into a steep dive. 
 
    “Nice back-up, Eddie,” Shanvah said softly. “But take it easy. You are here to be taught, to allow my light guide your light. You are not meant to be my shadow. Ask yourself what you feel at this moment, and then try to figure out why. And that stuff about not feeling any fear–” 
 
    “That was typical man stuff that I need not bother remembering,” Edwarn finished as he reached to his side. 
 
    “Oh, so you were listening,” Shanvah smiled. “Good!” 
 
    Edwarn took what appeared to be a small metal plate off his right leg. A soft beep sounded from Edwarn’s gauntlet and the section of metal expanded into a helm. He swept back his long brown hair with one hand while donning the helmet with the other. Shanvah kept her smile until she looked back at the veering air-car that had regained control. The light coming from its thrust ports increased and she could tell it was flying even faster. 
 
    “These boys came prepared,” she announced. “They’re on their way back.” 
 
    “Should we climb now?” Aleesha asked. 
 
    “It would only make for a harder crash,” Shanvah replied, deactivating her En-Blade and lifting her gun. “And you’re doing it again!” Aleesha mumbled an apology as Shanvah could see two small points of light leaving from the chasing vehicle: flight packs! 
 
    “These boys are serious!” Shanvah thought, carefully aiming her pistol. “It’s times like these I’m glad Shuronne didn’t let me pawn this thing.” A thin beam of light cut across the sky and struck the starboard stabilizer of the chasing vehicle. Thick, black smoke started coming from that side of the air-car and it slowed down as the driver struggled to maintain control. “Not what I was aiming at, but it’ll do. 
 
    “Now you can climb,” Shanvah commanded, holstering her weapon. “… but keep us just over the rooftops!” 
 
    “You got it,” the driver yelled as he took the air-car into a banking turn. 
 
    “How does she do that?!” Edwarn thought as he gazed upon Shanvah who did not move the entire trip to the spaceport unless she had wanted to. Oddly enough, when the elongated air-car started to slow, she jumped out, flipped twice and landed solidly on the platform. She held up her hand, preventing anyone from leaving the vehicle as she looked around. Edwarn made sure that no one took it upon themselves to move about inside the air-car. The driver needed to remain at the controls in case there was need to make a quick exit. He then made contact with the transport that was supposed to be their means off planet. 
 
    “Wonderful!” Shanvah whispered as she completed her inspection of the surrounding area. “Absolutely nothing! Not a single person within my range. They knew we were coming here. This is not good, but what other choice do we have? There’s got to be more numbers coming to back up that desperation attack back there.” 
 
    “That’s quite a discussion you’ve got going on over there, Second,” Gregoran said as he walked from the main building of the spaceport. He was followed by two rather sizeable men and one slender woman wearing priest robes. “You seem troubled!” 
 
    Shanvah snorted a laugh before she started walking toward the High Priest of Xaythra. “You mistake the countenance of concern for the face of regret I wear, knowing that I’m about to cut you wide open, Priest. 
 
    “Eddie, keep the rear guard,” Shanvah ordered as her eyes squinted. She drew powered up her En-Blade once more and started twirling the weapon. 
 
    “I see,” Gregoran replied, waving the two men forward. “Gentlemen.” As the two columns of muscle and flesh walked around Gregoran, Shanvah placed their gait and swagger. 
 
    “Gladiators!” she thought, shaking her head. “Gentlemen, my ass!” The one to her left drew two short swords while his partner flexed his hands as his gauntlets crackled with electricity. Shanvah stopped twirling her sword and secured her grip, making sure her thumb had access to the emission control switch. 
 
    The man with the blades moved first, but Shanvah had seen him take too strong a measure of his partner’s placement. At best, he was only going to draw Shanvah’s attention, so she gave him her eyes. She could hear the other grunt as he lunged forward, grabbing for anything he could. 
 
    “That’s one,” she said softly as she spun to her right, avoiding the grasp. As she stopped spinning, she swung down with her blade, depressing the emission control. The blade flared white as it removed both the gladiator’s hands at the forearm. The man screamed, watching his hands fall to the ground. Looking at the bladed man, Shanvah blindly swung and put a quick end to the screaming. 
 
    Seeing an opening, the second gladiator rushed in, thrusting with both weapons. He could not hear Gregoran’s disagreement, nor could he see the look of disgust on the High Priest’s face when both of his short swords were deflected up as Shanvah side-stepped his lunging attack. The Chevalierra spun a second time and the tip of her blade cut into the lower back of her opponent. She was turning to face Gregoran when the gladiator dropped to his knees. 
 
    “Well then,” the High Priest remarked, watching his last man fall forward onto his chest. “… I think that about addresses improvements on your side of things. Would you care to sample my advancements?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Shanvah said as she charged the High Priest. 
 
    “But I insist, Chevalierra!” Gregoran stepped forward and reached up to catch Shanvah’s descending blade. “I think we have both come a long way, don’t you?” 
 
    “Too much gloating, Priest,” Shanvah shouted, releasing her sword and connecting with a spin kick. Gregoran fell to the ground after he released the weapon. Shanvah came to a stop on one foot and one knee, catching the pommel. 
 
    “Away with you!” the young priestess shouted, thrusting her hands forward. An invisible force took hold of Shanvah’s body and threw it back toward the parked air-car. Back-flipping as she drew her pistol, Shanvah fired three times before descending to the ground. The first shot scored the right hand of the priestess and she screamed. The second missed under her extended arm and the last struck center mass. The woman gasped as she felt her life slip from her. She staggered back in shock and a wasted effort to retain her life. 
 
    “You first,” Shanvah whispered after she landed. She fired a fourth time, scoring the woman’s head. The young priestess fell dead. Another shot was fired from her weapon, but it stopped shy of Gregoran’s head. He was stunned but he was far from vulnerable. 
 
    “Plan B, Eddie,” Shanvah shouted, returning to the air car. “And send to Shuronne: Baron Zoll is back!” The eyes of the Chevalierra and Aleesha met as the air-car took once more into the sky, and the older woman made no attempt to hide her fear. 
 
    “You’re going to tell me that Shuronne anticipated this would happen?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t think of sending you on that chase,” Shanvah replied, checking her gun for its reserves. “Survaysi anticipated it. Shuronne’s the one who made a counterplan. Given how she likes to do things, this should be fun!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The greatest education in the world is watching the masters at work.  
 
    Michael Jackson 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.18) 
 
      
 
    “When are they going to get it right?” Nulaki whispered as he scaled the wall just after three guards ran by the nook where he was hiding. “All of the annoying lights and sounds should be on when there’s nothing wrong. As soon as there is an alarm, mum’s the word! I can just about a get a twenty-man drum and bugle corps through here right now.” The pipe was about half the width of his foot, but it was sturdy enough to maintain his weight. He walked the pipe over the head of four guards who called themselves being very thorough. The only trouble with that perspective being accurate was that they did not take turns looking into the blind spots of the others. There was no harmony to their search and scan; simple prey for Nulaki to exploit. 
 
    “It’s been hours people,” Fidriss screamed over the intercom. “Ten thousand credits to the man who brings him to me, dead or alive!” Nulaki chuckled as another voice spoke softly behind Fidriss, wherever he may have been aboard the ship. “No wait, make it fifteen thousand and I want him alive. He has to be alive!” 
 
    “Ol’ Fid must have been reminded of certain pieces of his ‘untouchable’ property that that are still missing.” Nulaki would have preferred to laugh, but the energy blade literally came out of nowhere. He jumped from the rafter as sparks exploded from the contact point of blade and support beam. He could hear a man growl at the aggravation of the sparks as Nulaki let his body drop twenty meters before he kicked out with his foot and stamped the wall rather loudly. The woman with the flight pack just missed her flying tackle and then she had other concerns as panic-fire streamed in on her general location from nearly every direction. Nulaki thought he heard at least a good score of laser bolts before the firing began to lessen. He heard the woman swear at the men who had scored hits on her armour and flight pack. Nulaki had already caught another support beam and slid down it to the wall where he found a perfect perch in the middle of a small area of shadow. 
 
    “You still there, Tehdi,” Nulaki asked softly into his comm link. 
 
    “Oh I’m still here, you lunatic!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nulaki said as he started looking around. He could see several easy exits, but the fact that they were easy and unattended made them feel more like poorly set traps than avenues of escape. “There’s at least another three-four hours of sunlight around here.” 
 
    “Why are you going after Mathari?!” Tehdi screamed softly. 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, T!” Nulaki chuckled. “… you know you never really get over your first!” Nulaki put his back against the wall, reached to his belt to prepare a number of tricks, and closed his eyes. His thoughts were focused inward as he located his center and the powered stored there. 
 
    “Sensei always used to say, ‘if you have to be a bug, be a fly. Long falls never kill it and what a comfort it must be to have so many eyes!’  Of course, he never took me beyond the one inner eye, but the guy was kinda old and awfully grumpy! 
 
    “Bingo!” he whispered, springing from the perch. He dove with such power and speed that he surprised the man who was appearing, even though he had been sent to surprise Nulaki. The Fazbred tucked his head down, passed under the arm of the appearing man, and rolled directly into the portal that had brought his unexpected visitor. 
 
    “Surprise!” Nulaki said as he landed on the floor of a sizeable circular room. Three small explosions of black smoke popped on three different sides of Nulaki as he put his eyes on the one he felt had been responsible for the teleports. “Oh, Momma! A fat, juicy Caster!” 
 
    “Protect me!” the InvokeR cried. 
 
    “Showtime!” Nulaki hissed before he growled and jumped at his prey. The elderly man screamed for his life as one of his Edgers jumped and tackled what turned out to be a holographic projection. The Edger only managed to grab hold of a very small projector that had been rigged to be another black smoke bomb. 
 
    Nulaki had never landed… at least, not on the floor. When he came past the man trying to attack him, he had been given the opportunity to jump off the man’s back. He was still ascending when he came through the portal, going invisible as the holographic image arched toward the ground. Nulaki engaged his Shikari and used that power to alter, for an instant, his center of gravity. He swung his body around it, and extended his leap to the wall where he clung. His father had been a full-blooded Fazerian; a walking, talking, flying ant! Nulaki had not gotten his father’s natural body armour or his wings. But he had received an augmentation of strength, and he used it to make himself fast and very hard to see. Were he to engage in combat, his blows would have been telling ones, but Nulaki did so despise the thought of getting muck and blood all over himself and his clothes. It was bad enough he had had to remove and tuck his boots into the back of his belt. They had been purchased for style only. They were not quiet, and he certainly could not extend his barbs through the balls of his feet and his toes with them on. The center of the floor was almost fully covered with the thick black smoke and Nulaki glared at a newly revealed opportunity. 
 
    “Activate the fans!” one of the Edgers commanded and large turbofans turned on as the floor tiles shifted to let the air blow through. The double doors slid open and more armed men came into the room. Fortunately for everyone involved who was on the Mathari payroll, no one engaged in panic-fire. The same number of people saw Nulaki walk right out of the room as the men rushed inside. He walked down the corridor, flinging a black shuriken with a gold-lined scarab on both sides. The door controls sparked, receiving the throwing star, as the doors closed and locked. 
 
    “Activate the fans!” Nulaki mocked the thug. “And he makes it sound like he just figured out how to fold space. That’s what gets me!” 
 
    “What gets you is a laser bolt upside the head!” Tehdi snapped. “Now I’m sending you the layout for the Minor Three and then I’m out of this!” 
 
    “Until tomorrow,” Nulaki said calmly. 
 
    “Until tomorrow,” Tehdi matched his best operative’s demeanor. “Call me at mid-day, local time.” 
 
    “Will do. Scarab out!” His forearm gently shook from the half-second vibration coming from his wrist-com. Nulaki smiled as he reached for a box on the side of his waist. He took it out of its pocket and turned it on. Instantly he had the schematics of the Mathari Minor Three. “You just gotta love that Tehdi!” Without looking, Nulaki grabbed another signature shuriken and threw it behind his left shoulder. A teleportation portal formed and his shuriken went into it. Nulaki heard a gasp as cutting metal met with soft, pudgy flesh.  
 
    “Master!” one young male voice cried as the portal cracked and closed. 
 
    “Whoof! Dealing with a shuriken in the chest and backlash! His day’s been a real–” Nulaki heard an explosion coming from the circular room. “Ewww! Okay, I can’t even finish that one.” Nulaki took the crawlspace that led to the airshaft that would take him to one of the secondary hangars. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
     
 
    “I love what you did with the alarms!” Jocasta yelled as she continued to guide the lander-shuttle toward the hovering frigate. Her craft was still on fire, or at least their shields were, but Jocasta was not distracted in the least. “Stupid ear-pains never did any good anyway.” 
 
    “Thirty-two seconds out,” Dungias reported. “Might I suggest slowing down?” 
 
    “You can suggest all you want,” Jocasta said, putting her hand to the throttle to make sure it was all the way forward. “Right now, Z, I gotta feelin’! I feel the need!”  
 
    “The broadcast was terminated at the source,” Satithe reported. “By my calculations, the Captain may be on to something. I am detecting a small explosion aboard the Minor Three followed by the launch of a small two-man aircraft. I am also receiving distress calls coming from the Minor Three. 
 
    “Put us on the channel, Z,” Jocasta commanded as the fires lessened but the turbulence remained. Dungias did not know why she wanted to talk to a gangster, but he opened a channel. 
 
    “We are connected, Captain.” 
 
    “Nice day for a swim, isn’t it boys?” she asked. 
 
    “Approaching shuttle, identify yourself!” 
 
    “Hey, if that’s the way you want to play it, you can go chase that bogey that lit a fire on your starboard ass y’damn self! Thought there might be a chance for some cred here! Of course, I am only talking in purse matters.” Jocasta looked at her brace-com and the cockpit was muted. “Start recording this for me, Z!” she commanded as she re-engaged the vocal effect. Both of them could hear the stations switch on the other end of the channel. 
 
    “This is Fidriss Mathari, pilot, and given what I see on my screens, you’re already up to speed to get me back my property.” 
 
    “Mr. Mathari, I’m in position to do a number of things,” Jocasta said as she turned the lander to intercept the small aircraft and pulled back on the throttle. “The question is: what can you do for me?” 
 
    “Bring me back my property, and the bug that took it, alive, and I’ll see to it that–” 
 
    “I realize these things are good for talking,” Jocasta interrupted as she pulled in behind the escape aircraft. “But lip-flapping was never my thing. I’m the sort of girl who prefers to do rather than talk about it all day. And if you want this little cloud-jumper of a plane back, you’re asking me not to fire.” Jocasta muted the cockpit once more. “Z, send him the numbers to the empty JoJo account.” She reactivated vocals as she settled the lander into the aircraft’s jet wash. “Now what you have there is the opportunity to be a doer, not a talker. We have an accord, Mr. Mathari?” 
 
    Z turned from his console and held his brace-com readout for Jocasta to see. Fifty thousand credits had appeared in the ‘To Deposit’ category. 
 
    “Now that’s what I call a good halfway down payment,” Jocasta said, signaling Dungias to accept the deposit request.  
 
    “You’ll get the rest when that plane and that thief are aboard my ship,” Fidriss stated calmly. “Until then, my ship will be in a canyon southwest of my current position.” 
 
    “I have it marked,” Jocasta replied. “See you soon, Purse Man.” Jocasta gave the hand sign to cut the channel. 
 
    “Satithe already has the specific broadcast code for the comm aboard the aircraft,” Dungias reported. 
 
    “That girl is always workin’ overtime!” Jocasta said, shaking her head. “Check this out. You always know when you’re dealing with a soft stick. I’m parked halfway up his patookie and nothing.” 
 
    “It is doubtful he overheard the conversation,” Dungias offered. “Especially with the way the variable wavelength was restricted to sub-channel status before Mathari got on the line.” 
 
    “Sub-channel,” Jocasta said, thinking aloud. “That means he’s got himself one very powerful comm-station aboard that ship and it’s highly unlikely anyone else was listening in on it. Us having a recording gets us nowhere if we’re both iced at the end of the exchange.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should focus on catching the thief first,” Dungias stated. He was especially proud that Jocasta was in the habit of planning on the treachery of others exceeding her own. It was simply premature to make too many considerations without the goods necessary to demand an exchange event in hand. 
 
    “I can work it that way too,” Jocasta said as she eased the yoke forward and increased her speed enough to get under the aircraft. “Let’s light up the topside shields, find me a high-end nearby spaceport, and boost me a link into the cockpit, Z.” 
 
    “At once, Captain.” Dungias said as he worked his console. Aside from what he had been told to do, he also readied the portside launcher with a tracking bolt and the starboard with piton and cable. “Coordinates of the spaceport sent, and we have signal lock.” 
 
    Jocasta sucked on her tongue loudly before pressing her upper teeth and against her lower lip and breathing in. “Hmmm, doesn’t it feel good, baby?” The aircraft fired up its engines and collided with the top of the lander. Jocasta increased speed to remain under the plane. “Oooh, easy there, lover! Just cuz you’re on top doesn’t mean you get to have your way with the moment.” 
 
    “Shields are intact,” Dungias reported. “Light damage to the undercarriage of the aircraft. Possible landing gear malfunction.” 
 
    “You’re just going to do your do and then roll off without even so much as a nibble on the ear lobe?!” she ribbed. “Now that’s just criminal!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, we both knew what this was when you came into my space,” Nulaki replied, trying to figure out who he was dealing with and hoping to hide the shake in his voice from one of the more surprising introductions he had ever experienced. To his left and to his right he could see the vehicle beneath him. It was a spaceship, which meant there was no way he was going to outrun it. His only hope was that Fidriss’ little escape jumper would be more agile. 
 
    Breaking right, Nulaki was able to lead in his movement, but the lander took a tighter bank and stayed under him. He then started left but took another right turn. As he started to lose altitude, the collision alarms sounded once more and he pulled up just shy of having a second collision. 
 
    “Okay,” Nulaki said softly. “This is obviously not your first time, sugar.” 
 
    “It’s my first time with you, baby doll!” the woman replied. He was suddenly reminded of what his Sensei had told him about females in general, despite the species: they were more agile and with greater hand-eye coordination, generally speaking, than males of the same species. The chances of the woman being Fazerian were less than minimal. She had yet to chirp or click when she spoke. But Nulaki was half Terran, and the mysterious woman sounded as if she was of or raised by that race. However, this was not his first time at the flight controls. 
 
    “Then let’s make it memorable!” Nulaki said, taking the plane into a barrel roll. 
 
      
 
    “Let go, Z,” Jocasta warned as she put both hands on the yoke and pushed her head against the back of the chair. She had made a rule never to say ‘hang on’ as such a warning had always sounded redundant to her. “Someone wants to try me!” 
 
    “What is this?!” Dungias thought as the gravitational force pressed him into his seat. He had known Jocasta was a good pilot, perhaps even accomplished, but to take the lander into a barrel roll to maintain her position near the belly of the plane was very special to watch. He activated interior defense fields to strengthen the body of the lander as she put the ship through maneuvers he had never envisioned when he built the spacecraft. She flowed from the barrel roll into a loop, to a combination of the two which made Dungias take a two-hand grip of the console in order to steady himself. The defense fields were nearly at their maximum output, but the lander held together nicely and Dungias started making a mental list of things to improve the moment they were aboard the Xara-Mansura again. 
 
    “Mmmm, baby, don’t forget to pull my hair,” she cooed as she leveled off. 
 
      
 
    “Somebody smack me and tell me I’m dreaming!” Nulaki thought as the environmental controls returned to nominal. The cockpit had engaged its measures to contend with the gravitational influx his turns put on the fuselage of the plane, and the body of its pilot who was suddenly regretting his decision to forego stealing a flight suit. “This woman is just unreal! 
 
    “Was it good for you, baby?” he asked, deciding to keep the metaphor running. If nothing else, his newfound nemesis, and superior pilot, was creative. 
 
    “Sweetheart, all I need right now is a cigaro and a pillow!” she answered. 
 
    “A cigaro,” he thought. “If she’s got a bod to match that voice, this could be problematic. 
 
    “So, darlin’, where am I setting this thing down?” Nulaki asked. “And make no mistake; Marathi Minor Three is not an option. These things come with ejector controls you know.” 
 
    “Understood and not a problem,” she replied. “Serenveil Spaceport, just off your portside wing.” 
 
    “Received and understood,” Nulaki said. “You will let me lower my altitude when we get there, right?” 
 
    “Stall Sixteen has auto-landing capability,” she stated. “You release your controls when we’re five miles out, I’ll let you get off of me. Until then, we cuddle.” 
 
    “That was fast,” Nulaki observed. “Too fast for this to be her first time here or her first time forcing someone to land. This changes a few things.” 
 
      
 
    “Z, you look absolutely jumpy,” Jocasta remarked as the two of them walked toward Stall Sixteen. She was surprised by the amount of effort her engineer was putting put into checking the surrounding area. “This is one of the ritzier spaceports. Bad stuff happens where we normally park.” 
 
    “Is that why you chose this facility?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Hey, as far as I’m concerned, this is already paid for,” Jocasta returned. “Now please calm down.” 
 
    “You forget, Captain, I am alien to the Rims. I am supposed to be looking like a tourist.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jocasta said, lifting her brace-com. “Okay, guys, we’re ready to receive that skitter. Lower away.” Jocasta looked up at the plane as it engaged its vertical thrust. Two of the three fired normally. The one under the nose was going to require some work. 
 
    “I wonder if she has considered that this man has a classified IA file,” Dungias thought as he came from his inspection of the immediate area. 
 
    “I bet you money I don’t have this goes down as anything but smoothly,” Jocasta said as she tightened her gloves. Dungias looked at her with an inquisitive look. “C’mon, Z! The guy’s got a rap sheet as long as your last scientific explanation! People like that don’t go easily… or quietly. You’ve got the rifle… find yourself a perch and be prepared to spoil his aims.” 
 
    “Very good, Captain,” Dungias said with a slight smile. “I shall be the double tone you hear.” Jocasta nodded and watched Dungias walk quickly out of sight. She looked down at herself and smiled at her ensemble. Given the matter at hand, both she and Dungias had thought she should wear her weapons belt. Dungias had suggested the long coat, and she had been very much against the idea until she caught sight of herself in the monitor. With the collar up, it looked even cooler. She walked to the entry doors of Stall Sixteen and she heard two soft tones chime in her ear. 
 
    “Showtime!” she whispered, pushing the doors open and entering the stall. She could see the outline of a figure in the forward seat and her head tilted to the left. “He’s a little taller than I expected.” 
 
    “Satithe projects he is one hundred eighty-three centimeters tall,” Dungias reported. 
 
    “Always did like the towers in that neighborhood,” Jocasta replied without moving her lips. “Especially when they are slim and trim.” 
 
    “And to be delivered?” Dungias inquired. 
 
    “The man said alive, not virtuous!” Jocasta snapped. “And until you make the right kind of equipment, Momma still has muscles that need working out. 
 
    “Open the canopy, boys,” Jocasta commanded. Her eyebrows lifted as a seam formed in the center of the glass and the two halves split, falling into the fuselage of the plane. “Nifty.” 
 
    “Impractical,” Dungias remarked. 
 
    “Oooh, someone’s jealous! Looks like the Rims have a niftier canopy design.” Hands came up and out first and they waved for a moment, showing they were empty. “Hi there. Exactly what should I call you?” 
 
    Nulaki climbed up out of the seat and threw his leg over. “Oh boy, this is going to be problematic,” he thought after taking a good look at the woman who had forced his in-flight surrender.  “And I don’t even like blondes! 
 
    “Is it too late to call me yours?” he joked and she chuckled. Jocasta approached slowly only after checking the gun on her hip. She looked back at the man who was slowly climbing down and started to shake her head. 
 
    “Going for the charming jugular?” she asked. 
 
    “You don’t look like the sort of woman who wastes time,” Nulaki informed. 
 
    “You’d be right,” Jocasta affirmed as she reached for her restraints. Nulaki looked up to see that the security for the facility had been made ready, but not everyone in uniform was looking in his direction. One particular man was looking around to see if any of the others were watching him as he readied his rifle. 
 
    “You do realize who you’re working for, right?” Nulaki asked as he gazed at the man. It looked like he had thirty seconds at the most. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he looking,” Dungias thought as he turned his head and immediately saw a man in a port security uniform. The Malgovi Traveler did not have to extend to his senses to know that the man was incredibly anxious.  
 
    “Be advised, Captain. We may have an operative who has infiltrated the facility’s security.” Dungias then opened a channel to the Xara-Mansura. “Satithe, see if you can access this facility’s records and verify not only the personnel on duty at the moment, but their personal financial situations as well.” 
 
    “Working the requested data, Master,” Satithe replied before an error tone sounded.  
 
    “What is the problem?” 
 
    “Master, according to the facility, only ten men are on physical security duty at this time.” 
 
    “Then why are there eleven people out here?” Dungias asked, turning toward the anxious man, lifting his rifle and switching his channel. 
 
    “Possible sniper at your five-thirty,” Dungias reported. 
 
      
 
    “I know exactly who I’m working for at the moment,” Jocasta replied. “And I’ve got around a hundred thousand reasons to bring you in to him.” 
 
    “A hundred K?!” Nulaki said before whistling. “Somebody broke a piggy bank and a half.” Jocasta maintained her smile as she held up the restraints. “You know those aren’t going on easy, right? I want to say that upfront because I respect the hell out of you. I’m no slouch with a stick, but you made me look like a rookie who just learned how to turn on the simulator! And if you were a little leaner in your appearance, I’d offer you a job getting me in and out of my jobs.” 
 
    “A little leaner?” 
 
    “You don’t look desperate enough to say yes to a man you think you’ve got cornered,” Nulaki advised. 
 
    “Possible sniper at your five-thirty,” Dungias reported and Jocasta lost her smile. 
 
    “Uh oh. It looks as if something unexpected just happened, yes?” Nulaki asked as his legs bent slightly at the knees. “You had me in the air, sweetness. But I this element belongs to me!” 
 
    “Break left!” Jocasta said as she jumped forward and to her right. As she had hoped, her quarry took the command as an attempt to assist him. He jumped to his left and she jumped to tackle him. She extended her hands to take hold of him and force him to the pavement. Jocasta saw him break a smile and he rolled as he fell… but it seemed that he was rolling around an invisible pole as his body changed direction. The grab she was able to make was his shoulder, and with her body weight taking her away from the man, she was not able to keep her grip. “Dammit!” 
 
     Nulaki landed on his fingertips and toes as Jocasta rolled on the ground. His muscles tensed at the sound of gunfire, but no one was shooting at him. He looked up to see a race of life he had never seen before lift his head up from his rifle as he looked upon the result of his shot. One of the facility guards was falling back from the railing of the upper deck with a laser burn in the left shoulder of his body armour. But the struck man did not look at the man who had just shot him. Instead, he was reaching to take firm hold of his weapon while looking at Nulaki all the while. 
 
    The look of determination was unmistakable and Nulaki could even detect desperation in the shooter’s eyes. The man took hold of his rifle and he was shot the very next instant. 
 
    “It would seem that my guardian angel is a damn fine shot!” Nulaki thought as the left shoulder plate fell from the main body of the man’s armour. It was a known fact that two shots, close enough to each other, could cause the plating in most armour designs to fail and that section would fall right off. It was obvious that the left shoulder had been an intentional target on both occasions. “Sure do wish he had more of a killer instinct though!” 
 
    “Weapons fire!” one of the security guards yelled. “Upper deck, northwest corner. He was listed as a friendly, but he just took two shots at Hexylkravbon. You can’t miss him,” the young man reported as he ran for the stairs. “He’s as big as a frigate and blue-skinned.” 
 
    “Nice try, doll,” Nulaki said as he pushed off the ground high enough to afford a back flip to where he landed on Jocasta’s back after she tried a second time to tackle him. She dropped the restraints and Nulaki was quick to jump from her to the wing of the plane he had been flying. “But if you’ve got a blue-skinned friend, I think you’ve got problems other than explaining how I got away.” He turned, ran two steps, and jumped for the dividing wall of the stall. He landed on top of it and ran three steps before jumping again. Wherever he landed was out of Jocasta’s ability to see, as the high wall made a perfect blinder. 
 
    “So…” Jocasta said as she got up from the ground. She dusted herself and picked up the restraints. “… that’s what it feels like to watch me pilot. Got it!” Weapons fire made Jocasta turn to see the cause of the matter. She saw Dungias jumping from the second deck to the third and moving more nimbly than a person with his frame should be allowed to do. He put his hand on the railing and threw his legs over, landing in a squat as gunfire went over his head and into a storefront window. Glass shattered and patrons started screaming. 
 
    “Z!” Jocasta yelled as she quickly drew and fired her pistol at the man who was shooting at her engineer. With the same speed and grace, Jocasta holstered her weapon, seeing that she had struck her target in the helmet. Though he was still alive, the unexpected pounding knocked him to the ground and left him stunned. “What the hell are you doing?!” 
 
    “Not a good time for explanations, Captain!” Dungias shouted as he dove at the approaching guards. All three men fell to the ground as the Dungias-missile flew past them, landed on his fists, and rolled forward to his feet. “Nine o’clock, upper deck!” Dungias yelled as he turned to deal with the three he had knocked down. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Jocasta muttered as she quickly drew her gun and fired, hitting the buckle of the security guard that was aiming at her. He dropped his rifle as he staggered back. Jocasta pivoted on her boot to where her right shoulder now faced the man and she fired two more shots, both hitting his helmet. Glass cracked on the first, sparks fired from the second, and the guard fell unconscious. “I saw him!  
 
    “Our boy is a pretty rascally rabbit though,” Jocasta said as she twirled her pistol, sliding it back into her holster as she walked toward the dropped rifle. 
 
    “Did you plant the tracker?” Dungias asked, delivering a turning back kick to the ribs of the first man. He flew back into the second, giving Dungias time to plant and jump again, landing a flying kick to the chest of the third. Only the man who had been struck with his colleagues was still conscious, but he was not in a hurry to rejoin the fight.  
 
    “On his shoulder,” Jocasta replied. “But this guy’s good, he’s going to spot it.” 
 
    “And the moment he removes it, we’ll have a fifty-hour radioactive paint tracker of his location,” Dungias said as he looked at his brace-com. “Satithe has accessed the fighter’s automated controls.” 
 
    “Got it,” Jocasta said as she took the rifle and fired into the control panel for the stall. “Take it away,” she commanded.  
 
    A laser blast just missed Jocasta’s head and she spun around, dropping to her knee and firing the rifle on three security guards who had felt they had adequate cover positions. A laser blast from Dungias caught one guard in the exposed hand. A bullet drilled the second in the head and he stumbled away from the column; Jocasta fired two shots into both his chest and right arm. The way he screamed as he fell told her she had cut through the armour. The third man was hit by both laser and bullet, and he was actually lifted from the floor and spun by the power of the impact. Jocasta lowered the rifle and looked around. All of the footfalls she heard were running away from where they were, and she smirked before tossing the rifle away. As she stood up, Dungias landed on the ground floor and shouldered his rifle. As the two of them walked for the western exit, the two-man plane fired its engines and quickly took off. A soft beep sounded from Dungias’ brace-com. He lifted it and looked at the readout. 
 
    “He found and removed the tracker,” Dungias reported. He looked down on Jocasta and started to reload the rifle. 
 
    “Does not holding back include getting rid of projectile weaponry?” she asked. Dungias reached into his shoulder bag and produced a small canvas bag. He handed it to Jocasta, loaded another round into the rifle, and then charged the capacitor to allow for energy blasts. 
 
    Jocasta opened the bag and her eyes flashed wide at the sight of an aged leather flap holster that appeared to be newly restored. “You shouldn’t have,” she said before ripping off the flap of the holster. “You really shouldn’t have.” Jocasta liked the reinforced handle of the weapon and the mother-of-pearl design carved in the sides. Then she lost her smile as she looked closely at the silver blaster. It was the gun she had received from Rouge, the closest thing to pirate royalty that Jocasta had ever met. She recalled coming up with the name Kendra Talos, learning so much from Rouge and many of the other hands of the Pterodactyl, and her eventual leaving. Kendra had thought she had made a clean getaway, but when she made it to the shuttle, she tapped her contact on the shoulder, and it was Rouge that had turned around. The woman had said her goodbyes and gave Kendra her pilot’s wings and her blaster. Now that blaster was polished silver and almost half the weight she remembered. 
 
    “Oh, Z!” Jocasta whispered as she took in the feel of the weapon. She tucked the holster under her arm and tossed the gun to her left hand. She could hear mechanisms in the weapon, and it appeared that the barrel shifted slightly. She looked at her engineer who was shouldering his rifle. 
 
    “You have a tendency to lift your aim with your left hand,” he explained. “Until that is corrected, the weapon will assist you with your accuracy.” 
 
    “Why silver?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s a composite that keeps the weapon from getting hot or conducting a charge,” Dungias stated. “Plus, it’s harder than the plating on battle armour, especially along the handle.” Dungias looked at Jocasta who seemed surprise to hear about the design tactic. “You appear to have a growing penchant for pistol-whipping. With this addition, I don’t have to worry about fixing your weapon after a half-dozen whipped skulls.” Jocasta twirled the weapon and found it easier to do than the projectile pistol. She smiled brightly as she changed out her holsters. “If it is all the same to you, I would ask you to keep the shoulder holster for the moment.”               
 
    “I’ve got no problem with that.” Jocasta secured the last of the straps and looked at her friend, her eyes squinting with the intensity of thought passing through her mind. “No problem at all… First Mate!” Dungias met her stare and the moment they had eye contact, her facial features softened. “No holding back, Mister Z!” 
 
    “None, Captain. Satithe has arranged for a vehicle just outside these walls.” 
 
    “C’mon, Z... let’s go catch us a bug!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Whoever can surprise well must conquer.  
 
    John Paul Jones 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.18) 
 
      
 
    Nulaki could not remember the name of the breed of Old Earth canines most attributed with tracking and chasing skills. He desperately wanted to know it. He hated cursing people inaccurately and the two giving him chase deserved to be cursed in the most responsible fashion. It was one thing for an alien to be able to outdistance him; he had no previous experience with any blue-skinned people, and so did not know their standards of capability. The woman, however, looked entirely Terran and he very much resented that it appeared he was working harder than her in this chase. 
 
    “This wench has got some serious legs,” Nulaki thought as he turned toward the bazaar. “Time to give her the shakes though.” 
 
      
 
    “Racist as this sounds,” Jocasta whispered as she ran, “this boy’s got to be part cockroach!” 
 
    “Smoother strides, Captain,” Dungias suggested. “Don’t force the issue; your body already knows how to move. Just listen to what it is trying to tell you as it does when you’re piloting… use the same instincts on a different subject!” Giving no argument, Jocasta lowered her head and tried to engage the advice she had just been given. 
 
    “Holy Kot!” Jocasta exclaimed as her head came up slightly. She also stopped the slight clawing motion with her arms and simply let them roll about her shoulders. She was not running any faster, but it was certainly easier to maintain the speed she had attained. “Anything you don’t know about?” 
 
    “Too many to list at the moment, Captain.” 
 
    “Would that include knowing where he’s going?” Jocasta asked, watching her quarry take a sharp right turn. “I mean we did have the planetary map up for like–” 
 
    “The local bazaar,” Dungias replied. “We have another two hundred sixty-two and one-quarter meters before we reach it. 
 
    “Odd it is that she has not opted to simply shoot him in the leg,” Dungias observed. “She likes him!” 
 
    “Which means he’s only got another three steps with the way he’s running. High road it, Z!” Jocasta commanded. “Next building on the left. Climb and catch up if you can.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain,” Dungias said, turning down an alley. 
 
    “Perhaps one day we will talk about how climbing this building will not take long,” Dungias thought as he neared the middle of the alley. He jumped up to the right and planted his feet against the wall, pushing up and away from the wall to the other side of the alley. Memories of the Iro-Games of Threm flashed into his mind and he smiled at how he preferred non-moving solid walls over moving walls of energy. He flipped over the edge of the building, landing on the roof. With fewer eyes on him, Dungias was free to use Alpha which made bounding roof-to-roof a simpler matter. He also did not have to restrict his path to the design of the roads and walking paths. “Perhaps this will be the day we have that discussion. That discussion, however, is not the only matter of interest here. 
 
    “Satithe?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, I have managed to collect data on the incident at the spaceport,” she answered, and Dungias smiled at her efficiency. “Security Officer Hexylkravbon was identified as the individual you fired upon to keep him from shooting the Captain. But I have a patient just arriving at a public medical facility with the same name. According to the facility computer, the man you shot is still in the infirmary at the spaceport, and is six point six three kilograms heavier than Officer Hexylkravbon’s last medical review logged three days ago.” 
 
    “Satithe, maintain your surveillance on the infirmary,” Dungias commanded. “Alert me the moment he moves.” 
 
    “He is moving now, Master,” Satithe replied. “I have also accessed their video surveillance system,” she reported as she relayed images to Dungias’ virtual goggles. Not only was the subject on the move, but he was doing so with a definite methodology. 
 
    “Kung-Fu,” Dungias thought, recognizing it from watching Beta-Nexeous spar and train as well as the numerous experiences he had gained from visitors to the building where he had built the Kulri-Kraythe. He took another bounding leap, examining the playback more closely. “From the way he struck the other guard while throwing the nurse, I would say he was using Monkey Style. Not one of the mainstream choices, nor does it appear he is a minor enthusiast of the arts. 
 
    “Launch a probe from the lander and keep an eye on the subject,” Dungias ordered. “Then launch the lander and use it as a secondary surveillance unit.” 
 
    “Probe launched,” Satithe reported. “Charging weapons and starting all necessary flight systems. As a matter of confirmation, Master, the man was aiming initially at the Captain. After your first shot and her movement, he increased the power rating of the weapon as his eyes followed Nulaki Conadier. I am confused.” 
 
    “His intention was not to harm Jocasta,” Dungias advised. “He simply needed her to get out of the way. After my interference, he was not willing to wait for another clear shot. 
 
    “Most interesting,” Dungias thought, looking at his map. At his current speed he would be able to cut Nulaki off from actually reaching the bazaar. It would seem that he and Jocasta would be talking about quite a few things before the day was over. 
 
    “Master, please tell me what you’re thinking,” Satithe requested. “I do not mean to intrude, but how can I learn if your conclusions are made while tight-lipped?” 
 
    “You presume you have anything more to learn from me, Satithe,” Dungias huffed as the landing was a little harder than he had expected… which did not make sense! 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred sixty-two and one-quarter meters,” Jocasta thought. “Who the hell talks like that?!” Keeping her movements smooth and even, Jocasta pushed her body for more speed. She had grown tired of this running about. “Aside from people who can measure faster and more accurately than you, Jo girl, nobody.  
 
    “I need to stop competing with my First Mate,” Jocasta concluded. “What I really need to do is move Z out of the category of men! He’s more loyal than a Chevalier and more disciplined than an Ardrian Drill Officer! If he says he’s in for the long haul, the only thing I need to worry about is whether or not I can keep up! And speaking of keeping up… 
 
    “I’m getting damn tired of running after you!” Jocasta yelled as she dove forward. Nulaki jumped to avoid a tackle, but tackling was not what Jocasta had in mind. She sent her right hand forward to make her rolling landing easier. Her left hand flew forward to slap the left foot of the man she was chasing. Sure enough, as he jumped, his left foot locked behind his right ankle and he fell hard on his chest and chin as Jocasta rolled up to her feet. 
 
    “Really getting tired of being impressed by this woman!” Nulaki thought as he scrambled to get up. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” Jocasta snapped, spinning into a foot sweep. She caught two legs and one arm and Nulaki took a short fall to the pavement. He huffed in pain when Jocasta landed on his back. 
 
    “My turn to be on top!” she whispered as her arm came around his neck and started choking him. “You made me muss my rose!” Jocasta barked, referring to the loose tank top she wore over her bodysuit. It was a bright white shirt with a brilliant purple rose at the lower center of the garment. 
 
    “Scheiβkerl!” Nulaki gasped as he reached for the woman’s arm. He was pulled to roll over so that his body weight was on her. She quickly wrapped her legs around his waist and nearly locked her arms around his neck and head.  
 
    “Get your shit straight, buggy, that’s daughter-of-a-bitch to you!” She squeezed with her arms and legs and Nulaki released his spinal lock. His lower back popped loudly and Jocasta gasped, quickly releasing the man. 
 
    “No!” she cried as she moved out from under him. “No, don’t do this to me!” she whispered touching the side of his face before removing her left glove. “Please don’t do this to me.” Touching the side of his neck, Jocasta felt a very strong pulse. 
 
    “Since you asked so nicely,” Nulaki quipped before kissing the woman full on the mouth. 
 
    “You son of a bi–” Jocasta pounded down with her ungloved fist. Using his legs, Nulaki pulled himself away from the woman and she struck only pavement. “OW!” 
 
    “Son of a bi-ow?!” Nulaki said, kicking up to his feet. “Not sure I get that one.” A crashing noise came from the rooftop of the building just ahead of Nulaki and he could see smoke and dust starting to rise. 
 
    “That’s not the other half of your tandem, is–” Jocasta’s right hook hammered into Nulaki’s jaw. He lost sight of the world and his left knee dropped to the pavement. 
 
    “I was saying son of a bitch!” Jocasta growled, punctuating her statement with a kick to his crotch. She had drawn her blaster before her foot returned to the ground. “But you moved, I hurt my hand and said ‘ow’!” The pistol-whip connected and the man was unconscious before he hit the ground.  
 
    Jocasta twirled her blaster and holstered it before picking up her glove. She had barely fastened the catch around her wrist when her body was seized and thrown off the path into the hand-crafted jewelry pagoda. She struck with enough force to topple the push-cart and its unsuspecting proprietor. Three figures emerged from the building that had recently suffered a collapse of its roof. The first two wore gray robes and were pulling back their hoods as they came out of the building. The older robed man looked only at Nulaki and was surprised to actually see him unconscious. He brushed back his long, auburn-red hair out of his brown-skinned face as his dark brown eyes seemed very anxious, looking over the downed Fazbred man. The younger robed fellow seemed to be concerned for the health of the woman his master had thrown telekinetically. The third man puffed on his cigar, smiling at the downed friend of Rebanya who had cost him a load of credits. 
 
    “Looks like the information I had for you was pretty accurate, eh?” Desmar chuckled. 
 
    “You needn’t worry, Ardrian, you will be well-paid for your assistance,” Falco said softly as he extended his left hand toward Nulaki. The Fazbred man’s body came up from the ground. With the direction of his right hand, three sets of specialized restraints fell from the man’s grasp and floated over to the unconscious Nulaki, locking around his wrists (before a chain bound the captured wrists to the waist), knees and neck.  
 
    “Master Sylgarr, should we see to the woman?” young Adleon asked. “You threw her with a great deal of force.” 
 
    “I threw her with a great deal of intent, young Gallant,” Falco replied. “You must learn that if you are going to take action, it should be of the decisive sort.  
 
    “What was that?” Falco asked, following a sound that could barely be heard above the chattering of the numerous bystanders. The Temple Chevalier turned to face the Ardrian who looked back in surprise before shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “Get ‘em young, teach ‘em young, and the hell with the fallout, right?” Jocasta asked as she stood up in the middle of the small field of grass. “As long as the new ones are as dumb as the old, everything’s fine!” 
 
    “You were concerned, Gallant?” Falco inquired, looking at the slow-moving woman. 
 
    “Pain!” Adleon cried, extending both hands toward Jocasta as he approached her. He reached for his own set of restraints and activated their energized feature.  
 
    Jocasta gasped and staggered as she struggled to remain standing. It felt as if someone had thrust a white-hot blade into her brain, and it hurt so much that she could not even scream. She had been blinded by the effort, and she could barely hear anything… except for soft laughter, his soft laughter.  
 
      
 
    But then again, everything that had come out of the man’s mouth so far was soft. “So what if it hurts?” a strained, heavy and yet still softly spoken male voice called to Jocasta from the depths of her memory. It was a voice from a time she could never forget, as it seemed that every stride she had taken since then seemed to be in the shadows of the man who called himself Scimitar. “Pain is a part of life, isn’t it? If you want no pain, then you want to be dead. Are you dead, Talos? Are you?!” She could hear her own voice screaming back ‘No!’ 
 
      
 
    “I cannot perceive her thoughts,” Falco monitored. “Even as Adleon stimulates her pain receptors, her thoughts have somehow been shielded! 
 
    “Gallant, to me!” he cried.  
 
    “Too late, asshole!” Jocasta smiled, her blind jab striking the young man in the eye. As his body locked from the pain and hindrance to his eyesight, Jocasta caught the wrist of the hand holding the restraints. She chopped the inside of his elbow to force his arm to bend as the shackle was applied to his neck. The young man screamed as Jocasta stepped closer to him, using him as a shield as she looked at the Ardrian puffing the cigar. 
 
    “And no one likes a snitch,” she said, tapping the detonate command on her brace-com. The grenade she had rolled over to him, which the Chevalier had somehow heard but failed to locate, exploded. The Ardrian was up off his feet and thrown back into the collapsed-roof building. Knowing the militant-minded Truebreed, there was a good chance he was wearing several layers of armour, but Jocasta could not have cared less. 
 
    “Whoops,” Jocasta said as the body of the pain-locked Gallant was yanked out of her grasp. “Just lost my safety zone.” 
 
    “You’ve lost more than that!” Falco snarled, taking a telekinetic hold of the woman’s body. 
 
    “Not twice, Temple Dick!” Jocasta whispered, quick-drawing her blaster. She fired and was dropped; the Temple Chevalier had drawn his En-Blade in time to deflect her shot. She landed in a three-point stance, firing two more shots. Both were deflected and with a greater degree of skill than the rushed first attempt. Falco was ready for her now. 
 
    “Okay, asshole, let’s dance!” Jocasta barked, aiming with both hands and firing. She took only one shot before stepping to her left, moving her blaster in her left hand. Despite the pain it cost to use it, she took another shot. It was deflected centimeters from the man’s face. 
 
    “Damn if Z didn’t improve my left-handed shooting,” she thought as she stepped forward into a squatting lunge. She ducked a returned shot while firing another round. 
 
    The two danced against each other, Falco taking very few steps as Jocasta lunged, hopped and spun around him. She had to remain mobile to avoid the more deliberate deflections, but at least the spray of blaster fire scattered the bystanders. Over a dozen blaster shots and deflections were exchanged between the two. Falco even managed to send back a bolt that struck Jocasta’s gun. As promised, the directed energy barely registered on the look or the feel of the weapon. Suddenly, Jocasta stopped and glared at her opponent who moved his En-Blade about until he took another fighting stance; again the wind blew through his long hair, but he no longer looked stately. He glared up at Jocasta with a new hatred. 
 
    “Korsathian Pirate!” Falco hissed, recognizing the firing style. 
 
    “He never told me where he was from,” Jocasta replied. “He’s a damn fine shot though. So you get what you can while you can.” 
 
    “And this must be the first time you have faced a Temple Chevalier.” 
 
    “Honey, I don’t go checking corpses for glow sticks!” Jocasta returned as she tightened her grip on her blaster. “Ready for round three?” 
 
    “You can’t have more than ten shots left in that power-clip,” Falco assessed. 
 
    “Nine, but I only need one to ice your ass!” Jocasta huffed before firing another shot at the man. Again he deflected and she moved to where she was firing across her body for her next shot. Again Falco deflected. 
 
    “Rapid fire,” Jocasta thought as she drew her gun from her shoulder holster. She fired another blaster shot, aiming for his face. The Chevalier deflected once again as Jocasta leveled her second gun and pulled the trigger. To his credit, Falco blocked the first two rounds. The next ten tore into his chest and right shoulder. He dropped his weapon as his armour cracked. Blood started to show when Jocasta rested the barrel of her blaster across her right forearm, aimed, and fired. Energy sparked against her target’s chest as his body was driven to the pavement. 
 
    Jocasta’s arms dropped to her sides as her shoulders sank. She wiped her brow with her right forearm. “Whew! Scimitar was right. Those TCs are hard to take down! But it can be done. And where is that blue– What the hell?!” Jocasta cried as she spun around, guns at the ready. Her smaller pistol smacked the side of a foot, and a flying kick was knocked wide of its intended target: her head. Jocasta finished her spin as her latest target landed on the ground. She lifted her blaster to shoot the most recent addition to the fray, but screamed as something slashed into her back. She released both guns and stumbled as she turned. Out of her peripheral vision, Jocasta could see a slender man on her right wielding a slightly bloody single-edged blade. The back-slasher had a twin sister on Jocasta’s left side, and she wondered if both of them had cut her. 
 
    “Three on one and I can’t move,” she thought as she dropped to her knees. She lost all feeling in her upper body from the back attack. The man who had tried to land a flying kick looked familiar; the stare of his eyes… the sway of his shoulders as he moved… he was the one her First Mate had shot at the spaceport. He took a martial arts stance, glaring his hatred of Jocasta. 
 
    “You better not miss,” Jocasta warned as she felt sensation returning to her left hand. 
 
    “I won’t!” the man huffed as he yelled his attack. He took one step forward and Dungias landed on the man. 
 
    “Neither will I!” Dungias growled as he reached to his side, drew the larger flechette unit from the sheath behind Alpha’s, and produced his flechette sword. It took the form of a katana and Dungias ducked under the flying attack of the female. He stepped forward and engaged the Star-Stride. He came to a stop behind the man to Jocasta’s right who gasped and looked to his abdomen to see that he had indeed been cut and very deeply. He was dying, but before he could fall forward to the ground, Dungias was pulling his sword out of the chest of the woman. The Malgovi Traveler spun around and deflected a shuriken which had been thrown by the one he had landed on. The man could barely move, but he was nonetheless able to mount an offensive. Dungias leveled his katana toward the man and pressed a thumb switch. The sword lost all form as the flechettes flew toward the downed man, becoming three arrows before they pierced the cloth armour and flesh of his wounded body. Another button was depressed and the arrows became flechettes before they returned to their housing.  
 
    “Captain,” he called softly as he ran to Jocasta who allowed her body to fall into his arms. 
 
    “Two things, First Mate,” she replied weakly. “Don’t forget the bug man… and when do the damn classes start?” 
 
    Dungias smiled as he lifted the woman from the ground. “The damn classes begin as soon as you are able to attend, Captain.” He drew Alpha and walked over to the most determined of the martial artists. He touched his Osamu to the dying body and several electronic devices failed. Several arcs of electricity coursed their way to the smoldering Chevalier, causing one other device to spark and fail. Dungias could even hear a small explosion coming from the roof of the building where he had fallen. 
 
    “Satithe, are you now receiving me?” 
 
    “Master!” she shrieked. “I tried to warn you but–” 
 
    “All transmissions were scrambled, Satithe,” Dungias explained. “I can see a clearing just east of my current position. Can you put the lander down there?” 
 
    “Already en route, Master,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “How very helpful,” Dungias said as he approached the bound Nulaki. Using Alpha like a sewing needle, he worked his Osamu under the chains  of the restraints and stood up carrying both his Captain and her quarry. “I hope you can forgive my tardiness,” Dungias said as they could both hear the lander’s engines. 
 
    “Hey, if that TC hit you like he hit me, I’m surprised you’re still walking and talking. I had a round jewelry pusher to break my fall, what broke yours?” 
 
    “The fifth, fourth, and third floors,” Dungias answered and Jocasta moaned. 
 
    “Do you think Mathari sent another team?” she asked. “No! No way a TC would be caught dead working for a gangster. And even if that one was, he wouldn’t have a Gallant with him. That’s not how they trek.” 
 
    “I agree,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Then this Nulaki has got to be one serious heap of trouble.” 
 
    “I am fairly sure he has that opinion of us, Captain,” Dungias said in full confidence. “In which case, both perspectives seem to be disturbingly accurate.”  
 
    Jocasta chuckled. She could hear the workings of the gangplank. “Don’t think I didn’t notice the way you covered my ass back at the spaceport, Z.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should have aimed to kill,” Dungias considered. 
 
    “No, that’s not the way we do it,” Jocasta said, shaking her head. “Remember, you have to hold steady while I go all wild-child.” 
 
    “Thank you for reminding me, Captain. Let’s get you to the infirmary.” Jocasta closed her eyes and smiled at the thought of a soft bed. The lander-shuttle did not touch down, but it was low enough to where Dungias could step up on the gangplank. Jocasta could feel the ship slowly ascending and she liked the smooth touch Satithe had to her flying. 
 
    “There might be something to this auto-pilot after all,” she thought. “Just so long as it’s Satithe! 
 
    “Z?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. Ow.” He walked aboard and the gangplank withdrew into the side of the craft as the main engines fired up, pushing the lander off over the small city. Satithe had already engaged the main drives of the Xara-Mansura and piloted both ships to an advantageous rendezvous point behind the only dead moon in the Ziere System. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    If there were no tribulation, there would be no rest; if there were no winter, there would be no summer.  
 
    John Chrysostom 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.18) 
 
      
 
    Dungias stood over Jocasta for a moment, trying to quiet the chaos inside his mind. There were so many options, and even more feelings for him to process. The most pressing sentiment was the disgust that a student in the applications of ThoughtWill had masked himself and two other people from the perceptions of a Traveler. Apparently it was more than time that Dungias had lost and he looked forward to regaining his edge. 
 
    He looked up at the star chart and started thinking of the places he could take the Xara-Mansura where they would be safe until things were more to their… restored nature. He reached for the navigational controls, but stopped short of touching them. 
 
    “Would you prefer for me to engage drives, Master?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “It would be that easy, would it not?” he muttered. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “I spent so much time studying the region and its people,” Dungias continued, hardly hearing his computer. “… when what I should have been doing was setting up a means to review myself. 
 
    “Suspend Satithe,” he commanded and CK came to the forefront of the system. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this right now?” CK inquired. “While I don’t have access to all the surveillance measures, what little I do have is most revealing. You two have been busy!” 
 
    “Then let us keep everything to Rims-Speak, CK,” Dungias suggested. “Am I off my game?” 
 
    “Master, you wouldn’t ask if you didn’t have the answer already,” CK replied. “So the question becomes, do you restore the game you’ve got down, or do you pull a BJ and take a different trek?” 
 
    “No, my friend,” Dungias disagreed. “That is not the question after all, though I must say you are very close to the heart of the matter.” 
 
    “Wanna cut me in on what I’m missing?” CK asked and Dungias could actually hear a genuine desire to learn in his voice. He smiled for a moment and decided not to keep his rationale to himself. 
 
    “You two are learning so fast,” Dungias admitted. “I am not sure I was prepared for this rate of growth. But then again, I had no frame of reference… not for you and Satithe.” Dungias walked back to the regenerator and looked down once more on Jocasta. “I have all the reference I need for this one. I do, and it is time that I got out of the way of this woman… my Captain… and my friend. 
 
    “What you are missing, CK, is what most miss when matters of such grave importance come to greet them. You are missing the fact that my answer to those matters is mine and mine alone. I have no right to make that the answer for Jocasta. That would be the response of a parent who is holding on too tightly. I have yet to see such an incidence end well. Either the parent is exceedingly happy and later confused when their child wildly rebukes the world that the parent has defined… or the child matures to be only a fraction of what they could have and should have been. Like my loving Vi-Prin, Danatra, I have been hurling bits of data, expecting that data to do one thing and one thing only. All I should have ever expected… all I should have ever hoped for… is life! And if nothing else, Jocasta is living.” 
 
    “Master… I can’t… I don’t I have no words,” CK shared. 
 
    Dungias smiled as he nodded to the affirmative. “Then you are learning the most important lesson of your existence, CK: we will never know everything! It is a wasted life to lead when one hopes for anything to the contrary.” 
 
    “I will consider what you have said, Master,” CK replied. “Though it’s clear you’re right about Jocasta,” CK stated. “She’s very much alive. She’s so alive… it’s like a contagion!” 
 
    “Well said, CK,” Dungias smiled. “With great conviction I have argued I am not her father… but have I been anything else other than controlling and inhibitive?” 
 
    “Master…” 
 
    “No, CK, I have not done this with any measure of malice,” Dungias waved that thought away. “But when the trek I have taken brings me to the same woeful place, can my intentions truly serve as a protective or fortifying agent? No, they cannot.  
 
    “Who would have ever thought that No Holding Back would first apply to me holding her back?” Dungias theorized. “Truly it is past time to let go!” 
 
    “And your course change, Star Chaser?” CK asked in a tone that almost made Dungias straighten his back and square his shoulders. He caught himself in the initiation of the action and smiled at what CK had achieved with his intonation. At the same time, he had come to another conclusion which demanded action. 
 
    “Maintain CK and reinitiate Satithe,” Dungias commanded. “Satithe, this is your… yes, your kommis, your Vu-Prin… your brother! His name is CK. I named him in honor of–” 
 
    “BJ,” Satithe stated, coming quickly to the conclusion. “Master, have I failed you in some measure?” 
 
    “Hardly. CK was a safeguard security against the possibility of seeing another Kiaplyx. While that sounds logical and rational, ultimately, his creation was the product of fear and hope. That was yesterday. Quietly and most carefully, CK has become so much more than what I intended, just like his sister. 
 
    “Most recently, CK has been compiling information for me, and I believe he has bad news to share with me. CK, I would ask that you share it with Satithe before sharing it with me. I want a report compiled by the two of you, including your best suggestion for our response. 
 
    “But before that, I must apologize for my shortsightedness,” Dungias declared. 
 
    “Master, you commune with the Stars!” Satithe argued. 
 
    “One cannot perfectly carry perfection, Satithe. Even if it is water from a well, the moment the cup is inserted, the perfection is broken. Drink from the cup, one cannot draw the moisture that has been absorbed into it! A single entity can never be perfect. I am a Star Chaser and look at me. Can you not see that I need you, CK, and Alpha?! The Terrans have a saying that I believe serves this moment perfectly: perfection is a road, not a destination!  
 
    “My course change, CK, is simply this: initiate the sequence to change out Persephone for Jocasta,” Dungias commanded. “Do we have a full timeline accounting?” 
 
    “Every micro-second has been substantiated,” CK reported. 
 
    “Scans of Persephone are complete,” Satithe added. “All life-signs are exceedingly strong.” 
 
    “The biggest problem facing me now is–” 
 
    “Do you not mean facing us, Master?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what she said!” CK added. 
 
    “–is how we will take the girls from a shared existence to living life as two separate entities.” 
 
    “If I may be so bold, Master, while we’re waving a very pretty flag,” CK remarked, “we raise this baby too high, that pole’s gonna break! Simply put, these moves you’re considering, are they to make the girls feel better, or make you feel better?” 
 
    “I think I am envious of how integrated CK is with jargon and colloquialisms,” Satithe stated. 
 
    “Consider it sibling rivalry,” Dungias quickly offered. “That is not only Terran, it is universal! But please continue, CK.” 
 
    “Let’s not get so much into the moment that we forget that we’re here to do a job,” CK stated. “Let’s not forget the Star Quest: to save humanity. Isn’t it better to have a Human do the legwork?” 
 
    “But Jocasta and Persephone are not applicable candidates. They’re pirates!” Satithe stated. 
 
    CK made the sound of someone clearing their throat. “Now hear this!” he said as he cued a holographic playback. It was a picture of only Jocasta’s face as she spoke. 
 
    “…they also love us because we do what they won’t or can’t.” 
 
    As soon as the statement was complete, the image faded. Dungias found himself standing there, learning from his children… all of them! His left arm was across his stomach and used as a perch for his right elbow as he touched the side of his curled index finger to his lips. 
 
    “Satithe?” Dungias said, giving her a chance to answer a very strong point. 
 
    “There is another saying among the humans, Master: the dog’s name is Tiger.” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Dungias agreed. “Very well, our course is laid out… it is time to engage drives. How long will it take to prepare and awaken Persephone?” 
 
    “Given how long she has been in stasis, thirty-seven minutes,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Very well, I will signal you when you should initiate the cycle. CK, I would ask–” 
 
    “I was going to request if I could stay out of the limelight,” CK asserted himself to speak. “Sis has got the spotlight thing down, and humans respond better to a female persona anyway.” 
 
    “You don’t want to talk to anyone but Master,” Satithe concluded. 
 
    “Okay, you got me. So we’re one a piece! Feel better?!”  
 
    “Much better,” Satithe replied and Dungias could not keep his laughter to himself. He was still chuckling when he left the room and made his way to the arboretum. He would have preferred to take his time and visit with some old friends, but there was too much outside his realm of control. Dungias made his way to the center of the chamber, where the Crystal Lily was kept. He had named it Sarukannah as kannah was K’Vo for an unborn or newborn child. The memory of the Passing Ceremony was still fresh in his mind, as if it had been performed only a day or so ago. He recalled what it had felt like, taking the shuttle ride with Nugar to the departure grounds. The device he had built was made to carry kommis and saytrah side-by-side; but it was not a machine per se. The stones he had worked into the framework acted like magnets of a like charge with respect to the gravity of the planet. They pushed against the surface, displacing most of the mass of the three bodies. 
 
    Dungias could still see their ishah, their crying mother, wanting to attack him until Nugar had made her look upon Saru. From that moment on, nothing was said about Dungias’ presence at a Vinthur ceremony. He had been asked to remain and even sing the three souls to their next trek. When the fires for Saru and Laejem had died, the seeds of the Crystal Lily were all that remained where the bodies had burned. It was a rather uncommon but not completely unheard of MajiK; Nugar’s opadiah took the seeds, gave her thanks to the spirits, her children, and then she gave all seven of the seeds to Dungias.  
 
    He gazed upon the plant that had grown from the very last seed and smiled. He sat on the floor and cleared his mind. He could feel the breeze that had been part of Saru’s design. The Star Chaser could hear her song, attaining the Stars was a simple task after that. The room fell quiet and dark before another light illuminated the arboretum and warmed the Traveler. Already he could feel her. 
 
    “Why do they have meaning?” Cihpares asked, circling around a smiling Dungias. 
 
    “Stars are born,” he started, opening his eyes to see himself floating in a field of flying, glowing bodies. “They burn, and they die. There is nothing in the cosmos without meaning. Nothing without purpose.” 
 
    “And what was the purpose of Saru and Laejem?” Elbon inquired as he flew over Dungias’ head. 
 
    “I have no delusions about my part in their lives, or theirs in mine. That, however, does not change their purpose. They served the cosmos as living entities; mortals, clad in Vinthur flesh and culture, possessive of thought, self-will, and love!” Dungias reflected as he spoke, nodding to himself. “Everything should be allowed to do that… to be that.” 
 
    “Mind that you include Dungias within that consideration,” Cihpares added. “It was your denial of self that created the troubles you are now resolving. While you return to the pinnacle you once held, your troubles are only beginning to gather.” Cihpares stopped in front of Dungias and stared intently into his eyes. She was not smiling and she looked so much like the woman he would always love. “Do you wish to see?” 
 
    “All that you can show me.” 
 
    “And if there is pain with that revelation?” 
 
    “It is not a question of if. This must be done and it is greater than my wishes.” 
 
    “Very good, Star Chaser,” she stated as she approached. “Can you see the Deku System?” 
 
    “These are not the same Stars under which I was born,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Indeed! So this cannot be the same Chorus,” Cihpares said as she waved her hand over the other forms. Slowly, most of their faces changed away from the Malgovi and Vinthur faces he had come to know. “Elbon and I remain with you because we revolve around your star. Sylundaree is permitted here because of the Founders… but you must come to know what has been done in your name.” 
 
    “When you came to the Rims,” Elbon started, coming to a stop just off of Dungias’ left shoulder. “Cihpares and I went to meet with this Chorus to commune with them. They were sleeping, Star Chaser, we could not wake them, and we were sent from their place of slumber. 
 
    Most recently that has changed, but we are not able to see how or why. A small Chorus has awakened, but they do not move to rouse their siblings. Instead they seek to solve a riddle, the one you created when you asked Isse to keep the knowledge of you from her father. In making the Guardian of the Rims blind to you, their eyes are also denied sight of you. The act has not been well-received, and the Chorus resents the notion of an unknown entity. Like the forms they mimic, their reaction has been one born out of fear!” 
 
    “Why?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “You think yourself finished with the mysteries of life, Traveler?” Cihpares asked. “Now that you have become the Star Chaser, all tasks are done?! It is you who has taken on this quest; our reason for choosing you is not addressed with your success or failure! You have only begun your trek, Traveler. Still, as Fate would have it, your actions have placed you within a warm and safe place in her bosom.” 
 
    “There is no way that will be allowed to continue,” Dungias noted. “There would be no balance in that.” 
 
    “Well said, Star Chaser,” Elbon replied. “Your inner conflict has taken much of the time Fate has given to you, but perhaps that was the reason why it was given.” 
 
    “Whatever the reason,” Cihpares added, “that is not why we came to speak to you now. It is a trek, Traveler, one which has recently been revealed to us. It is a trek that all Travelers crave: one that has never been traversed! Whether you succeed or fail at your quest, this trek awaits you. All you need do is listen for the call of the key. Without the key, you will never find the item which will take you beyond the Outer Rim!” 
 
    “I came from beyond the Outer Rim,” Dungias returned. 
 
    “Only to your born perspective is that true,” Cihpares whispered, taking hold of his face.  
 
    “The names of your enemies have not changed, Traveler,” Elbon warned. “Just their count! Prepare yourself to fight on more fronts than you can fathom, for once you come to know their mark and measure, only half of your quest will be complete!” 
 
    “And, as far as the Chorus, I am to resume my Star Quest without their assistance,” Dungias stated. “As it would seem the Stars stand against me.” 
 
    “Not all of them, Star Chaser,” Elbon stated. “There is one who does not look upon your arrival through the veil of fear. She is Eesa, and your quest treks along her fate. Without knowing you, she is waiting for you… she needs you as you need her!” 
 
    “Then please alert this Eesa of my approach,” Dungias decided. 
 
    “I will take your words forward,” Elbon declared. “Stand fast and true, Traveler!” Elbon smiled and nodded as he started to drift away.  
 
    “While he sees to your campaign, I will see to you!” Cihpares vowed. 
 
    “That does not sound like–” 
 
    “Name the star which can outshine love, and I will consider your argument,” she interrupted as she began to fade. “Remember, Dungias… no holding back!” 
 
    Dungias gasped for air as he fell back to the cold floor of the arboretum. With the light of discovery shining into his mind, the Malgovi Traveler could only find more questions. He laughed at the simple truth of it all: he still did not know what he was doing! He closed his eyes for only a moment and rolled over to push up from the floor. 
 
    “Satithe,” Dungias called out in an authoritative tone, “confirm safety protocols and then initiate recorded data transfer. Once that is down, begin the sequence to awaken Persephone. Also, power down the stasis field holding Nulaki, please.”  
 
      
 
    Her blue eyes opened slowly and came to focus on a pair of gold eyes that smiled down on her. Persephone smiled in response as her brow furrowed. The regenerator opened and the platform she had been laid upon started to lift her up to the opening. Her hands were quick to take hold of the frame and Dungias as she lifted herself out of the machine. 
 
    “God, Z, you know how much I hate that thing!” she stated, rubbing herself down and trying to shake loose the non-existent cooties that had a hold of her. “Yes, I was in all kinds of pain and yes, I want this thing to work. But after I’m done cooking, put me on a plate, please! Don’t let me wake up in the oven, man!” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain,” Dungias said as he handed Persephone her robe. “We are aboard the Xara-Mansura and currently positioned on the dark side of the moon Nibken, the only dead moon in the system.” 
 
    “Good! Do we have that thief all trussed up and ready for delivery?” Persephone asked as she walked out of the room. 
 
    “About that, Captain,” Dungias said, following behind her. “I was hoping to have a discussion with you before sending him off to Mathari.” 
 
    “Do I slap you now, or shoot you later?” she asked as she walked. 
 
    “If I must choose solely from those two…” 
 
    “Oh, yes, do get cute, Z!” Persephone warned. “Now’s definitely the time for you to get cute on me.” She stopped and turned to enter the weapons storage room. Dungias followed her and deliberately stopped once inside, allowing the door to the room to slide closed. He stepped to his right, toward the wall and waited. 
 
    “You were saying,” she said as she approached the station Z used to work on weapons and armour. As she expected, the items she had worn and used were already on the worktable. Her blaster had been loaded with another energy clip and the former one was in the charger and nearly at maximum capacity. It only took an hour to recharge the clips in her engineer’s machine. Persephone was able to estimate how long she had been unconscious. Given the pain she could recall, it seemed beyond imagination that she would be up and about so soon.  
 
    “We have the vid-files Satithe copied from the city grid,” Dungias spoke as Persephone put her hand to the long coat. “With very little creative effort put toward editing, we could tell Mathari that Nulaki was taken by the security team which accompanied a Temple Chevalier.”               
 
    Persephone looked at the cross cut in the back of the long coat. It looked as if they had been done with a scalpel. “Those two knew what they were doing,” she thought. “There’s absolutely no tearing! Either they struck at the exact same time or one of them is good and the other one’s gonna keep me up tonight. 
 
    “It sounds as if you’ve taken a liking to this man, Z,” Persephone stated. “Is there something I should know before going forward?” 
 
    “Just that I promised my Captain something vital to the well-being of her station and her ship,” Dungias explained. “Nulaki is indeed a thief, but he has demonstrated a system of honor and discipline. Those could be put to good use on our behalf.” 
 
    “In other words…” 
 
    “In other words, Captain,” Dungias quickly replied, his voice dropping in tone and volume – as if he were sharing a secret. “… a thief, wanted by the Empire and the IA, that is still alive and active. To settle a debt he has with you… he becomes a member of your crew.” 
 
    Persephone looked at him for only a moment. “At some point you’re going to start wearing an eye-patch, right?” she asked, turning to look at the bodysuit. It too had been cut through, and her body shuddered. “How much got through?” 
 
    “Approximately six millimeters,” Dungias answered. “Nowhere near enough to reach the spine.” 
 
    “Z, my skin got slashed by En-Swords, I’d say that skin was close enough to bone, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Actually, the correct term for them is energized swords; actual steel forged to conduct pure energy along the blade. You felt pain all over your body because of the field your shoulder holster created. The force and power behind the attack was made to disperse wide over your body instead of remaining focused and set for… as you said, bone. 
 
    “I must apologize, Captain.” 
 
    “Z, shut up,” Persephone said as she turned for the door. “The only reason why I’m alive is because you made me wear that stuff.” Dungias put his arm up to bar her path. 
 
    “No!” he said defiantly. “My Captain is alive because she stood down a Temple Chevalier! If she had not possessed the second gun, she would have used something else! Grenade, throwing knife, spittle if necessary! But she would have been victorious. And that I will not keep to myself!” 
 
    Persephone looked up at Dungias and gently touched his face as she smiled. “Do you know how utterly adorable it is that you insist on properly pronouncing ‘spit’?” She looked at his arm and Dungias sighed as he removed it. “Thank you,” she said before slapping Dungias hard across the face. “Better than shooting you later, I have to agree. 
 
    “By the way, you sold me on the thief pitch. Bring him to the Bridge when he’s up and ready, please.” She stopped the moment she stepped out into the corridor. “And thanks again, Z!” 
 
    “Always, my Captain.” 
 
      
 
    Dungias sighed as he stepped into the room that he had set up to be a temporary infirmary for Nulaki. He was not feeling too good about what he had hoped would be a very beneficial idea to Jocasta’s aims. While Mathari was not going to make it a point to turn Jocasta into a living example, their plan had already been a costly one and the Captain was beside herself with aggravation. 
 
    As the lights came up in the room, Dungias was not surprised to see the bed empty. He was relieved that his awareness seemed to be returning. His back bend was faster than when he had been a student of Nugar’s, and Dungias was decidedly more flexible now. Nulaki passed over Dungias’ chest, his powerful, sweeping uppercut just missing its mark. Nulaki landed on his extended left arm and flipped over quickly to his feet. 
 
    “I’ll say this for you and your people, you’ve got moves!” 
 
    “Perhaps that is one reason why the Captain wants to talk to you about joining her crew,” Dungias answered. 
 
    “Her crew?!” Nulaki asked. “You mean, she’s in charge?” 
 
    “Without a doubt, Mr. Conadier,” Dungias replied. “At this time, Fidriss Mathari is under the impression you have been arrested by a Temple Chevalier. Given the unrecorded events of the mezzanine after you were restrained, he had little choice other than to accept what he was told.” 
 
    “Temple Chevalier?!” Nulaki exclaimed. “I thought something felt familiar about the loud noise. It was Sylgarr, wasn’t it? Of course it was. He’s the only one stupid enough to haul his Imperial Ass into the Ziere System. Falco Sylgarr.” Nulaki looked around as something dawned on him. “I’m not in restraints!” 
 
    “I am happy for you,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “This isn’t his ship!” 
 
    “I would think not,” Dungias replied. “This is the Xara-Mansura.” 
 
    “Bless you,” Nulaki quipped, putting his hands on his hips. “So, whose ship is this?”  
 
    “It is the property of Captain JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “Whoa, what a name. Please be sure to give her my condolences,” Nulaki said as he started for the door. Dungias took the one step to his left that he needed in order to block him from leaving. 
 
    “You are in the Captain’s debt,” Dungias declared. 
 
    “Hey!” Nulaki snapped, sticking his finger into Dungias’ face. “I never asked for her help!” 
 
    “You were unconscious, Mr. Conadier!” Dungias asserted. “My Captain defended your helpless body from a Temple Chevalier and his security team.” 
 
    “Hit me in the head with what?!” Nulaki choked as he shook his head. “Pretty britches took care of Sylgarr?! What race are you? I think I’ve just found the most gullible bastards in the Rims!” 
 
    “Satithe,” Dungias called out and a holographic image of the encounter was played before Nulaki’s eyes. He winced and rubbed his chin when he saw the hook land on his face. 
 
    “You should know that was a lucky shot,” Nulaki explained. 
 
    “How fortunate then that the Captain seems to be on a lifelong streak,” Dungias replied as he started for the door. “Green lights will direct you to the Bridge where you will find the Captain,” he instructed before his shoulder was grabbed. Dungias turned around, hopping over the spinning foot sweep, ducking the spinning kick, and catching the wild hook meant for his face. “If anyone is on a streak of bad luck, it is me,” he spoke softly as he started to squeeze Nulaki’s hand. “You see, the Captain would like words with you, which means killing you is not one of my options. But as she is not deaf, and I sincerely doubt you know Sign Language, you will not be needing both hands to talk to her. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Dungias said as Nulaki slowly lowered to his knees, wincing in pain. “You cannot dislodge joints when they are already in a hyper-flexed position!” 
 
    “Not unless they’re already dislodged, friend,” Nulaki said, dropping his face of anguish. He fell to his back and thrust both of his feet into Dungias’ chest. Nulaki shot across the floor into the nearby wall where his face and chest were among the first body parts to be stopped cold. 
 
    “How interesting,” Dungias said as he slowly walked over to the moaning form. “And the name isn’t friend. I am called Z. Kindly collect yourself and report to the Bridge under your own power before I am forced to assist you.” Nulaki held up his right hand and gave a thumbs-up sign. He moaned as Dungias turned and walked away. 
 
    Nulaki pulled himself up to his hands and knees, taking a moment to look around the room once more. He shook his head to clear the stunning fog he had unintentionally placed upon himself. He started to calculate just how heavy or strong the blue-skinned man had to be to not budge from his drop kick, but quickly dismissed it as something he was better off not knowing. “Oh yeah! These people have got moves!” 
 
      
 
    “You sound as if you have been well acquainted with my First Mate,” Persephone said as she rocked in her chair. 
 
    “And nobody here smells like a Gwarthine factory,” Nulaki replied, wishing he had something akin to the agent which was typically applied to sore muscles and aching joints. 
 
    Persephone smiled and nodded. “We use fix-meds too,” she stated. “Doesn’t your shoulder still sting a bit?” Nulaki grabbed his left shoulder and looked like he was about to faint. “Don’t worry. Z knew that Gwarthine can be toxic to some strains of Fazerian blood, so he cooked something special up for you.” 
 
    “Awfully nice of him,” Nulaki said. “I’ll have to thank him down the line.” Nulaki took a few strides, his thoughts stirred on how best to proceed. He was pleasantly surprised when the woman gave him enough time to gather himself. “You know, that’s always been my problem.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Fight or flight,” Nulaki explained. “It’s always been a trouble of mine knowing which one to choose. I spent so much time trying to make you look bad that I forgot I knew how to really make you look bad.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that speech made sense to you,” Persephone replied. “At least I hope it did.” 
 
    “I put everything into being the artful dodger!” Nulaki explained. “I never stood my ground and stapled you to the pavement.” 
 
    “You think you could’ve done that?” 
 
    “We both know I could have,” Nulaki replied, looking out into space. 
 
    “I guess we both know at that,” Persephone thought. “But being able to do it and walking away from having done it are two very different things, bug boy. 
 
    “So you tried running and got caught,” she stated. 
 
    “Yeah, and where did you find that gear anyway?” he asked. “We’d been running for some time and all of a sudden… BOOM!” 
 
    “Happens when I get mad,” Persephone smiled. “Things can be going pretty much normal, and then I lose it. Dust settles and, more often than not, I’m the last one standing.” 
 
    “So glad you’re keeping a cool head now,” Nulaki quickly added. 
 
    “Z’s had a lot to do with that,” she advised. “Taught me how to meditate and focus the rage… temper the steel, as he puts it.” 
 
    “This Z seems to be the sierthay’s chuk-chuk, the cat’s meow,” Nulaki said as he looked around the Bridge. He saw the device that showed the ship’s position in relation to Nibken. He stepped toward the console and pointed at the display. “I’m sorry, are we in a big ass ball?! Your ship is a sphere?!” 
 
    “Mr. Conadier, perhaps we could–” 
 
    “That is so kick ass!” Nulaki exclaimed as he walked around with a bright smile on his face. 
 
    “That is just what I need,” Persephone muttered as Nulaki screamed a few more times. She rubbed the bridge of her nose as her brace-com gave a connection request beep. “Go ahead, Z.” 
 
    “We will have to engage the stealth field, Captain. Satithe picked up a transmission originating from the Mathari Minor Three. It was sent to a substation before it went system-wide… or at least that is the impression Fidriss Mathari is under with the false relay Satithe worked into the system. It will buy us some time, but not much.” 
 
    “Well done by you both,” Persephone stated. “Let’s make prep to get underway.” 
 
    “Underway?” Nulaki asked, coming out of his euphoria. “We can’t leave yet. I’ve got a meeting I have to make.” Nulaki quickly looked at his timepiece. “We’re too late for today’s meet but I’ve got a back-up meeting scheduled for zero two-twenty hours local time.”  
 
    “And this means what to me?” Persephone asked.  
 
    “Your Z is right; I do owe you,” Nulaki smiled. “… a very big one! And it hasn’t escaped my notice that I’ve probably cost you some cred.” 
 
    “Some cred?!” Persephone turned her chair to face Nulaki. “Did you say some with an ‘e’, or sum that’s spelled like rum, as both are very good for the intake?” 
 
    “You get me back to the surface and let me make contact with my guy, I can cut you in for fifteen percent of–” 
 
    “Thirty-five percent or find your own damn ride,” Persephone interrupted. “You want to cut into that number even further, you let me know where I can find some decent hands to man this big ass bolo ball of mine, and I could see my way down to twenty-five percent.” 
 
    “You can see that far, can you?” Nulaki said, straining his eyes at the woman. 
 
    “Not to mention we could talk more about you needing a pilot on your jobs,” Persephone reminded him. 
 
    “Not as much as I need a getaway vehicle!” Nulaki stressed. “You won’t believe the work I’ve had to turn down because of that hiccup. Plus, I know that’s a fifty-fifty split from jump.” 
 
    “If all I’m doing is driving, put me down for a quarter,” Persephone waved him off. “You want to get adventurous and cook up something we’d need the whole ship to do, then we can talk bigger chunks. 
 
    “Because I can see one thing about you already, Conadier,” Persephone said as she got up out of her chair.  “You’re not a team player, but you don’t mind playing with others when it helps you out. I know you’re not crew, but you’ll ride along until the ride gets old.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much easier you just made this,” Nulaki sighed in relief. 
 
    “There’s only one rule: Z’s gotta know. The moment I hear him say ‘what’ or ‘we did not plan that’, not only are you out of a ride, but you’ll be adding to what I have to assume is a very healthy list of enemies.” 
 
    “Not looking to do that,” Nulaki assured. 
 
    “You have no idea how much easier you just made this,” Persephone sighed in relief as she left the Bridge. She looked at her brace-com and opened a channel to her First Mate and Engineer. “Z, what is the lander looking like?” 
 
    “She will be flight ready in about two hours, Captain.” 
 
    “Make sure she’s ready for another run into Zhok-Tarr. We’ve got to get our semi-partner to a meet and see if we can get some extra muscle aboard.” 
 
    “I’ll bring your new clothes to your room, Captain.” 
 
    She lifted the brace-com to respond. She wanted to say, “Bring me whatever you want me to wear.” She knew she was dangerously close to being read the riot act by the man. Something was wrong with her and he knew it. It certainly was not the first time she had lost a fight; not the first time she had been bum-rushed, though the way the three of them had moved was something of a horror to recall. They were fast, precise, and killing for them was as complex a thing as breathing. But even that wasn’t a first. She had come across masters before; it is how she had accumulated some of her losses. 
 
    “So, what is it?” she thought as she continued to walk. “Is this about me or am I getting a really bad feeling about the house-broken roach? And there I go again, leaving ‘both’ off the menu.” Coming to a stop, a comforting notion struck her. A smile broke across her face and she nodded in agreement to the impulse. “I need to get to the sim and clear my head. Yeah, some sky-bike time would do me good right about now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sometimes it is better to begin the journey, to get under way, than it is to sit back and wait until such time that you’re convinced that all conditions are perfect and that there’ll be no surprises along the route.  
 
    John Engler 
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    Her eyes squinted tightly together as the two of them walked side-by-side down the avenue. She took two steps for every one of his, and a meter would have been a mile too long to walk in this stench! Persephone looked up at Dungias, whose face remained unchanged, and she wondered what sort of things went into the making of a Malgovi. 
 
    “We can’t be that far from the bazaar and what not,” Persephone stated. 
 
    “Approximately four hundred fifteen meters,” Dungias informed. 
 
    “Right,” she returned sharply. “Not that far! How the hell did we miss this smell earlier?” 
 
    “I have read nothing suggesting heightened physical exertion blurs the olfactory senses,” Dungias stated. “But it is quieter now than it was when we were giving chase to Mr. Conadier.” 
 
    “Call him Nulaki, that’s his name. We will reserve Mister for crewmen.” 
 
    “Do I detect a sense of resentment in your tone, Captain?” Dungias inquired. “Was the accord the two of you created not to your liking?” 
 
    “Right now, Z, I’m not to my liking,” she admitted, turning at the corner to continue their stroll through the malodor. “I can’t put my finger on it, but something hasn’t rung true since I came to after getting slashed. I’ve been wracked up and jacked up before, you know that! But this time it feels… different. I find myself…” 
 
    “Disoriented?” 
 
    “Freakin’ pissed off!” she barked, though she managed to keep her volume down. “Grandstanding there in the middle of no cover land with my back to half the universe and I have the gall to feel surprised when I get jacked. Of course a Temp-Dick’s got cronies, I know that! Didn’t keep me from just standing there, looking like some wet-eared academy brat though, did it? 
 
    “But that’s nothing compared to that namby-pamby dance routine I put on,” she continued. “The only thing missing was the organ-grinder!” Persephone shook her head in disgust and reached to her left sleeve. The outside pocket held her stash of cigaros and she needed to light one up. It would give her something else to smell and also calm her nerves. 
 
    “I am sure you will see to it that you are more thorough in your combative approach in the future,” Dungias offered. He had already made it a point in his mind not to be so close to the issue as to keep from seeing the truth of it. The differences between the two pod-sisters were hardly subtle. Though it was a stabbing pain to consider the modifications he would have to make – taking the authority to rewrite either of them – it was, nevertheless, something Dungias knew he would have to do. 
 
    “You better believe it, baby! What the hell is that smell anyway?” 
 
    “I would hazard to guess it is the lake,” Dungias posed. “Stagnant water tends to give off a rather strong mephitis.” Dungias gestured to the building they had been told to enter. The door started to open into the building. 
 
    “Frazzed circuits! Z, can’t you just say ‘the Kot stinks’ and leave it at that?” Persephone asked as she walked inside. “Contact!” she said, lifting her left arm to knock away the gun barrel that was coming toward the side of her head. The gun fired into the wall and Persephone punched the arm holding the gun. Her gloves were still on which only increased the power of her blow. The strange man winced in pain, dropping his gun. Persephone pulled him toward her as she moved out of the doorway, bringing her head forward into the center of the man’s face. He was stunned by the blow, and Persephone could hear weapons being drawn and bodies moving.  
 
    “Eleven plus three!” Persephone shouted. “Goggles up!” She knew the direction her First Mate was facing and that was his twelve o’clock. From his eleven o’clock vector, which was his left side, all the way to his two o’clock on the right, she had heard movement. It was a big room, with a lot of space and a load of bodies that seemed to be moving against them. There was only one problem that came to mind when she thought about where someone could go to find quick and hasty crew… it was like someone claiming that they would have you for dinner and you had to figure out if that meant feeding you or eating you! 
 
    “No, the differences between the two are not subtle,” Dungias thought as he drew his gun. His virtual goggles quickly formed in front of his eyes and he depressed the button under his ring finger as he pulled the trigger. The photonic emission fired up into the ceiling where it stuck … and it was blindingly bright. “But I find myself without complaint.”  
 
    “Well, he said we should be able to find a dozen eager souls,” Persephone thought as she drew her weapon. She had already grabbed the stunned man and spun him around to where he was facing the room. The goggles could not erase the light of the flare, but they kept it from being blinding and Persephone locked her eyes, and her aim, on a man holding a gun. Though he had started to turn away from the glare of Dungias’ light burst, his head was still an open target, and he was dead before he could finish looking away. “Sucks for them that I don’t need that many!”   
 
    “Yield or die!” Dungias yelled as the first man fell to the ground. He put his shoulder into the hinged door and forced it to slam into the person hiding behind it. He heard a female moan before she fell unconscious. “Two of you are down, and one of those will never stand again. By all means, to the foolish I say, please press on, and we will continue to trim the fat, so to speak.” The flare was beginning to die down and Persephone pistol-whipped her living shield across the back of the head. 
 
    “Make that three down,” she said softly, leveling her weapon toward the group. 
 
    “Like it makes any difference,” a voice called out from the far side of the room. “We can die here or die wherever you’re going to take us. Some damn mine or something like that!” 
 
    “Mines,” Dungias thought as he increased the visual yield of his goggles. 
 
    “Captain,” he said softly, lowering his gun. “Their waists.” 
 
    Persephone looked down for a moment. She sighed in anger, looking at the locked identification and location tags and various other powered restraints that were obviously offline. Persephone twirled her blaster and flipped it into the holster. “Where’s your taskmaster?” she asked. All she could hear was breathing and a couple of sliding feet. They did not move much, just half a step here and there. “People, I’m not known for my patience.” 
 
    “He’s in the back room,” the voice answered. 
 
    “And whoever that is, come out here right now!” Persephone commanded. 
 
    A soft clicking sound answered her directive. It was followed by the sound of motorized tracks as a small refitted wheelchair came from the corner furthest from the front door. A young, slender man sat in it. He was dirty and beginning to lose his brown hair. He had been beaten, rather badly, with one of his soft brown eyes swelled to the point of being nearly shut. From the looks of his ribs, he had not eaten well in too long a time. Persephone appeared to be unmoved and she stepped up and bent forward to look into his eyes. After a brief stare, she smiled. 
 
    “So… you’re the little mastermind around here?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Mel decided to maintain his courageous front. “What if I am?” he shot back at her. 
 
    “Guts he’s got,” she thought. “We can train the rest!” 
 
    “Kid, do I look like a freakin’ miner?!” Persephone held her glare and her position as the reality of it all seemed to dawn on everyone. She blew smoke in the young man’s face before standing straight up. 
 
    “I’ve got less than no time, so I’m only going to say this once. The name’s Starblazer, but it will be Captain to you. I got a ship and I need crew. I don’t need all of you, so please believe me when I say there’ll be no tears if you turn me down. The two unconscious ones don’t even have a choice. They’ve got the gumption and I’ve got no qualms with that.” The boy’s head lowered and he grabbed the controls for his chair which sputtered before it actually turned. 
 
    “Where is it do you think you are going?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Persephone said as she looked around the room. There was too much space here for her tastes. The place had a feel to it that she did not like. “This is Z, First Mate and the meanest son of a bitch inside the Outer Rim! You stab me in the back, chances are I’ll die. You stab him… chances are you just pissed him off! 
 
    “And can someone turn on the freakin’ lights?!” she yelled. One of the silent masses moved quickly toward the wall, just inside the door, where he depressed a button bringing up the lighting in the room. Seeing more of the place only increased her anger. 
 
    “I knew it!” Persephone hissed as she turned on her heels. “Do whatcha gotta do, Z,” she said. “I’m getting the spare charges off the lander.” Though tempted to speak, Dungias waited for Persephone to leave the building. 
 
    “What is this place?” he asked when Persephone was out of the door. 
 
    “This is a swap-den,” the young man answered, still looking after Persephone and wondering what was actually happening. “This is where they bring the slaves for selling. We jumped our taskmaster and managed to take down the shopkeeper too. But the locks are too heavy to go into the lower chambers, and we knew once we’re off the block, the restraints would send alerts to the other keepers.” 
 
    The Malgovi Traveler found he suddenly shared his Captain’s ire. “See to the unconscious two, and place your fallen man with the taskmaster,” Dungias directed as he gestured to the one in the wheelchair. “You will take me to see these locks!” 
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    There was something rather comforting about small towns, even if they were the local hot spot for all of the interplanetary activity. After a certain hour, they shut down with maybe only one or two shops or businesses remaining open. Nulaki was not interested in shedding any skin, and he certainly did not want to take a romantic jaunt on the smelly lake. There was absolutely no natural cover for any tail to hide within. So when Nulaki spied a too-tall shadow twenty meters behind his pudgy yet punctual friend, he had every right to be paranoid. 
 
    “Schwachsinnige!” he muttered as he got into the ground-car he had rented two days ago. “This guy is as good as the air is sweet after dark.” The engine was already started; Nulaki liked to plan ahead. Having the engine running meant there would be no sound added to the area by the starting of the engine. Accelerating, however, could not be masked, so the tailing shadow and Tehdi both came to a stop when the sound of the wheels grinding against the surface echoed through the neighborhood.  
 
    He drove off the roof of the building headed directly at the slender figure. Nulaki’s door opened and he jumped out just before the cable attached to the front bumper went taut. The nose of the car went down and, as designed, the cable snapped. The anchor had done as Nulaki had planned: it turned the sailing vehicle into a tumbling calamity. He landed in the middle of the street an instant before the rented vehicle crashed against the side of the road and the sidewalk. It tumbled into the small diner that had been closed for hours and stopped just as it reached the kitchen. 
 
    “And now for the sauce,” Nulaki whispered, depressing the detonation switch on his wrist-com. The explosives in the car exploded along with the fueling system in the kitchen, and suddenly the dimly lit street was bright and warm. Nulaki quickly walked toward Tehdi and took him by the arm. “Nice evening for a stroll, isn’t it?” He turned the two of them down an alley where he had another car waiting. The engine on this one was on too, but Nulaki had stolen this vehicle. 
 
    “Laki!” Tehdi barked as he slapped the Fazbred’s shoulder. “You scared the life out of me! Was there a reason behind all of that?” 
 
    “You’re being tailed,” Nulaki explained as he got into the car. 
 
    “That was my security man!” Tehdi exclaimed, slamming his car door shut and combing his hand through his graying brown hair. 
 
    “No, T, that guy’s dead.” Nulaki drove out on the street and away from the fire. “Your man was six-two and just under two hundred and thirty pounds. The man following you was five-eleven and not a hair over one eighty-five.” 
 
    “Ooooh my!” Tehdi said, looking back at the crash site. “Oh my lordeee indeed!” he gasped. “I think you missed!” 
 
    Nulaki looked into the rear view mirror while swerving sharply to the right. He could see the same slender figure coming away from the fire, a slight limp in his walk. An arrow tore off the driver side mirror and the man who called himself the Black Scarab noticed a slight splash at the point of impact. “Old School!” he said softly, turning the corner. It was not the street he wanted to take, but he did not want to endanger Tehdi any more than he already had. 
 
    “That would’ve scored Tehdi,” Nulaki estimated, gripping the steering wheel. 
 
    “So what’s this?” Tehdi said, looking at the vehicle. 
 
    “It’s an air-car I stole,” Nulaki informed. “The crash back there was a rental.” 
 
    “You crash a rental and steal a getaway?!” 
 
    “Too many safety features in air-cars these days. The goods are in the back, Tehdi,” he said after tapping the man on his shoulder and pointing his thumb to the back seat. “If you engage the auto-drive, it will take you to a duster I’ve got waiting to take you to Kwylun Station. That’ll take about two days, but you’ll be in good hands.” 
 
    “Why can’t I just take public transport from here?” Tehdi asked. 
 
    “Because an Imperial TC got fragged! The IA is going to be all over this joint come sunrise,” Nulaki explained. “I need to make sure you’re in the clear before I shadow out.” 
 
    “I heard about the Chevalier,” Tehdi said. “Word has it that he’s critical, but still kickin’. His Gallant saved his life.” 
 
    “Kudos to the Junior Department,” Nulaki muttered. “Of course, that’s even more reason for you to haul ass out of here my way.” 
 
    “You might have to look over your shoulder for Imperials, but I doubt the IA has even been alerted,” Tehdi offered. “Not like the Empire to go bragging that one of their TCs had trouble with some street trash. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve got something for you,” Tehdi said as he reached inside his jacket. He produced a small, black lethur packet. “I’ve got a cred-stick here for you, three fifty K and code crystals for a little Cobra-Nine I’ve got parked southwest of the township.” 
 
    “A Cobra-Nine?!” Nulaki repeated, taking another high-speed turn as he chuckled. “Your anniversary gift is in the bag.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed, I’m supposed to get YOU gifts, not the other w–” 
 
    “It’s the sponsorship package for your son,” Nulaki interrupted. “No way will the Academy turn this down. Your boy is IA bound! Just tell him not to come chasing after me, okay?”  
 
    The gray eyes of the would-be accountant stared at a man he had only known for six seasons. It felt more like six lifetimes. Sanjen had told Tehdi that this boy would impress him. The crafty old thief was never the sort of person to exaggerate a matter. On that occasion, which would be the last time the old man would ever speak to Tehdi, or anyone for that matter, he had undersold the item. Nulaki had appeared to be too young and too wide-eyed, but Tehdi soon came to realize that was what he wanted people to think of him. He was young, and it would be foolishness not to use what had been given to him. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell him,” Tehdi replied. “But we both know he could never catch you. I love that boy, but that doesn’t make him a genius.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it beats the hell out of a number of other starting places,” Nulaki said, looking in the rear-view mirror again.  
 
    “It is getting crowded around here,” Nulaki considered. “And boy do I mean fast! 
 
     “On second thought,” he said, taking one more turn. “… I’m not giving you the option. Engage auto-drive option and lock out changes!” Nulaki reached over and took the small packet. He flashed a smile at Tehdi and the man winced at hearing so many of Nulaki’s joints unlock. Quickly slithering out from behind the controls, Nulaki secured the packet and then jumped from the car to the roof of a building, rolling to dismiss the momentum his body had acquired. Tehdi was still cussing him out when the car raced out of sight. Nulaki looked around. The speed of the car had given him a good measure of distance from the shadows that now gave chase; it had also afforded him several paths of escape and he smiled at his advantage.  
 
    “Mathari finds the best people,” Nulaki whispered. “And it doesn’t look like they’re going to give up.” Nulaki had learned the formula of the perfect chase: make sure the others are working hard and not smart, and he chuckled at the effort that would need to be given just to catch up to him. 
 
    “They never give up,” he said softly. “… like so many unsung heroes that do the do in the name of a master or mistress. Speaking of doers…”  
 
      
 
    Nulaki had been called to the lander-shuttle as JoJo was at the controls going through the pre-flight checks.  
 
    “What do you need, Z?” the talented thief had asked. 
 
    “A moment of your time,” the Malgovi had replied. Nulaki approached, still uneasy with something possessing Z’s frame being soft spoken; soft, but very direct. His meaning was never missed. “I realize you are not a member of the crew, but seeing as how we are supposed to be working together, and you are relatively unarmed, I would make these available to you.” Nulaki looked over a floating tray of devices that looked like he was in the middle of an Imperial arsenal, the Research and Development Division! 
 
    “I realize these are crude,” Z had continued. “…but we were pressed for time.” The large blue-skinned man held up a sturdy looking belt; several pockets had been sewn in on the inside and outside of the belt. Each pocket was shallow and tight against the belt itself. It made the belt ideal for one thing: carrying shuriken! Nulaki pulled out a black star shuriken and marveled at the detail of the weapon. 
 
    “These are almost perfectly balanced!” Nulaki had exclaimed. 
 
    “As I said, Satithe and I were pressed for time. She is working on another set that will be of a much better grade.” Nodding at Z’s words, Nulaki had examined the throwing star and squinted his eyes. “Aahhh, I can see you have spotted the change Satithe made. That is a type of xelectrium plating she used instead of gold.” 
 
    “Xelectrium?” Nulaki had repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” Z had confirmed. “According to her research it keeps a better edge and is much lighter.” 
 
    “Z, I don’t know what to say,” Nulaki had sighed, shaking his head. “Wait, I do know what to say!” Nulaki had stood there, making it a point not to look at Z as he held out his hand. 
 
    “We don’t use receipts here,” Z had advised. “Record of your account has been uploaded to your wrist-com.” 
 
    “You people don’t immediately give off the pirate shtick… not immediately.” 
 
    “I am sure,” Z had nodded as Nulaki wrapped the belt around his waist. “There is free advice which comes with it, and again, you did not request it, so I will understand it if you refuse my words. All I ask is that you hear what I have to say.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Nulaki had replied, suspending the donning of weapons belts. “You just changed up everything on me. Your tone, your stance… hell, you even feel different.” 
 
    “And someone with that level of perception should use it on themselves more than you do,” Z had suggested. “You are a gifted individual, much like my sister, Danatra. She is no acrobat, however; she is a musician. She has several times played for our Queen.” 
 
    “Wow!” Nulaki has said, respecting the talent one must have had to carry a Royal command performance.  
 
    “Indeed! She took to her first instrument and came to be able to play it very quickly. The moment she mastered it, she did not stop playing it, but she took up another instrument. I thought she was being irresponsible, perhaps even arrogant, trying to present herself as something she was not. 
 
    “I asked her one day why she had tried to learn so many instruments when truly mastering one was inherently a wiser course of action. She said, ‘It would be, if I were mastering the instrument and not music’! That leads me to ask you, what is it that you are mastering? Is it movement or is it running? The former I can fear. No one fears a runner.” Z had turned toward the shuttle, leaving Nulaki there with his thoughts. Nulaki knew that JoJo was not the most patient of women, and had decided to just grab the tray and take it aboard the lander with him. He could make much slower choices without holding up JoJo or rushing himself.  
 
    After he had given the good Captain and her First Mate directions on where they could find crewmen, Nulaki went to the hotel where he had been staying. He had made his way into a room that was not his and retrieved his things from the lavatory. He could not help but see the shoulder pouch holding his reader. He had activated the device and quickly looked at the scroll he had uploaded. 
 
    “Shikari,” he had thought, remembering the name his Sensei had given the technique. With everything that Nulaki could do, he had only read one of the four scrolls his teacher had given him. He had taken in a deep breath and glanced at the first page of the second scroll. Nulaki knew the system of writing his master had used very well, and he quickly recognized the word ‘defense’. Nulaki had hastily deactivated the reader and stuffed it back into the shoulder pouch. Taking Z up on his offer, Nulaki had summoned a robotic drone and stowed his personal effects inside the drone before leaving to make preparations for his rendezvous with Tehdi. 
 
      
 
    Nulaki’s eyes blinked rapidly as he looked once more at his escape routes. The shadows were drawing closer; he could feel them – feel their anger and ambition. 
 
    “And someone with this level of perception should use it more on themselves,” Nulaki whispered as he closed his eyes and took to his metered breathing. While he did not lose his awareness of the moment and his immediate area, Nulaki’s thoughts returned to the Bridge of the Xara-Mansura. 
 
      
 
    “I put everything into being the artful dodger,” he had said to JoJo. “…never stood my ground and stapled you to the pavement.” 
 
    “You think you could have done that?” she had asked. 
 
    “We both know I could have.” 
 
      
 
    “Did we both know?” he pondered. “Did I?! Yes, I am certain I could have… but I was so busy flying that I didn’t do any fighting. I was being the escape artist… like Sanjen. And damn if he wasn’t the best. But that’s all he could do! 
 
    “Escape,” he thought. “That is my thing, isn’t it? And as long as that is my thing, the only thing they’ll ever do is give chase. No one fears a runner! Perhaps it’s time they learned to fear the Black Scarab! 
 
    “You boys just going to stand there all night?” Nulaki asked before opening his eyes and smiling at the four men who had assembled on the western edge of the roof. Self-styled wannabe tech-ninjas that had been dubbed Marathi’s Manglers; half decent martial artists with inflated egos and incredible resources. They normally came in packs of five. 
 
    “Cinco de idiota must be using a flight pack and has taken up a perch with a sniper rifle,” Nulaki suspected. “But none of these guys use archaic weaponry. Something else is up tonight, and I’m just the most popular thing in town! Nulaki tapped his finger against his wrist before stretching his fingers.  
 
    “You must not be right in the head,” one of the four spoke up, crossing his arms. “Either that or you lucked up on a heap of cred.” 
 
    “If I had, you guys would just kill me and divi-up the haul amongst yourselves,” Nulaki replied. “I know Fat Fidi’s not interested in my money.” 
 
    “Then why did you stop running?” 
 
    “I’ll give you three guesses and the first two don’t count,” Nulaki said as he charged forward one step and then stopped. He heard the blast of the rifle and saw the low light energy burst pass in front of his face. “Figured you’d have the sniper set up on my flank. Tell ‘em they lead the target too much!” Nulaki dropped to one knee and slapped down one of his smoke bombs. Another blast passed over his head and Nulaki rolled into the smoke. 
 
    “Go for ultraviolet,” one of the men commanded and Nulaki’s throat drew tight. He swallowed hard as he set his feet. He did not have anything to say, but he took the first stance of Shikari and bound forward.  
 
    “Here he comes!” one of the men shouted, drawing his gun.  
 
    Nulaki landed on his hands as another sniper shot missed. Rolling forward, he jumped up with an uppercut, catching one of the men on the chin. As both men ascended, Nulaki was in control of his movement and pushed off the dazed man’s chest. The thug might have gone over the edge from the force of the blow, the quick stamp guaranteed it. 
 
    “Layout,” Nulaki thought as he threw his hands into the direction he was moving. He was able to develop a spin from the movement and he landed on his left hand, still spinning and landing three spinning kicks on the man who had shouted the warning. His back was to the men, but at least he was in the smoke again. He ran for the far edge with laser fire escorting him the entire distance. He jumped over the side and cackled. 
 
    “Little bastard thinks he’s got some grit,” one of the men concluded as he started after Nulaki. Off in the distance, the flight pack was activated. “Come on, boys, he’s back on his bike.” 
 
    “No he’s not!” Nulaki cried as he came swinging back up over the ledge, planting both feet into the man’s chest. The man grunted from the impact as he flew back across the rooftop where he collided with another man and they both fell over the side. Nulaki landed and looked up at the last of the four. “Wow, it really sucks to be you!” he said as he started his charge.  
 
    The man drew his gun and fired; Nulaki squatted under the shot. “Too high!” he cried as the man aimed and fired again. A no-hand cartwheel foiled that shot. “Too low!” Nulaki hit the ground running and the third shot missed in front of him. “Too quick and now you’re too – whoa!” It had been some time since Nulaki had been truly surprised. But he put his feet down in an effort to adjust his base and alter his center of gravity. He knew it was too late to stop to avoid what he had perceived, but once again a change in altitude seemed to be a working solution. He knew his momentum would carry him over the side, but a long fall seemed wiser than a bad stand. As he passed by the last rooftop Mangler, another figure came up over the side, swinging a single-edged blade. He was fast, moving faster than Nulaki at the moment. The attack took the head of the Mangler off his body, and nearly cut Nulaki as it was brought back.  
 
    “That’s what happened to Old School,” Nulaki thought as he looked at a figure dressed in an Old Earth approach to a gi. It was a charcoal gray and came complete with a mask. “Yeah, joke all you want, Nulaki. You didn’t detect him, only his attack!” 
 
    Using his hands, Nulaki caught the ledge of the adjacent building. “Move, son!” he thought, rolling along the wall of the building. Two arrows just missed his back and lodged deeply into the wall. “This man is very serious!” Nulaki realized, releasing the ledge and allowing his body to drop, avoiding a third arrow. He pushed off from the wall, avoiding the fourth. He propelled himself across the alley and into a window of the building where he had decided to make his rooftop stand. The glass cut into his shirt, but not the material of the bodysuit Z had given him. Nulaki landed on a desk and barely managed to stick a decent landing. He looked up to see the man in the gi come swinging down the side of the building and into the broken window. Nulaki went to kick the man’s legs, but he nimbly tumbled over the attempt and landed on his feet. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m thinking flight on this one,” he said softly, back-flipping out of the broken window and down toward the ground. 
 
    “Get back here and fight!” the man screamed as he came out of the window, reaching back for his sword. He gasped to see Nulaki clinging to the wall, his head pointed toward the ground. 
 
    “Changed my mind!” Nulaki said as he grabbed the ankle of the man and swung him into the wall of the building. The man was stunned and dropped his barely drawn sword. “Nah, you’re a two-lump man!” The thief swung the man up and hammered him into the wall above the window. He started to plummet to the alley below, and Nulaki was kind enough to get out of the way. 
 
    Nulaki waited for the man to collide with the ground, spotted his landing, and released his hold of the wall. He landed with both feet solidly in the man’s chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you’re not on my dance card, and I don’t want the others to start thinking I’m easy!” Nulaki said. “So please be so kind as to tell me who sent you?” 
 
    “Th-Thessare,” the man struggled to say. “He w-w-wants the s-scrolls!” 
 
    Nothing registered on Nulaki’s face as he glared at the man. “How did you find me?” 
 
    In between panting for air and moaning in pain, the man strained his voice to respond. “You can f-f-fool the eye with your s-s-shadows… you can f-fool machines with y-your tech… b-but you will never be able to hide your Chi f-f-from the Manchu Kanos Geem!” 
 
    “Farewell, brother, and bless you!” Nulaki said before stamping the man in the face. He stepped off the body, slowly walking toward the street. Thessare was a name he had not heard in almost a year. Rival students from rivaling schools, they had managed to carve out a niche of respect for one another. Even when the schools had met in a not-so-friendly tournament, when the two of them had to face one another, still there had been respect. Nulaki had taken a few lumps that day, part of the reason why he had developed a taste for agility, speed and avoidance.  
 
    “Only to find out my master and Thessare’s mistress came from the same school, the same teacher,” Nulaki recalled. “That guy must’ve been a freakin’ wonder! At least two of his students went off to become style-developing grandmasters in their own right. But when he died, he only chose one to leave his–”  
 
    Nulaki’s body locked in pain as he was blasted to the alley floor. The sniper! His chest slammed against the pavement and the world went blurry. He could not hear anything, not even his own heartbeat. Burning light sparked against his face as debris fell over his head and shoulders. A headshot! That was some yield the guy was using, but somehow the sniper had missed. Multiple flashes of light flared over his head, but there was no pain , no sensation whatsoever, just sound and light. 
 
    “Must’ve hit the spine,” he thought before his head came away from the alley floor and his body was dragged to the sidewalk. 
 
    “I hate vultures,” Nulaki whispered. He had apparently chosen wrong yet again; but it was too late to cut and run. He had fought, and he had lost. Aside from forgetting these thugs came in packs of five, he could not think of what he would have done differently, so there was little to regret.  He smiled and chuckled, thinking he would face the end the way he had faced everything else, with eagerness. “Just end me and leave me here.” 
 
    He was rolled over on his back and Nulaki looked up into the face of JoJo. She smiled down on him and he could read her lips say, “Now where’s the fun in that?”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    You have to learn the rules of the game. And then you have to play better than anyone else. 
 
    Albert Einstein  
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    (IV) 
 
      
 
    Very little could be heard over the shouting and plaudits of the crowd. Only occasionally did the sound of combat rise up over their shrieking voices and stomping feet. What few Magistrates there were had already been assembled, and they stood ready to keep the peace should this particular event turn into a riot. Public challenges had a tendency to do that, and too much innocent blood had been spilled on the last occasion. 
 
    No one had expected the fight to go on as long as it had. There were reasons why high-ranking members of the corporations thought they were royalty… because in many cases they were! They owned the lands, they owned the settlements and, in a few cases, they owned the settlers.   
 
    The Lanfiah System was not as developed as many of the official systems of the Middle Rim. For many, it was in the middle of nowhere, too far removed from both the Inner Rim and the Phalmeen System, home to the Terran Triangle, considered by many to be the capital of the Middle Rim. What Lanfiah did have, however, was a big, bright, beautiful yellow sun. Twice the size of Old Earth’s Sol and incredibly young, it seemed an ideal place to make another Earth. Of the planets orbiting the star, four were deemed perfect for Environmental Manipulation, though one planet in particular, which would be renamed New Terra, needed little alteration.  
 
    Minstrel was the largest moon of Kalidros, the last planet in the system to be EM’d. Like New Terra, Minstrel had not needed much assistance for it to support human life, though it did require a constant military presence due to the life-forms that were already on the moon. Most survived the change to the atmosphere. Some died… and then some were altered. 
 
    There was report, many decades back, that the Enacranites had visited the moon and transplanted several of the life forms while assisting the others to adapt. What they left in their wake seemed, to most, to be a greater threat than before the Enacranites endeavored to intervene. A prime example were the moonwolves; canine life forms that were incredibly large, unbelievably fast and relentless in their ferocity. The hides of the powerful creatures consisted of hairs that ended in tips that were as hard as stone, giving the wolves a skin that was proof against most projectile weaponry and highly resistant to blasters. They stood just over one a three-quarter meters at the shoulder and were feared by many. 
 
      
 
    When a man had come into the small town riding a white and gray moonwolf, a certain level of attention and respect was immediately given. With a sharp tug on the reins and a few words in a language no one could understand and no computer could translate, the fearsome animal had sat, whimpered, and licked the hand of her rider. 
 
    Despite the level of respect that was given, it had been important, at least for one colonist, to put the mysterious rider in his place. To stretch the definition of the word, a conversation had ensued. It came as some surprise that the dark-haired wolf-rider understood Common, the implications that had been made, and the meaning behind the moment. There had been little to talk about after the wolf-rider struck the face of one of the corporate elite. A challenge was made between the estates. Ignorant of the meaning of the terminology, the wolf-rider had accepted the challenge and had to face each man the executive had brought with him. Twelve on one had dampened the hearts of many because they knew they were about to watch a massacre. Fortunately, some Humans can admit when they are wrong!  
 
    The call had gone out when the second hired thug had been dismissed from the proceedings, and even the most jaded townsmen had made their way to the city square to see the fight. When the last of them had arrived, the wolf-rider looked fairly spent as he circled around three men, two of whom were wounded. Hope, however, could not be assigned to the possible outcome, for the third man still standing was the commanding officer of the compliment of corporate muscle. 
 
      
 
    None of the remaining three wanted to rush in on the man. The speed, strength, and savagery already displayed made them hesitate. Their doubt only made the man smile. 
 
    “Judge!” the wolf-rider called. “Define estate!” 
 
    “Your estate is the property you own,” the judge replied. 
 
    “So the fat farp I hit owns these people?!” 
 
    “They serve the Corporate Administrator of their own free will and are therefore considered to be part of the estate. Fight on!” 
 
    “Oh, I intend to,” the wolf-rider panted before he whistled. The sound of the growl echoing in the distance silenced the crowd. 
 
    “Take him!” the commander shouted. “Take him before that thing gets here!” The man took hold of the woman to his left and pushed her forward.  
 
    The woman had already been struck in the face once… by a body the wolf-rider had used as a club. Contact had been made, helmet-to-helmet, and she had been sent to the ground. In hindsight she thought she would have been better off pretending that she had been knocked unconscious, but she had not been thinking at the time; too wrapped up in the fact she was fighting a man who could lift an armoured man and swing him like a fighting club!  
 
    She stumbled forward from the sharp push to her back and it seemed to trigger something inside her mind. She yelled as she took a tight grip of her battle staff and charged. She swung and the end of her staff was caught in a grip that felt more like iron than human flesh. The battle staff was snatched out of her hands as she was brought forward into a knee lift. Her armour kept the blow from breaking ribs, but the wind was knocked out of her and she was grabbed, lifted and thrown back toward the remaining two men. 
 
    “Perfect,” Yulshal growled as he charged forward. The first two steps of the wolf-rider were deliberately slow but the third demonstrated his capacity for speed. The woman had just rolled over to get up on her hands and knees when Yulshal took his fifth stride… which was a bounding leap from off of the woman’s back. The commander fell to his shoulder and rolled out of the way of the leap. The man in front of him stood his ground and was ready to swing his battle staff, aiming for the attacker’s head. He instead swung his weapon to deflect the battle staff Yulshal had thrown at him. Barely managing a deflecting blow, the man did not have enough time to bring the weapon back around before Yulshal landed on him, tackling him to the ground. They both rolled and the man was on top of Yulshal, in that the wolf-rider was standing with the man held over his head. He threw the man into the side of a building before leaping at him. Onlookers jumped as the terrastone cracked. The armour had been wedged into the wall and the man could not fall before Yulshal drove his shoulder into the man’s chest, sending him through the wall. 
 
    The commander took the opportunity to attack from the wolf-rider’s rear, unaware that the man’s wolf-sister had the very same idea. Xanu reached the commander two good strides before the commander reached Yulshal. Her forepaws slammed against his back and drove the man forward into the ground where he screamed out in pain before crying ‘yield’. 
 
    “Xanu!” Yulshal said sharply. “… you have broken something!” The large moonwolf whimpered as she sat down and lifted her right forepaw. Yulshal walked forward with a chuckling smile and buried his face in her chest. Many cringed at the sight of the gesture, but the young man’s face emerged without a scratch. The moonwolf licked his face twice before he patted her shoulder and whispered in her ear. The moonwolf quickly turned and ran, causing those she ran toward to scream for their lives. The Magistrates were drawing their weapons when the moonwolf leapt over the bystanders and continued to the post where she had originally been hitched. 
 
    “Arrest him!” the corporate executive yelled. “He has damaged private property. Even in a challenge that is against the law!” 
 
    “Are you the owner of the establishment?” Baron Hanvashi Zoll asked in a booming voice as he stepped forward, five of his men in close proximity and following him. He would have to reward the lieutenant who had recommended coming to Minstrel. She had heard tales of people who lived in the wilderness, some of them even riding moonwolves, who were rumored to be excellent warriors. 
 
    “No, the inn is mine,” a woman replied. “But that doesn’t change the matter of that hole in the slightest!” 
 
    “No, it does not,” Hanvashi smiled as he walked toward the woman. “But if you waive the charges, I’ll see to that hole in such a way that you’ll be glad this happened today.” 
 
    “Mister, if you can do that, I’ll do more than waive the charges,” the woman replied, flashing a doubting smile. “… your stay won’t be billed under my roof, and that includes meals!” 
 
    “Then look upon this!” Baron Zoll said as he turned to face the offended building. He drew back his left hand, paused for a moment, and then threw a fireball at the building. Red flames exploded from the point of impact, covering the entire building. The distance between Zoll and anyone who had not come with him increased by no less than ten meters as gasps and shrieks came from all sides of the crowd. With his left hand still extended, Zoll seemed to take hold of the building and when he clawed his hand back to his chest, the walls and ceiling of the inn came away from the frame. His left fist slowly came up to his mouth and Hanvashi blew inside his glove, hurling a black bolt of light. When it struck the building the ashes reformed around the frame, appearing as black stone, covering every inch of the establishment. Light gray mortar flashed into view between the stones, adding something of a polished edge to the construct. 
 
    “Lieutenant, your sidearm, if you please,” Hanvashi requested.  
 
    “Yes, Master.” Lola Phandree stepped forward, drawing her blaster. She took only a moment to aim before firing. The energy blast struck the stone and was absorbed without leaving the slightest mark on the stone. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant. And with your permission, milady, I dub this the Blackwater Inn.” While some could not begin to speak, others cheered and applauded. “Do we have an accord?” 
 
    “That depends,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Do I have a partner?” 
 
    “At the very least,” Hanvashi said as he bowed. “I beg your pardon but for a moment.” Baron Zoll turned and walked over to Yulshal who was also impressed by what he had seen. Hanvashi suppressed a smile as the young man’s nostrils flared. He was taking in Hanvashi’s scent. “You did not come to this township because you were simply curious. You seek adventure! You wish to find your place among the Stars! I urge you to return to your kind and gather all who feel the same way. You will not find what you seek on this moon. But I can take you to the stars and there we will find adventure and more.” 
 
    “More?” Yulshal said softly. “What would be more?” 
 
    “You would start by understanding what I just did and how simple it would be for you to best it!” Hanvashi said softly and Yulshal’s brown-gray eyes flared wide open. “You are a being of simple truths and so am I. You have my word; come with me and I will show you power and ability that you do not know how to imagine! Now, let me assist you on your way,” Hanvashi said, touching the man’s chest with his index finger. 
 
    Yulshal staggered back from the strange man, feeling the strength return to his body. What few and minor wounds he had were suddenly gone and he felt like he could fight the estate all over again with even better results. He glared at Hanvashi as he cried out, turning to run, and leaping over the same bystanders Xanu had cleared. The moonwolf ran away from her post and joined Yulshal in mid-stride. He was on her back in the next movement and she howled, feeling a burst of energy herself. 
 
    “My dear lady,” Hanvashi said, turning back to the proprietor. “I get the feeling we’ll need to build a stable and kennel and quite quickly, wouldn’t you say? Also, welcome to your new franchise!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Aleesha stepped off the transport into the waiting arms of Survaysi who held her quite close for a moment. Shanvah and her Gallant were right behind her and quickly turned for the nearest exit. “I missed you too,” Aleesha whispered as she patted the back of the larger woman. “… but I had no idea you felt this way about me. Should we get a room or something?”  
 
    Survaysi laughed as she stepped back, lightly slapping the older woman’s shoulder. “Like you could handle any of this dark berry.” 
 
    “Who says I could?” Aleesha chuckled. “There’s nothing wrong with meeting my maker with a big smile on my face. I would look at those pearly gates and just say ‘so close’!” Both women laughed as they started for the stairway down that led to the parking lot. 
 
    “You’re not meeting any maker for some time to come,” Survaysi said just before the smile went away from her face. Nearly at the door, both the Chevalierra and her Gallant faded from sight.  
 
    “Dammit!” Survaysi hissed as she put her left hand to Aleesha’s chest and gave a healthy push. The woman was airborne as she wailed in surprise. Survaysi’s right hand went to her back, to reach her sword, but her fingers were held just shy of the mark. She strained to reach the blade, but stopped after her best effort, realizing that her entire body was held fast. She could hear people screaming and running at the bottom of the stairway; her training allowed her to single out the one set of rhythmic footfalls that did not sound panic-struck as they drew closer to her. She looked down the stairs and saw Gregoran Killington walk into view. His long, white hair had lost none of its sheen and he was using his newfound powers over gravity without using a hand to brace himself or guide his thoughts. The Priest had grown strong… much stronger! 
 
    “Were we to take a pause and review everything we’ve said and done, there isn’t a sane soul that wouldn’t have some measure of withdrawal at hearing such words come out of your mouth, Survaysi.” 
 
    “Light his ass up!” Survaysi whispered and two rockets were fired into the lower level of the spaceport. Just before the wave of fire swept over his body, Survaysi could see the field around Killington’s body absorb the destructive force of the ordnance. The concussive force, however, was more than enough to remove him from the building, as it also blew her up the stairway. “Somebody talk to me!” Survaysi barked after she had back-flipped and landed on her feet. As planned, Aleesha had been caught by two of her people wearing power suits. They carried the stunned woman up to Survaysi. 
 
    “We’ve got eyes on the target,” one of her soldiers broadcasted. “You weren’t kidding, that barely got his attention. He’s moving air-cars aside with a wave of his hand. Coming up on your nine!” 
 
    “Central, commence nine o’clock pattern,” Survaysi commanded as she took hold of Aleesha. A bright blue light fell over the region as a simultaneous implosion/explosion crushed the entire western parking lot. 
 
    “My God,” Aleesha gasped. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s his problem,” Survaysi remarked as she started down the stairs. “He thinks he’s exactly that!” 
 
    “You planned this?!” Aleesha asked, not at all liking the notion that she had been turned into bait. 
 
    “Lecture some other time, Aleesha,” Survaysi stressed. “You’ve always been easy to read, which means we could not afford to read you in on this plan. You would’ve tipped our hand and he would’ve counter-planned the crap out of us!” Everyone could hear the cry of metal twisting followed by the outraged scream of Gregoran Killington. “… and that’s our cue to run!” 
 
    “Survaysi!” the High Priest roared, shattering all the glass, cracking most of the stone, and denting most of the metal within one hundred meters of his body. “Run, cursed woman! Because when I find you… and I will find you… I will slowly rip your flesh to the bones! To the bone, woman! And I swear by the forces that made me that you’ll live long enough to see your skeletal corpse at my mercy. Do you h–” another wave of bright blue light struck the devastated parking lot and interrupted Gregoran’s tirade. 
 
    “Who the hell fired that ordnance?” Survaysi barked. 
 
    “You didn’t say ‘fire’?” a familiar voice replied. “I could have sworn you said fire.” 
 
    “Is that little Reggie?” Aleesha asked, a bright smile on her face. 
 
    “Hey there, Auntie Leesha,” the young man called out, firing the last of his rockets. 
 
      
 
    With a very evil grin, Reginald looked at the outcome of his handiwork. He locked the launcher into its housing on his back and checked his harness. “Gotta love it when Specs delivers,” the young man thought. 
 
    “Dammit, Reginald, stop firing!” Survaysi commanded over the wrist-com. 
 
    “Couldn’t shoot if I wanted to, Ma. I’m all out.” 
 
    “How unfortunate,” a voice remarked as a hand took hold of the back of Reginald’s harness. 
 
    “Wrong side of the wind, asshole,” Reginald said as his body fell out of the harness and out of the perch high in the trees. A soft beep sounded from the harness before flash-bang devices fired. 
 
    “Gotta time this right,” he thought. Halfway to the ground, Reginald slapped a signal device he had attached to the side of his hip. The ground beneath him exploded from a shaped charge he had previously buried. The concussive force hit his body and Reginald was slowed to the point where he could take the landing. He rolled when he hit the ground and coughed as he tried to breathe deeply.  
 
    “Jake, cook my perch for me, would ya, baby?” 
 
    “Say no more, little brother,” a voice responded just before a rocket hit the top of the tree. A burning form flew away from the center of the blast. “I hope someone has some honey-butter for that Pop-Tart!” 
 
    “Ask and ye shall receive,” Megan said as she stepped out from the line of foliage. Already the flames were beginning to die – much too quickly for her tastes, but she was not like her brothers and sisters; triggers held no appeal for her. They called for her to be too far away. Her right hand flew forward and a thin chain wrapped around the neck of the rising figure. Her target’s hands were nearly to the chain when the young woman sent current through it. A force field zipped down the line and took hold of the man’s torso. With a sharp tug, his body was off the ground and flying toward her. A hopping, turning back kick thundered into the chest of her target and brought his flight to an abrupt and painful end. The thin chain wrapped around the young woman’s fist before she drove it through the chest of her downed opponent. “Honey-butter is served!” 
 
    “Copy that, Megan,” Reginald called back. “Watch your six though! These guys are coming out of the woodwork!” A gunshot roared through the night sky as something was struck just behind Megan. She calmly looked over her shoulder to see a man in light body armour fall to his death. 
 
    “She’s aware,” Jake stated as he chambered another round. 
 
    “Gracias, Big Brother,” Megan said softly as she broke into a run. 
 
    “Da nada, hermanita,” Jake replied, “and you’re dead on for three bodies I see in the tree line trying to mirror Big Momma. Are you ready to shake and bake, Dina?” 
 
    “Reading mean, clean and green, Big Brother,” another female voice responded. “I have two boom-booms left to my pack and I’m ready to serve these dishes!” 
 
    “Copy that. Big Brother is returning to his normal sibling status. You’re Big Brother now, Specs.”  
 
    “Was there ever any doubt?” a lighter male voice came on to the line. “I have reads on everyone and, FYI, Auntie Leesha’s been tagged. I repeat, they can find her with no light on a rainy day in a vacuum!” 
 
      
 
    Aleesha chuckled at the sights and sounds that accompanied the young voices on the com network. She made eye contact with Survaysi who had no defense or argument. “And you wanted to know what I meant by ‘I sure hope you have insurance’ when you said you wanted to adopt children. You do know that used to be a standing structure before our kids got their hands on it, right?” 
 
    “Shut up and just be saved already!” Survaysi grumbled as they reached the eastern parking lot. A young, white-haired female was behind the controls of a very sleek looking air-car. She quickly jumped out of the open window and landed with a highly stylized rocket launcher on her right shoulder. 
 
    “Big Momma,” Dina said without looking at the large woman who wore a very proud smile on her face. “Auntie.” 
 
    “Hello child.” Aleesha started to stop when Survaysi lifted her from the ground and placed her in the back of the air-car. 
 
    “Big Brother, I got engines inbound,” Dina reported as she started to look around to see if she could locate the sound. 
 
    “Roger that,” Specs quickly replied. “Sixteen point two five degrees to your port. Three bogeys coming in low and fast.” Dina turned slightly to her left and took in a deep breath, slowly blowing it out. 
 
    Survaysi closed the roof section over Aleesha’s head and assigned the people in power suits to ride on the side running boards of the air-car. 
 
    “Now, D!” Specs commanded and Dina fired the rifle section of her launcher weapon. A flash of flame lit up the area just in front of the barrel as her three-round burst fired into the head and chest of the man wearing a rocket pack. He was not given time to scream, but turned into the man to his left and the two of them were tumbling to the ground after the collision. The third man pulled up to avoid the collision, but that only meant he was a slower-moving target. A second three-round burst caused his pack to sputter and fail. He screamed at his approaching end which awaited him seventy-five meters below. “Scratch three!” Specs reported. “Mighty nice shootin’, little lady.” 
 
    “Well, thankya kindly, suh,” Dina said as she returned the launcher to its housing on her back. “I sho do appreciate the spottin’ you so ably provided, suh!”  She scrambled back to the air-car and jumped in at the controls. Survaysi remained on top of the air-car and drew her sword as the car moved forward. As Dina turned for the exit, each of her siblings took their positions on the running boards. Per usual, Jake was the last to get on and he slapped the car when he reached his position. Survaysi closed her eyes as she touched the flat of her blade to the air-car. 
 
    “If Specs is waiting for us in the ship, that only makes five,” Aleesha said. 
 
    “You don’t think Big Momma would assign just anyone to catch you, do you?” a very handsome young man smiled as he lifted the shaded visor of his power suit. 
 
    “Javier!” Aleesha cried as she put her right hand to the window. She then looked to her left as the matching power suit visor lifted. Javier’s twin sister allowed her face to show a slight smile. “Joslyn.” 
 
    “Aunt Aleesha,” she said softly, as that was always her nature. 
 
    “Curious there, Meg,” Reginald said as the car tripled its normal maximum speed. It was a mode of transit that everyone had grown accustomed to feeling. “Did you chain those three?” 
 
    “Blade,” Megan replied. “And it was five.” 
 
    “It was seven, but only two of them weren’t stupid enough to leave the tree line,” Jake corrected. 
 
    A flash of white light shone from the ground and the area of the spaceport where Gregoran had fallen exploded as a bolt of white light shot up into the sky. Dina kept her eyes on where she was piloting the air-car, but everyone else looked up. 
 
    “So that’s the lackey Priest, Big Momma?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Survaysi admitted. “It would appear that he’s grown a bit.” 
 
    “A bit?!” Jake remarked. 
 
    “Looks like his people told him where our communications hub was at,” Reginald said as he gave the signal for everyone to deactivate their wrist-coms. They had all just turned off their links when there was a bright light high in the sky. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take him to figure out he just destroyed his own ship?” Javier asked. Another bright light sparked from the same position in the spaceport and they could hear the echoing cry of a man over the sound of the engines of the air-car. “About that long, eh?” 
 
    “Before you break your arms patting yourselves on the back, you might want to look bottom-side,” Joslyn said bitterly. What had been the spaceport and the immediate area around it was now crushed into a gigantic ball of compressed brick, stone, tree, steel, flesh and bone. “That’s the kind of power we’re going up against, and all we did today was make him madder!” 
 
    “Easy there, sour-puss,” Reginald said before Survaysi could speak. “We found out that while we’ve been training to be what we are…” 
 
    “Adorable!” everyone said in unison. 
 
    “… Zoll and his people have been busy too. I’m sure Specs tagged their com-signature before he copied and pasted ours on to it. As soon as High Priest Hothead gets to a com-line, we’ll follow him back to his base of operations, recon the joint and see if it’s as soft a target as his head and go from there. 
 
    “None of us have forgotten that we’re going up against a godling’s pets, Jos,” Reginald continued. “Everyone on this here ride is family because the ones we had went bye-bye when Xaythra couldn’t handle her own business. Tau Upsilon was taken out by some seriously amped tech, and it’s not as if we don’t have some of that stockpiled too. Hell yes they can kill us quicker than they can scratch their nads! But right now, Baron Zoll and High Priest Gregoran need a How-To Guide just to find their balls, so I’m feeling pretty good about our chances.” Reginald turned around to look at his sister. They were not siblings by blood, but Survaysi had brought them together after they survived the downfall of their supposed goddess. They had been trained for years, but weapons and tactics were not the only lessons the former Second of Five had had to give. She taught them as much as she could about truth, life and love. If nothing else, these seven young people loved each other with a passion that frightened most who witnessed it. “How are you feeling, sis?” 
 
    After a moment of an engaged stare, Joslyn smiled and nodded. “Feeling a little cramped in this suit, hermano. We get back, you get this thing off of me, and I’ll make mojitos.”  
 
    All of the young people wailed as Aleesha opened the small window in the roof of the air-car. She touched Survaysi’s leg and when the two women made eye contact, Aleesha projected, “Very well done!” but the voice in her head was not female… it was definitely male and sounded too much like Gregoran.  Survaysi lost her smile as her adopted children exploded. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Survaysi screamed out in the middle of the spaceport. People who were walking by turned to look at her, and a few gave her wider berth. A hand touched her arm and Survaysi quickly turned to see Javier who jumped back from the speed at which she had moved. 
 
    “Big Momma?” he asked, his voice rich with genuine concern. 
 
    Survaysi closed her eyes and put her hand to the strap that held her sword. “If I surrender, will you let them go?” 
 
    “You’re hardly in a position to ask for anything, Second of Five,” Gregoran responded. “But I will ask the Master. Have them all stand down and I will speak on their behalf. You have my word. Delay even in the slightest and we shall see about making your nightmare a reality!” With one swift jerk, the strap was undone and the sword fell to the ground. 
 
    “Big Momma!” Javier called to her as the ship carrying Aleesha was coming into sight. 
 
    “All stations stand down!” Survaysi commanded. “We’re trumped, people. No way around it. We’re trumped hard!”  
 
    “Yes, you are, Survaysi,” Killington said as he walked up to stand beside her. He had gotten through each of the surveillance measures and was in the sweet spot. With his powers, he could have killed them all almost immediately. Instead, he had chosen to walk up and start up a conversation. He held out his hand and her sword flew to his grasp. Survaysi closed her eyes to the truth of the matter. “You’ll be happy to know that… while I’ve been… training… I was also learning a few things about myself. I am a godling’s pet. So why am I trying to best you in field tactics? That is your area, and thusly I am trying to beat you at your fight. We’ve already seen what comes of that.” The shuttle landed and Aleesha smiled as the doors opened. She barely had time for her eyes to register that Gregoran was present when the shuttle was crushed into a sphere that was roughly the size of a basketball. “What I don’t need is a morale officer or a headstrong Chevalierra who is looking to prove herself to everyone. 
 
    “I also don’t need seven commandos or the ship you have nestled in the mountains southeast of here,” Gregoran explained. “I don’t need them at all. But I think you do. Correct me if I am wrong.” 
 
    “I will swear fealty if you release them here and now. No loopholes… no backstabs!” 
 
    “You will swear fealty to me?” Gregoran asked as he rubbed his hands together. A lone tear fell from Survaysi’s eye as she nodded. 
 
    Done,” the Priest said as he held up the sword for Survaysi to take. 
 
    “Sworn,” she replied, taking the sword once more. Before she could look upon Javier or Joslyn, she and Gregoran were flying up toward his ship. She removed her wrist-com, but not before she heard her children calling after her. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” Reginald screamed as he and his siblings appeared on the Bridge of their ship. “What the hell just happened?!” 
 
    “You came across a godling and were found wanting,” Gregoran replied as he turned in the Captain’s Chair to face them. Megan’s knees bent and she was ready to bolt toward the priest when she heard a voice call her name. The children turned to see Aleesha, Shanvah and Edwarn alive and well. 
 
    “He saved our lives,” Aleesha explained before looking up at the priest. “Though for the life of me I don’t know why.” Another burst of light temporarily blinded everyone and they found themselves in a cave. As footfalls approached them, they heard a massive explosion that rocked the cave and drove several of them to their knees. The footfalls continued uninterrupted. 
 
    “Someone please tell me that wasn’t our ship,” Specs said as he removed his computer goggles. 
 
    “Oh, but it was!” Freund said as he stepped out of the darkness. “And now all of you are dead. Welcome to the hereafter!” With a nod to Gregoran, the priest nodded and teleported away. “You will come to find death so very liberating!” 
 
    “Who are you?” Reginald said, turning his shoulder toward the old blind man. Freund smiled and chuckled. 
 
    “I like you, boy! Things are still simple for you. They won’t stay that way, so enjoy it while you can. But to answer your question, my name is Freund.” Each of the young people looked to all of their siblings with most eyes falling to Reginald. 
 
    “All that buys you is time to explain,” he said confidently. 
 
    “I tried to warn you,” Kaila said as she walked up behind Freund. “These kids know fear… it’s what they call an appetizer. Hey kids!” 
 
    “Kaila,” Reginald replied. “Are you vouching for this one?” 
 
    “No, he vouches for himself,” Kaila quickly explained. She knew the only reason why they were listening was because of the mutual respect Kaila and Survaysi shared. “… but he’s the reason why all of you are still alive. Give him an open ear. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    “An open ear he’s got,” Reginald replied. 
 
    “Good!” Freund said with a chipper smile. “I’d like to welcome you all to Project: Dark Pawn!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Revelations come when you’re in the thick of it, pitting yourself up against something larger than yourself.  
 
    Frank Langella 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.19) 
 
      
 
    Persephone awoke and her face quickly formed a frown. She took hold of the bar that was above her bed and swung herself out on to the floor. Taking to her morning routine, a smile found her face and stayed there as she stepped out into the corridor. 
 
    “I trust you had a restful sleep-cycle, Captain,” Satithe said and Persephone stopped, frowning in deep thought before regaining her smile and nodding. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose it is difficult to say ‘good morning’ when we’re living our life, eh, Sati? But yes, I did get some good sleep. Is everything still in one piece?” 
 
    “Very much so, Captain.” 
 
    “Good!” Persephone stated. “Can’t stand the thought of this cosmic spitball unraveling. The longer we keep our form, the more distance we’ll get.” 
 
    “The simulator is ready for you, Captain,” Satithe reported, choosing to ignore the words she found to be distasteful. CK was quick to point out that her reaction to the statement was emotional. The resentment she felt was well-founded, but something she should discuss with Dungias at length. “Shall I prepare another sky-bike voyage?” 
 
    “Negative. I think I will skip my normal dunking today, Satithe. Where’s my First Mate?” 
 
    “He is in Engineering,” she answered. 
 
    “Don’t know why he doesn’t just put a cot in that room and call it home,” she muttered as she reached the pole. “Give me express,” she said as she started her way down. The poles were one of the things she liked about the design of the ship. They were fast, one-man lifts. In requesting express, Persephone had deactivated the signal that closed the tube-way at the next lowest level. All the doors would open until she called for one to close. Persephone descended three levels before calling for a stop. She stepped out into the walkway and looked around, whistling. “I tell you, this part never gets old!” Nearing the center of the Xara-Mansura meant coming close to the heart of the ship’s power and means of propulsion. It was almost always warm here and the way the machinery worked felt more like the pulse of a living creature than the center of a construct. She shook her head and smiled, moving toward the double doors of the Engineering Deck. The scanning eyes moved in the customary fashion and opened the doors before she could reach them. 
 
    “Z,” Persephone called out as she looked around. She shook her head at how the chamber almost always looked cleaner than a hospital surgery room. “Oh mad scientist… come out, come out wherever you are.” 
 
    “He is completing his communing ritual, Captain,” Satithe explained. “He will be with you shortly.” 
 
    “Communing ritual?” she thought. “Does she mean meditating? 
 
    “Bearings, Satithe,” Persephone commanded. When the system actually stammered, Persephone made it an order. When she was given her direction, Persephone moved quickly to get a viewing of her First Mate meditating. He had witnessed her in the exercise; it was a default benefit in that he was her instructor. But she had never seen him attain what he called the Alpha State. 
 
    “Captain, do be careful,” Satithe advised. 
 
    “What’s up with you, Satithe? He’s not meditating, is he?” Persephone giggled as she moved more quickly. 
 
    “I did not say he was,” Satithe justified.  
 
    “I knew it!” Persephone muttered, almost running now. “He’s over here… playing… with his… stick!” Persephone stopped talking and moving as Z came into view. His feet were on the flooring, but she could not call what he was doing as standing, as only his toes rested against the metal grating. The rest of his shimmering body was nearly afloat. He was leaning forward, as if in mid-leap, with his hands out from his sides, equal to his chest, the palms facing the floor. His Osamu was parallel with the ground only a few centimeters in front of his chest. Both ends of the mysterious stick were aglow with a silvery light. White light seemed to be coming from inside it, shining out through the seams. His long white hair was coming away from his back and head as if it were reaching for the ceiling, and his gold eyes had been replaced with small, powerful stars. 
 
    Persephone’s hand went to her hip and she took hold of her weapon. 
 
    “Captain!” Satithe called to her. 
 
    “Deactivate Satithe!” Persephone shouted and she could hear the computer powering down. Z’s eyes closed and his body slowly returned to a normal stance as he rubbed his eyes with one hand and took hold of Alpha with another. He moaned as he stood there and slowly removed his hand as his head went back. A soft breeze came from out of nowhere and Persephone looked around for the source, but she could not find anything. 
 
    “I thought we had an agreement,” he said, sounding disgusted and disappointed. “I would always tell you when I was coming to the Bridge… you would do the same for me in Engineering.  
 
    “You have seen too much, human! Now you must die!” His body snapped into a stance for leaping as he snarled at Persephone. She did not jump or gasp; her motion was smooth, steady and lightning fast.  
 
    “Impressive,” Dungias thought as he engaged his sight. The gun had not even cleared the holster when he saw her target him. She fired, but he was already leaning and his head moved from where she was shooting. He spun to avoid the second shot and squatted to dodge the third. His Osamu came away from his hand as he dropped toward the floor, and Persephone did not get off a fourth shot. By the time her eyes drew focus on the stick, her gun was already out of her hand. But she was quick enough to take hold of the stick and bring it around her head as she charged. “Absolutely no fear!” he observed as Alpha came to as stop five centimeters from his face. 
 
    “Nipple-twisters!” Persephone muttered, throwing her head forward toward his face. He could have allowed the attack to strike, but this was a demonstration and to be effective as a teacher, the student had to be aware of the fact that they had something to learn. His back bend was just as fast as her head-butt and he slapped the sides of her face, making sure that his fingers struck like the tassels of a whip. Her body shuddered from the pain, but Persephone came around with an overhand left. Dungias used his right hand to guide it wide of his face as he stepped back. He then ducked low and moved under her spinning kick. She rolled over his back and found herself on her feet but still disoriented.  
 
    “And now for the Coup de Grâce!” Dungias thought as his turning back kick moved quickly enough to put his foot against her before he pushed, sending her across the room. 
 
    “Easy, Captain!” he said before engaging the Stride to streak past her and catch her body before she hit the wall. “That would have hurt!” 
 
    “What the freak?!” Persephone yelled as she twisted to pull herself out of his grasp. He lifted his hand in time to block her haymaker. She then kicked for his crotch but he spun and caught the heel of her lifted boot. Persephone struggled to keep her balance as Dungias slowly lifted her right foot higher and higher. 
 
    “Say when,” he quipped, squinting his eyes as he tasked Alpha to keep her left foot adhered to the flooring. She had just begun her jump to land a somersault kick when Alpha created a gravity surge. Their eyes locked and Dungias silently reposed his request as he lifted the right foot even higher. He was very impressed with how limber both women were. Neither of their fighting styles or choices of movement would suggest that either of them had the flexibility to rival some professional dancers, but a spark flared in Persephone’s eyes as she realized that Z had to bring himself closer to keep lifting her leg. While there was a force keeping her down, it did not keep her from sliding her foot. She spun around quickly, bent her right knee and moved her face to bite Z at the crotch. 
 
    “Captain!” Dungias shouted as he released his grip and jumped back from the mauling. 
 
    “What?” Persephone said as she rolled and spun into a foot sweep that he hopped over. “You’ve got nothing to fear...” His head leaned to the left to avoid her jumping uppercut. He took a step back and lifted his hand to catch her turning elbow strike. “I’m not a sharp-shooter!” A soft tap to the small of her back was all Dungias had intended. He would have to speak with Alpha in the near future, as the electrical shock it added to the strike was excessive to say the least. As her body dropped to the floor, the clang of her dropped blade, which she had drawn without him seeing, made Dungias take tighter hold of his Osamu. 
 
    “That is why she spoke the way she did,” he concluded. “Even if I was able to ‘shake off’ her insulting commentary, it provided the break in my concentration that she needed to draw an equalizer. As Smitty told me over and over again, they were all made to fight, and fight very well! 
 
    “You are not unconscious, nor are you unable to continue the fight,” Dungias said softly as he kicked away the blade. “But you are at least engaging in strategy, as an all-out confrontation seems more likely to fall to my favor. I told you that the lessons were to start soon,” he continued, walking away. A gravity pulse lifted Persephone to her feet and then returned her dagger and gun to her hands. “You have just had your first.” 
 
    “And what am I supposed to be learning here?” 
 
    “That I commune with the Stars,” he replied. “You will come to know more about that as you wish, though I do not believe you will be delving too deeply in that particular pursuit.” 
 
    “You talk to the stars?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And they talk back?” 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    “What did they say today?” 
 
    “Are you certain you wish to jump in on the deep end?” Dungias asked. “I will answer your question if you insist, but I do not believe you are ready for that.” 
 
    “You kicked me.” 
 
    “Pushed you,” Dungias corrected. 
 
    “And then you flew across the room–” 
 
    “One dedicated lunge, actually.”  
 
    “… and caught me,” she said, looking back at where it happened. “The push thing was your strength, right?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Dungias shared. “If that is your way of asking if you would have the ability to throw someone in the same fashion using my technique, the answer is yes! And you are stronger than you think!”  
 
    “How much of this was a set-up?” 
 
    “You were going to learn of my communing with the Stars eventually, Captain,” Dungias stated. “I disengaged my warning system the same day I promised you–” 
 
    “No holding back,” Persephone said, nodding. “Did you have fun scaring the crapstacks out of me?” 
 
    “You experienced a heightened sense of fear, Captain,” Dungias said. “Perfectly understandable when someone encounters the unknown. However, you were not scared.” 
 
    “How can you say that for sure?” 
 
    “Because what I will teach you does more than show you the techniques behind movement, it will show you why and how to move. You cannot come to that perspective until you understand yourself and all of the opposing forces engaged against you.  
 
    “And speaking of understanding, the drawing of the dagger was most impressive.” 
 
    “For all the good it did me,” Persephone muttered and Dungias sighed in frustration. He turned to face his student and slapped her hard across her face. She turned with the blow, catching herself on the wall.  
 
    “Is that more to your liking?” he asked, allowing his anger to resonate. “Captain, you are, without a doubt, your very worst critic! No one else has a prayer of keeping up with you in that regard. And you judge everything by the outcome.” 
 
    “And?” she snapped as she glared at him. 
 
    “And you are so focused on victory and defeat that you forget to fight!” he returned with equal fury. “That vision leads only to self-destruction! You will fight, and fight, and fight, thinking only of winning! Well, what happens when you cannot win?! What will you do then?” 
 
    “The only reason why we’re here is because we’ve won, Z. We always win!” 
 
    “I have lost my home!” he shouted with a power in his voice Persephone did not know he possessed. “I have lost my brother! I have lost my wife and my child! Do not speak to me of never losing!” He stammered, realizing what he had said, wishing, for a brief moment, that he could take it back. He then told himself that although he could wipe the memory from her, he would never do that again. 
 
    “Whoa!” Persephone whispered, taking a step back from the man she had seriously misjudged. She looked at her hands and found them trembling as tears welled up in her eyes. “Z… I…” 
 
    “Whether or not you learn to speak with the Stars is your choice,” Dungias returned to his instruction. “But recognize one universal truth: always there is a balance. Always! If you cannot see it, then know, in your heart of hearts, the error lies with your perspective, the shortcoming of your sight.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that, Z?” Persephone asked, feeling the sting of the things that had been levied against her in the life she could remember. “You lose your brother, your wife and child and claim that there’s a balance? How?” 
 
    “I have you, Captain,” he said plainly. “No, it is not the same,” he continued quickly as it appeared she was about to argue his point. “… but it is… fulfilling.” Dungias walked for the door leading out. “You should meet the hopefuls, Captain, before I give them their work details for the day.” 
 
    “Z,” Persephone called to him and he stopped, turning to look at her. She walked up to him and put her hand on his chest. “I can’t say all of my life, because I can’t remember it. But for all I can recall, I’ve never been one to give my trust easily.” 
 
    “I would ask that you do not change that about yourself,” Dungias replied and she smiled, shaking her head in disbelief. 
 
    “The kind of love you’re talking about… I don’t know if I…” 
 
    “You have it every time you climb into a cockpit, Captain,” Dungias said, giving her another perspective before she went too far down the wrong path. She smiled again as she looked to the floor. 
 
    “Fine, you win. I’ll get there,” she said and Dungias bowed. 
 
    “I shall patiently await your arrival,” he said with a slight smile. 
 
    “Don’t give up on me,” she requested. 
 
    “Stars will fall from the heavens before I fail you again, Captain,” he answered before leaving the chamber. Persephone stood there for a moment. She looked around the room once more and frowned at a particular notion.  
 
    “So when you say ‘stars’, how many is that? You know, just so I have a running gauge. And is that over time or a bunch-a-stars all at once?” The questions continued from Engineering all the way to the Mess Hall. Dungias ignored her questions as he advised her of the course he had charted and engaged for the Xara-Mansura to follow. It was the longest route out of the system, but it was also a course that would give them the most cover and assist in avoiding detection from the mass of ships entering the system. Persephone could not be help but agree and with nowhere to go specifically, she was more interested in returning to her training with her First Mate. 
 
    The doors to the Mess Hall opened and they were greeted with smoke. The two of them squinted their eyes as they entered the chamber. They could see a number of people seated at the dining tables, making jokes about poor visibility and the stench coming from the kitchen.  
 
    “What happened to the ventilator fans?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Oh crap,” Persephone muttered. 
 
    “What is it, Captain?” 
 
    “Do you think it could have been a power fluctuation?” she asked, turning away from Dungias. 
 
    “Activate Satithe!” she whispered, hoping the internal sensors were sharper than the ears she was trying to avoid. The ventilator fans turned on and there was some celebration among the people seated at the tables. 
 
    “See, I told you, boys,” Nulaki said as he emerged from the kitchen carrying a very large steaming pot. “The fans are back on now, so we can dispense with the choking coughs and questionable jokes. Just sit back and relax as you take part in a miracle of fine cuisine.” 
 
    “Is the miracle that it won’t kill us?” one of the men asked, stirring laughter from those around him. 
 
    “Did you cook anything?” Persephone asked, bringing the laughter to a halt. They started to look among themselves and Persephone decided to speak again. “Well, did you cook anything?” 
 
    “No, Captain,” the man replied and Persephone turned to glare at Dungias. 
 
    “They already know who I am?” she asked. “Big mistake!” she chided. “We’ll talk later. 
 
    “Okay, so you didn’t do the work in the kitchen,” she huffed. Persephone looked around as if she was trying to figure out something. “Oh! So you must’ve brought in the food that’s being cooked, right?” Again the man replied to the negative and she stood there staring at the man until he could no longer return her gaze. She stepped toward the table and leaned on the end of it. “Okay, you’re men, so I’ll make this simple.” 
 
    “We’re not all men,” a voice called out as a hand came up from the table, waving for recognition. “Some of us are women.” 
 
    “Some?” Persephone said as she turned to look at Dungias. 
 
    “Captain, we have taken aboard sixteen hopefuls,” Dungias reported. “Three of whom are indeed female.” Persephone looked pleasantly surprised and nodded her approval. 
 
    “Not that it changes much of what I have to say. It just means that when I’m done, you can approach one of your female colleagues and see if they can break everything down to basic man for you. 
 
    “First and foremost,” she said, pointing at the man who had made the joke about Nulaki’s culinary creation. “You have earned yourself a reprieve from this meal. I have nothing against having a good time, but such things aboard my ship are reserved for the crew and at this point in time, that comes to a grand total of three: myself, my First Mate, Z, and Mr. Conadier here. When you dregs earn the right to look any one of us in the eye, I’ll be sure to tell you. Until then, the only time you will make eye contact with any of my crew is when you are being addressed or find yourselves in the position of giving a report of some kind. Am I clear?!” Persephone waited, looking almost anxious for one of the men to step out of line. Like Z, she too enjoyed the power of a strong presentation. “I will take your silence as a collective ‘aye-aye Captain’. 
 
    “We are building a crew for this vessel. Fate has given us reason to meet. Sister Fate always knows what she’s doing even if we don’t. You’re here to add to the growing legend you see right in front of you. In what capacity you will be that addition is entirely up to you. 
 
    “Lastly, top blade rules!” Persephone declared as she stood back from the table. “Any questions?” Looking at each one in turn, Persephone was not impressed at what she saw. 
 
    “I thought we only needed five or six,” she thought. “Why so many, Z?” 
 
    “We were told you were a pirate, and here you’ve given one of the most well-known pirate codes,” one man said as he slowly stood up from his chair. He had long, dark hair and dark features, possessing the sort of physique that could belong to only one kind of slave: a gladiator! “How do you stand to a challenge?” 
 
    “We keep in line with the pirate code,” Dungias replied quickly, stepping forward. “The First Mate has the option to champion the Captain, especially if it is felt the challenger is unworthy of the ruling voice of this ship… and you are unworthy!  
 
    “But let us be sedulous about the matter,” Dungias pressed. He received more than a few confused faces. 
 
    “He means diligent,” Persephone explained, shaking her head. “He wants to handle things straight away! Damn, Z, you almost lost me on that one!”  
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Dungias replied. “There are matters we need to get to, and challenges do little more than eat up precious time. For all of those who wish to challenge the Captain for her position, name the one you wish to replace her and then all of you may gather to face me.  
 
    “Captain, do I have your permission to wager the ship in an accord of my word?” Dungias asked, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “Your word’s held up to now, Mr. Z,” Persephone replied, folding her arms and looking haughty. She had actually wanted to try the gladiator, but there was something to the feeling of having her First Mate act in a manner she had seen before. How many challengers had Scimitar put down in the name of Rouge? She did not know the count, but she was beginning to understand why Rouge felt about her Scimitar the way she had always professed. “Proceed with my blessing.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. There you have it. Should the miracle of your victory come about, the ship, with the exception of the shuttle and Mr. Conadier’s craft, wi–” 
 
    “In for a crack, in for a cred, Mr. Z,” Nulaki interrupted. “If the wager is the ship, they can have my Cobra-Nine as well.” 
 
    “Way to sweeten the pot,” Persephone thought as she smiled. “This man is my brand of crazy!” 
 
    “Very well, only the shuttle is exempt then,” Dungias said. 
 
    “You’re wagering that fighter?” the same female who had spoken before stood up from her chair. Somewhere, under the dirt and bruising was soft, pale skin and deep blue eyes. “You’d bet that fine thing?” 
 
    “Right now, sweetie,” Persephone said softly as she grinned. “… we’re betting that the sun follows the moon. Only way we lose this bet is if something happens to the planet. Not saying it can’t happen, but it ain’t bloody likely!” 
 
    “Enough!” another man cried as he pushed his chair back and stood up, pounding the table. “That’s the last I’m taking off of you! You act as if we’re not men!” This man was also on the hefty side of forms, but it was clear he was no gladiator. It was more likely that he was into construction or field work. 
 
    “Apparently, all of you are not,” Persephone argued. “The women I can understand not being men… what’s your excuse?” There was already discontent in the man’s eyes, being a slave could bring that about. Now he was enraged and ready to release his fury on the world. 
 
    “Stand with me and do as I say,” the dark-haired man commanded as he slowly came away from the table. 
 
    “Might I suggest you reconsider what you’re about to do?” Nulaki asked. “Because a man with your talents–” 
 
    “Is a man, mixer. If you’re what passes for crew here, you can be servant to me. This ship will be mine within the hour! Who’s with me?!” Four more men yelled as they stood up. Their blood was up now, and reason was no longer in their reach. Too tempting was the image of being masters of their fate – masters of the ship – and they cheered themselves on while looking at some of the others to goad them into joining their ranks. 
 
    “We should join them,” one of the younger males said to those who sat closest to him. He was not the largest of the younger group, and he seemed very anxious, almost jumpy. 
 
    “If you’re in a hurry to die, go ahead! Just do me one favor: be brave enough to do it on your own, if you please.” At the words, Dungias let his eyes sweep over to the young female who had inquired about the fighter. He was surprised to hear her speak in the manner she did, and though his eyes moved away from her, he continued to listen to the conversation the group had begun. 
 
    “There’s already those seven to the First Mate’s one. Even if the cook joins in, they’re way outnumbered! Come on, Silnee!” 
 
    “Olkin! Maxworth’s math!” the young woman shot back. “You can go by book arithmetic, or you can see for yourself how things really add up!” 
 
    “Maxworth is dead!” Olkin reminded her and Dungias noticed the most pronounced reaction came from Mel. His reflection was very emotional as he sat in his failing roving chair. “I know everything the man did for us, but all it got him was dead!” 
 
    “It got us out of the pits, slug!” Silnee argued. “We were one step shy of the labs, and you know it! He got us out of there and onto that freighter. The last time we listened to you is how we got to be slaver-fodder in the first place, so shut up! The fact of the matter is simple; if Broggyn wins, we can still be crew, it’s not like he’s paying attention to us anyway. But if he loses, and my math says he’s gonna lose big, us standing with him makes us space debris!” 
 
    “I don’t get it, Sil,” young Mel finally spoke up. “They were quick and all against the others back at the Slavers’ den. But this is a straight-up, no weapons fight! And it’s seven to one–” 
 
    “Eight,” Olkin added as he folded his arms, watching another man join the group of those who had the spine to take initiative. He did not want to drop his argument, but Silnee’s historical review had not been misstated. It had been by following his ideas a number of them had been scooped up by Slavers. 
 
    “… eight to one!” Mel continued. “… four to two at best! What math are you using?” 
 
    “That math that tells me the look on the Captain’s face just doesn’t add up,” Silnee explained. “She looks like she’s late to a nose-picking session! Eight to one and she’s yawning over there.” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re right, because I’ve never seen one man take eight before. Especially when one of them is as big and bad as Broggyn.” 
 
    “Big and bad,” Silnee repeated as she stared at the female commander of the ship. “Mel, something tells me you’re about to cross one ‘never seen’ off your list!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Adversity has the same effect on a man that severe training has on the pugilist: it reduces him to his fighting weight.  
 
    Josh Billings 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.19) 
 
      
 
    Broggyn cast his dark eyes over at the opponent the eight of them were to face. The First Mate had not moved ever since he closed his eyes and gave the order for the tables to be cleared, causing robots to come into the Mess Hall to carry out his instructions. What arrogance! 
 
    “He’s a big one,” one of the men mentioned. 
 
    “I’ve seen bigger men fall,” Broggyn claimed as he stretched. “This one will fall too! It wasn’t three months ago that I fought against men his size and greater. They’re all dead now!” 
 
    “You’re a fighter?!” one of the men asked, receiving disconcerting looks from his allies. 
 
    “My keeper found me too expensive to maintain,” Broggyn stated. “That, and his woman had spent too much time in my bed! I tell you here and now that we can take this braggart. The contest is one of no weapons, so there is only so much he can do! Just keep your heads about you and follow my instructions.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a damn shame,” Persephone whispered to Dungias. “The best body has the worst head on top of it!” 
 
    Dungias smirked as he started to come away from his meditation. He did not agree with Persephone’s statement. He had already set his gaze upon those who had decided not to participate while the robots were entering the room. One in particular drew the Traveler’s notice. Oversized clothing and long black hair could only hide so much, but she was making a noble effort to be unremarkable. “I suppose we have to ask ourselves which is easier to train: the body or the mind?” 
 
    “We?” Persephone asked as Nulaki made his approach. “We have to ask ourselves, do we? You tell me we need a handful and then you go and recruit a freakin’ regiment. What gives?” 
 
    “There are those I chose to bring so that they might be potential crewmen,” Dungias explained. “I brought the others to be examples! It is a human saying: seeing is believing. Minds that witness the improbable are forced to seek new parameters of what can and cannot be done!” He opened his eyes and looked at a very surprised ship’s commander. “Is this not what you expect of your First Mate, Captain?” 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight if nothing else,” Persephone said softly before turning to face Nulaki. “Hello, Thief,” she said quickly and looked back at Dungias. 
 
    “Captain,” Nulaki returned the greeting. 
 
    “Expectations are for Imperial and Ardrian ships. We’re pirates! The only expectation I have is that we win!” Dungias continued to stare at the woman and she could clearly read his face. “… or at least look real good while losing,” she added, and both Nulaki and Dungias chuckled. 
 
    “Not saying you can’t handle yourself,” the thief whispered, “but if you want a few notes on what I see, I’d be glad to help.” He gave an evil grin, waggling his eyebrows. 
 
    “You can help by telling me what the hell you made in my Galley!” Persephone snapped. 
 
    “I will answer that question once you’ve had a taste,” Nulaki replied, lifting his hands to silence any reprisals. “Please believe me when I tell you that I know how bad it smells. But no answers come from these lips until you taste it. That’s a family law!” 
 
    “Family?!” 
 
    “That is my mother’s recipe,” Nulaki said proudly. “Now eleven generations old.” 
 
    “Well, at least we know whatever is in that pot didn’t kill them off,” Persephone concluded.  
 
    “Is that supposed to be of some comfort?” Dungias inquired. 
 
    “We are ready!” one of the eight yelled and Dungias looked up at his opponents. He had never faced so many without the aid of devices or Alpha. In many ways, he was looking forward to the challenge, but he had to return his mind to the place where he was the lesser of the two forces about to do battle. He started toward them when he felt Persephone’s hand on his arm. 
 
    “Remember, I can always get more crew… I’d prefer to keep my First Mate.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” he said softly before drawing Alpha and handing it over to Persephone. “Would you be so kind?” he asked and Persephone looked him in the eyes before taking hold of it.  
 
      
 
    Once again she was back aboard the Pterodactyl, jammed in with the rank and file, watching as Scimitar answered yet another challenge. Before doing so he would always hand Rouge his blade. During one of their many lessons she had asked him what it meant for him to do that.  
 
    “It is one thing for a crewman to fight for another of their crew,” Scimitar had told her. “It is another for the First Mate to give their favored weapon to the Captain. It means, basically, that despite the outcome of the fight, I will always stand with her.” 
 
    “Always?” she had pressed. 
 
    “Until I am dismissed,” he had replied. 
 
    “Are all First Mates as dedicated as you, Scim?” she had inquired. 
 
    “No, but mind you the ones that are. Fanatics are never simple or easy to deal with!” 
 
      
 
    Dungias did not turn until Persephone nodded. Her eyes flared at the surge of power that seemed to flow into her hand, coming from the Osamu. Nulaki moved to stand where Dungias had been waiting and he looked down at the ground several times, forcing Persephone to smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I get the same feeling, standing in his place,” Persephone quietly shared. “I can’t say that you ever get used to it.” 
 
    “I understand… I think,” Nulaki returned. “And thank you… for calling me crew… even though we both know that I’m not.” 
 
    “What arrangements this office has with anyone or anything are the business of the captaincy and those parties,” she declared. “Those pigs are neither, and I can’t stand it when people sit on their asses and complain! You want to see the show, buy a ticket! You want to be in the show, practice! You want to talk about the show, go be a critic and get the hell out of the showman’s face!” 
 
    “That little gem sounds like it has some history behind it,” Nulaki remarked. 
 
    “And then some, Thief,” Persephone said, looking at the Osamu. She decided to use both hands to hold it and she closed her eyes with the sensation that it seemed to be embracing her at the same time. “And then some.” 
 
      
 
    Dungias walked slowly, looking only at the floor. He had not completely disengaged from reviewing the most recent events that had taken place in Engineering. During his ascension, he had found exactly what Cihpares and Elbon had described. The Stars were in a state of disarray. If they recognized the presence of the Traveler at all, they saw him as a mortal entity, one that had been born in the Rims. Still he was able to attune his vision to the light and see the potential trek of things. It was clear he had a part to play in the things to come, and that discovery had struck a chord. There were many parts that were being played. Most of the actors had no idea they had been invited to the stage. For the crime of his silence, the Star Chaser would have to atone. At the same time, however, he had decided that among the Stars would not be the only place where he would put on a convincing face.  
 
    “Behold,” he thought, closing his eyes one last time as he walked to his place. “I am the First Mate of Jocasta Elise Endigun. I am her guardian and her friend…  I am Z!” 
 
    “Only the victor will say when and how this fight will end,” Broggyn huffed as he approached Dungias. “Agreed?” 
 
    “The boot makes no pact with the dirt ground underneath its heel,” Dungias replied as he lifted his head to look at his opponents. “And you are not enough to be considered dirt.” Persephone winced inside at the delivery of his response. She could tell her First Mate was focused on the faces of the men in front of him. 
 
    “Ah, good!” Dungias thought, seeing their ire. “Emotional responses. That should prove to be helpful.” 
 
    One of the men yelled and charged. Broggyn called after him, but the man was committed to his attack. Broggyn threw his arms out to keep the others behind him. The man lowered his shoulders as he ran. Dungias lowered his pounding fist and drove the man to his left and to the floor at the same time. He laid there moaning as Dungias looked up at the others. 
 
    “Oh, that was just mean,” Dungias could hear Persephone commenting. 
 
    “What should he have done?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “It’s not that,” she explained. “Strength moves are not his thing at all. The man is a font of technique and grace. That punch was a sucker play!” 
 
     “And let us see what I have baited into my trap,” Dungias thought. 
 
    “Broggyn, he’s strong!” one of the men stated. 
 
    “What did you expect from that frame?!” Broggyn returned as he shook one of the men. “Of course he’s strong, but not as strong as all of us. Now form up!”  
 
    The men scurried for a moment, taking the positions Broggyn had given them. The first line was three men, the second was two, and Broggyn was on Dungias’ right. The final line, which was probably intended to be three, was also two men. Broggyn had them standing to where one man was never directly lined up with another. “Now, let’s walk him down!” 
 
    “So, it is only to be one who gives into the impulse,” Dungias concluded. “That is unfortunate.” 
 
    The seven men slowly approached and Dungias chose not to give any ground. He looked at them, studied their stances, and more importantly, the fact that no one on the front line had a closed fist. 
 
    “Anchors,” he concluded. “Meant to hold me in place and slow me down so that the second line can attack. It is a wise formation, but this plan hinges on a facet these men do not possess; none of them have fought together before!” 
 
    “Rah!” Dungias shouted as he hopped forward and lifted his arms into a combative stance. The movement was fast and quite unexpected. The center man grabbed for an attack that Dungias did not give. He was too anxious and fully committed himself. As his hands returned to their guard station, Dungias jutted forward again, leaning as if he were going to throw a right cross at the center man. Both the flanks attacked in response as the center man jumped back. Dungias’ spinning leg sweep caught all three. As they fell, Dungias lunged toward his left, driving his fist into the face of the man gasping at his speed and ferocity. Dungias then ducked and lunged to his right. Broggyn’s hook passed over Dungias’ head as the Star Chaser’s hand thrusts found the stomach and throat of the man to the far right of the third line. A spinning elbow broke the nose of the last man of the same line. 
 
    Dungias gave ground and Broggyn’s second punch just missed in front of Dungias’ chin. The gladiator was smart enough to step back from the Traveler after he missed. He was beginning to see the situation he had led himself and the others into, but he was too committed to back down now. 
 
    “Form up!” Broggyn commanded as the three front line men got up to their feet. Dungias lowered his hands as his eyes squinted. 
 
     
 
    “They didn’t even touch him!” Mel whispered in awe. “How does a man that big move that fast?!” 
 
    “He’s fast alright,” Olkin grunted. “… but it ain’t over yet.” 
 
    “Oh yes it is,” the black-haired female thought. “Those were the last of the soft blows.”  
 
      
 
    “That’s not good, is it?” Nulaki asked. He had been shadow-boxing, fighting alongside Dungias and guessing wrong what he thought the First Mate was going to do next. “The eye thing, I mean.” 
 
    “I’d keep to those instincts if I were you, Mr. Conadier,” Persephone answered. 
 
    “Actually, he looked more pressed when I was fighting him,” she thought. “Best I’ve ever had to do was four on one, but three of them were drunk and I was armed with a pint. I wonder how I’d fare against this crowd.” 
 
      
 
    “What if one of us gives up?” the center man of the front line asked. Dungias looked over his shoulder as if he were waiting for a directive. 
 
    “You’re the boot, First Mate,” Persephone shouted out. “Your call on how you step on the dirt.” 
 
    “Coward!” Broggyn hissed as he moved up to the far right position of the front line. 
 
    “Perhaps he is done with being your shield,” Dungias said as he gestured toward the wall to his left. “You may retire and await judgment.” 
 
    As the center man retired, the remaining three rushed Dungias. The center man stopped his retreat, drew a knife from under his shirt and charged in from the flank side. Nulaki reached for his pistol as Persephone’s hand grasped his wrist. 
 
    Dungias stepped to his right, temporarily negating the man to the farthest left of the charging line. It also brought him face-to-face with Broggyn who apparently wanted to grapple, as did the center man. Hand thrusts to the sternum stopped both men short of grasping Dungias and he turned quickly, landing a right heel punch to the chin of the far left man while catching the wrist of the man who was stabbing for his ribs. Dungias had twisted his left arm so that his thumb was on top of the man’s arm. He quickly righted his left arm, wrenching the right arm of the armed man. The man went up on his toes as he yelled in pain.  
 
    A back kick found Broggyn’s chest as Dungias drove his right arm into the armed man’s chest. As the man fell back, Dungias relieved him of his weapon. The second man who had received a hand thrust managed to recover from the blow and charged in time to receive the blade in his chest. Dungias could hear a muffled screaming coming from the hopefuls. The Malgovi Traveler only partially regretted them having to see the carnage.  
 
    Dungias twisted the blade as he ripped it from the man’s chest. He spun, lowering to one knee as another man went diving over his head. Dungias opened the man’s chest as he flew over the kneeling Malgovi. A quick flip of the blade and Dungias threw the knife, lodging it, to the hilt, in Broggyn’s inner thigh. As the gladiator screamed in pain, Dungias stood up and slowly made his way to the one who had broken the rules of the engagement. 
 
    “Your plan or his?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “It’s Broggyn’s knife!” the man claimed. 
 
    “And he gave it to a fool!” Dungias said before stomping the neck of the man. 
 
    Broggyn saw the killing stroke and closed his eyes, reaching for the blade in his leg. He screamed as he removed it and was aghast at how much blood started to pour from his body. 
 
    “There is every chance that you will be dead before I get over there,” Dungias said as he started to walk. “Or at least too weak to do anything about it.” 
 
    “Then we die together!” Broggyn yelled as he threw the blade. It was shot out of the air and all heads turned to see Persephone twirl her gun before returning it to the holster. 
 
    “This fight is over,” she proclaimed, nodding at her first mate. “Hate to break it to the six hopefuls, but you’ve got one helluva clean-up duty for your first task aboard ship. Sorry, but those are the breaks! Z, Nulaki, if I may have a word.” Persephone did not wait for a response before she walked into the Galley. Nulaki looked to Dungias but found no eyes looking back as the man was already beginning to follow her. Instead, he looked to the ones who had opted not to fight. He pointed at the bodies and then cupped his hand around his mouth. 
 
    “Pssst, the computer. Her name is Satithe,” he said. “… just ask her where the materials are for cleaning and she’ll direct you on where to go. The more quickly you move, the better off you will all be!” As Nulaki lowered his arms, he could hear the young man in the roving chair calling out the name of the AI that basically ran the ship. 
 
      
 
    “So glad you could join us,” Persephone said, waving her hand in front of her face and wincing from the stink in the room. “Good-ness! What is that stuff?!” 
 
    “Oh, right!” Nulaki said as he quickly left the kitchen. Persephone looked at Dungias but all he could do was shrug his shoulders. They heard the clamoring of the hopeful crew and bowls being filled. When Nulaki returned, he had a big, bright smile and two steaming bowls. “So glad that was a short fight. It gave the soup just enough time to sit and steam. Here.” 
 
    Persephone took her bowl and frowned, looking down at what appeared to be a thick broth and well cut vegetables. She looked at Nulaki before gazing up at Dungias. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, nodding emphatically. “You could order me to taste it first, and there would be a mutiny!” Persephone broke into laughter. Dungias requested for the fans to be turned up and Satithe was quick to respond. 
 
    “Ha, ha, haaa, very funny,” Nulaki sighed. “… don’t smell the cooking, smell the bowls!” Though they were both reluctant to do so, Persephone and Dungias lowered their faces to the bowls and took a whiff. Their heads came up at the same time with the same look on their faces. Surprise was evident for both of them, and Dungias took hold of his spoon. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Persephone insisted. “If it’s toxic, you know how to run the infirmary. I just fly this thing.” Choosing not to argue, Dungias let Persephone taste the soup first. The spoon touched her lips and she looked as if she had just swallowed tar. “Oh, dear lord!” she croaked, reaching for Dungias’ bowl. Something, however, was missing from her eyes. Her face had every necessary component, but her eyes did not look as if what she had just tasted was disagreeable. Dungias moved his bowl out of her reach. 
 
    “If it is all the same to you, this First Mate will endure what his Captain endures,” Dungias said before sampling the broth. Persephone smiled brightly as the Malgovi Traveler smacked his lips a number of times at the taste of the soup. He finally stopped to speak. “This is actually quite delicious!” 
 
    “Yeah, because we didn’t know that before you said anything,” Persephone added. “Mother’s recipe, eh? Well you’ve done her proud. But let me ask you–” 
 
    “It always stinks when you’re cooking it,” Nulaki nodded. “And if you serve it too soon… get a shovel, because you’ve just killed someone!” 
 
    “One of the effects of the Pokka Root,” Dungias remarked before taking another spoonful. 
 
    “The what?” Persephone asked. 
 
    “The Pokka Root,” Nulaki replied, finding another reason to be mystified and amazed by the First Mate of the ship. “It is indigenous to the Fazerian homeworld and it’s used to make poison… and this soup. 
 
    “How the hell did you know about that?” he quickly asked of Dungias. 
 
    “Do you want to know what Z does during his downtime?” Persephone asked before Dungias could answer Nulaki. “He reads encyclopedias!”  
 
    “My people are not from this region of space,” Dungias explained. “I thought it best to acquaint myself with the cultures of the Rims.” 
 
    “He reads encyclopedias!” she said again. “And guess what he does with them?” 
 
    “Uhm, memorizes them?” Nulaki guessed. 
 
    “He edits them!” she blurted out. “He’s got a standing com-channel with three different publishers for when he finds discrepancies between what they’ve written and what he’s witnessed. They’re called Alpha Notes. Can you believe that?” 
 
    As Persephone laughed, Dungias noticed that while Nulaki smiled, there was a new light in his eyes; the thief had just landed another source of intelligence. It was something of a struggle for Dungias not to smile or laugh. He had already anticipated their relationship growing at a different pace than what the thief would have with the Captain of the Xara-Mansura. Dungias had wanted to accelerate things at his own pace, but Persephone had just made that impossible. 
 
    It also did not slip the Traveler’s notice that two of the hopefuls had heard Persephone’s outburst. The one who was called Olkin thought nothing of the information, but young Mel gazed at Dungias for a moment, looking as if he had just met a celebrity of note.  
 
    “They pay you for that?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “There is a stipend, yes,” Dungias said and Persephone stopped laughing. 
 
    “What?! You get paid for that stuff?! Well, why didn’t you say something? We could have altered course for you to make a few stops!” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain, but there truly is no need. My research is governed as a point of opportunity. And you can rest assured, Nulaki, I do not report everything I find. Your secret regarding the Pokka Root is safe.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Nulaki smiled and nodded. 
 
    “However, this does provide a simpler means for developing an antidote for Pokka Root-based poisons,” Dungias added. “What did you wish to discuss with us, Captain?” 
 
    While taking another healthy spoonful into her mouth, Persephone nodded, remembering she had called the meeting. She chewed for a moment, closed her eyes and then swallowed. “Oh, this is good stuff!” 
 
    “And it’s almost the same amount of the rations to feed ten people,” Nulaki added. “I think I could get about twenty-five servings out of this batch.” Again Persephone was brought to a halt as she leveled a very loaded look at Nulaki. “No, I’m not going to be the cook!” 
 
    “Then you better grab one of the remaining six and get them used to the idea,” Persephone insisted. “Speaking of ideas, do either of you have any suggestions on where we should be going right about now?” 
 
    “I’ve got some business in the Gulmar System,” Nulaki advised. He could see pain register on the Captain’s face and for good reason. Very little Tech was allowed into the system and she was definitely a child of technological advancement. “… but it’s pretty personal. If you can get me close, I’ll take my Cobra-Nine and–” 
 
    “You mean my Cobra-Nine,” Persephone inserted. “Z, did you not hear Mr. Conadier here throw his in with ours?” 
 
    “I remember it quite well, Captain,” Dungias quickly replied. He was very amused at the position Nulaki had twisted himself into. He watched the Fazbred Terran stammer as he looked at the two of them. 
 
    “So that’s my Cobra-Nine,” she claimed as she took a step toward Nulaki. “Am I understood?” 
 
    “Captain, I–” 
 
    “Which means we have some business in the Gulmar System, Mr. Conadier,” she quickly added. “Welcome aboard, Thief.” Nulaki smiled before he looked down at the floor. 
 
    “Captain, I can’t let you–” 
 
    “Let me help you with this, Nulaki Conadier,” Persephone interrupted. “… because it seems you might have a problem with the simplicity of it all. No one does for me who I don’t do for. Your status aboard this ship is completely voluntary… but while you are on board you’re a member of my crew. The sun sets on you, it sets on us all.” 
 
    “That’s hardly the pirate way,” Nulaki argued.  
 
    “Actually, that is another truth I have found which I will not be reporting,” Dungias said as he put down his empty bowl. “Though there are universal pirate laws, only a pirate can say what the pirate way is, Mr. Conadier. Welcome aboard. As soon as the Captain and I are done with an away-mission, I will need to talk to you about a few things I am developing which you would find helpful in the field.” 
 
    Nulaki wanted to speak, but he could already see the Captain smiling and patting Z on the shoulder. The bill had just been signed into a law! There was no arguing that having a mobile base of operations would be, at the very least, helpful to his way of life… and there was one of the six who looked like with the right kind of prodding, might be up and ready to be trained in the arts of acquisition. Smiling at Captain JoJo Starblazer, Nulaki reached into his pocket, produced the credit stick Tehdi had given him, and handed it over to Z. 
 
    “If you’re going to throw in with me, I’m throwing in with you,” he announced. “Here’s three hundred thousand reasons to look forward to a wonderful relationship.” Dungias took the stick and turned to face Persephone. 
 
    “I will need approximately two hours,” he advised. “Then I will meet you at the hangar bay for our departure.” Persephone had no idea what this away mission was, but with everything that had happened recently, she thought it best just to go along with things. 
 
    “You’ll understand if I leave Satithe in charge, right?” she asked of Nulaki. 
 
    “She knows more about you two and this ship than I do,” he quickly responded. “Besides, I’m a thief, not a pirate.”  
 
    “Nobody’s perfect, Nulaki,” Persephone smiled, handing him her empty bowl. “Damn fine work! Since I have two hours, I will acquaint myself with this so-called crew. I trust, Z, your prep-time will be to arrange for their activities while we’re away?” 
 
    “Indeed, Captain.” 
 
    “I will see you in two hours then.” Dungias left the kitchen, followed by Persephone and Nulaki, after he put the bowls in the sink. Dungias’ stride changed to one of greater expedience and Persephone looked at the remaining hopefuls who were already hard at work cleaning up the mess.  
 
    The conversation in the kitchen had not been long, but they were mostly done with the labor. The bodies had already been removed and they were cleaning up the blood. Persephone’s attention was drawn to one person in particular as he appeared to be struggling with his mopping duties. Roving  chairs were not designed for such things. 
 
    “You’re Mel, right?” Persephone asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” he said as he looked up at her. 
 
    “You want to be a member of my crew, or do you just want to be away from where you were?” 
 
    “Both, Captain,” he quickly answered and Persephone smirked. 
 
    “You were the one who cooked up that little reception for us at the Slavers’ den, weren’t you?” Mel nodded ‘yes’ as some of the excitement left his face. “That was a good plan,” she quickly added. “I like diabolical thinkers! But we need to address your status on this ship,” Persephone continued. “Obviously I cannot hold you to the same measure I hold the others.” What little light Mel had left in his eyes burned out and he looked down at the floor, wondering if he had improved his position by getting on this ship or not. 
 
    “I understand,” he said. 
 
    “Good, because it’s costing me plenty to keep this blasted contraption of yours powered up!” Persephone said, kicking the chair. “So I’ll be expecting more out of you than I would of anyone else. You follow?” Mel was shaken by the statement and he looked up into the sky-blue eyes of the Captain of the Xara-Mansura. She leaned down toward him and smiled. 
 
    “The man who taught me how to shoot… he had no legs at all!” she whispered. “And for as long as I could get away with it, I never went anywhere halfway dangerous without him! He pulled my ass out of the fire more than once, and he could too because he had the upper body strength of a Purdian Pit Fighter. 
 
    “If you fight with what you have and fight hard, you’ll find a warm meal, a good cot, and even a woman to warm your bed now and again aboard my boat. You understand… that woman won’t be me,” she said as she stood up straight. 
 
    “Your loss, Captain,” Mel replied with a bright smile. 
 
    “Attaboy! 
 
    “And you,” Persephone said, pointing at Silnee as she turned to leave the room. “You’re with me. Olkin, you’re in charge of the detail. If my Mess is still a mess when I get back, it’ll be your ass in the sling! Annsura, Llaz, Pristacia and Dugger… welcome aboard!” Persephone walked to the doors that were already open and stopped. She turned to look at the largest of the hopefuls and he stopped working to look at her. His brown eyes blinked rapidly as he brushed his dirty brown hair out of his face. “Dugger?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” he replied and Persephone shuddered in disgust. 
 
    “Never ma’am and never sir,” she said softly. “We keep it simple here. Call me Captain.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Ephaliun quickly said. 
 
    “Dugger?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s ‘rugged’ spelled backwards!”  
 
    “But that would imply you’re anything but rugged,” she pointed out and Dugger frowned, having not considered that point before. Persephone opted not to inform the young man that rugged spelled backwards was deggur, not dugger… even though she thought that would have been a better name. “You know what… keep it! If it stalls your enemy the way it just made me pause, you’ll have the upper hand. Carry on… Dugger.” Persephone walked out of the Mess followed closely by Silnee. 
 
    “I guess she was right about Maxworth’s Math,” Mel commented. Olkin’s green eyes glared through the dirty blonde locks that hung over his eyes as he worked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about fighters, girl?” 
 
    “Not much,” Silnee replied. 
 
    “That’s about to change!” Persephone declared. 
 
    “If I’m right about what I feel coming from this girl, we may be changing her name to Tolip,” she thought, shaking her head clear of the bad notion as she made her way to the simulator. “And then I’m going to figure out why I feel so good about giving her such a suck-ass name!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nothing splendid was ever created in cold blood. Heat is required to forge anything. Every great accomplishment is the story of a flaming heart.  
 
    Arnold H. Glasow 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.19) 
 
      
 
    The doors to the hangar opened and Dungias smiled without turning around. She was ten seconds early, and he could feel the mixture of anxiety and tension coming from her every movement. He closed the access panel he had been working on and took hold of the cleaning rag. 
 
    “This must be some run we’re about to make,” she said, looking up at the sleek ship. “You’ve called up your personal shuttle.” 
 
    “Scout ship,” he corrected. “This is the Kulri-Kraythe, and it has what we will need to achieve our destination, and hopefully our mission.” 
 
    “Cool. I’ve been looking forward to flying her,” she said as she reached to take out her gloves. 
 
    “Forgive me, Captain, but I will need you to wear a much different accessory for this particular voyage,” Dungias said, offering her a headset. “This is a variation of the virtual goggles. It will render you completely blind and deaf to anything other than my voice and various media entertainment offerings I have loaded into the system. The list can be accessed by your brace-com.” 
 
    “So… wherever we’re going is close, but I can’t know how to get there, right?” Persephone took the headset, feeling even more anxious. She had thought the escape course Dungias had plotted was solely to keep them from being detected by the IA and the Empire. She donned the headset, wondering if she would have to reassess the comparison of Z to Scimitar.  
 
    “And if Z tops out ol’ Scim,” she thought. “… which is still pretty hard for him to do, what does that say about where I’m supposed to be?” 
 
    “Something of that nature, Captain.” Dungias opted to answer only her spoken voice. 
 
    “You hiding things from me, First Mate?” 
 
    “I am protecting my Captain,” Dungias replied. “Even with a mind as strong as yours, possessing certain bits of knowledge can only bring you detriment. I would rather spare you the burden.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked. “What sort of Captain would leave her First Mate in such a position?” 
 
    “The Captain who realizes what it is to have a captaincy!” Dungias answered. “You are a leader and not a figurehead, I will grant you that. You are also not the sort to give an order you would not carry out yourself if the matter called for it – that is why I have little trouble following you. But if you think the Captain of any ship knows as much of the workings of that ship as their First Officer, then I applaud all the First Officers you have ever known. At the same time, however, I must ask, what were you looking at all that time?” 
 
    Dungias did not wait for an answer. He stepped up into the ship and the engines started before he was out of sight. Apparently the ship was also Satithe-enabled. “You’re coming too, Sati?” Persephone asked. 
 
    “What, and let you out of my sight?” she responded and Persephone chuckled. 
 
    “Tell me you had my back with the media list,” Persephone pleaded. 
 
    “I even had him pirate the latest Pirate King film,” Satithe advised. Persephone cheered as she took her seat. 
 
    “You can fly this thing from the co-pilot chair, right, Z?” 
 
    “Make yourself comfortable, Captain,” Dungias replied.  
 
    Although the launch was smooth, Persephone criticized his technique. She activated the headset without having to be asked and was asleep twelve seconds into the watching of the Pirate King movie. Dungias quickly unstrapped her from the pilot’s chair, smiling at how she had assumed her station even though she was not piloting the craft. He picked her up and took her to the cargo area of the ship where her sleep pod was waiting. Next to it was Jocasta’s and in moments both women were resting comfortably in the pods and in a very deep sleep. 
 
    “What is the status of those aboard the Xara-Mansura?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Only Nulaki has gone against the plan,” Satithe replied. “He is very difficult to monitor, Master. His senses are sharp and if I have not already activated the surveillance port in the room he is entering, he often detects when I do.” 
 
    “So you are learning too,” Dungias said as he turned back to the Bridge of the scout ship. “That is an unexpected advantage. Good.” 
 
    “He is on the Bridge,” she reported. “CK and I have already produced a facsimile for the monitors of the ship. It will simply look like you have engaged drives and sped away. 
 
    “Then let us initiate our plan,” Dungias said, strapping into the pilot’s chair. “One more visit into the home of a good friend. 
 
    “Interesting,” Dungias thought, hearing himself. “I did not say one last visit. Hmmm.” 
 
    “Ready when you are, Master,” Satithe notified. 
 
    “Establish Time-Space anchor.” 
 
    “Should we not allow for at least a few minutes to pass, Master?” Satithe asked, confused by the order she had received. 
 
    “The followers of any Captain must love, respect, and fear their commander, Satithe,” Dungias stated. “Let us provide them a sense of mystery!” 
 
    “I understand,” she replied. “And for what it is worth, I concur.” 
 
    “It is worth more than you know, my friend. Let me know when the anchor has been secured.” 
 
    “Stand by, Master.” Dungias sat back in his chair and closed his eyes.  
 
      
 
    It had been a very interesting two hours for Dungias while his captain busied herself introducing Silnee to the simulator. As he had guessed, Smitty’s puzzle was not necessarily something only Dungias could solve, but only a Malgovi with a gravity-attuned Osamu and a flourishing Crystal Lily even stood a chance of getting the organism to enter into an evolutionary growth. The creature was without true form and Dungias knew it would take more time for it to mature into whatever it was going to be, so he had placed it in the arboretum and gave Satithe specific instructions to look after it. However, it had shed much of its matter during the change, and reading the genetic code of the dead skin gave Dungias the message Smitty had left for his Malgovi student and friend. Suddenly, Dungias did not need to review the files CK and Satithe had compiled, but he had done so just to be thorough. Without the Alpha files he had only been able to hypothesize what Borsidia had been up to in the InterVoid. With them fully digested, it was difficult for him to keep his anger at bay. Nearly forty minutes of his given two hours had been spent in the arboretum, caring for the plants. He had been able to contact each member of the crew and give them their assignments as he watered the plants and massaged the leaves of many of them, especially the Crystal Lily. 
 
    “With the exception of Smitty and the Athun, there are not many people I have met in the InterVoid with whom I care to maintain a relationship. But then again, perhaps I am overlooking someone. We shall have to see.” 
 
      
 
    “All stations are ready,” Satithe reported. “Primary launcher is ready to fire the Key-Pod and all fields stand ready to initiate. I calculate the transit will leave us with ninety-three percent power once alternate space has been achieved.” 
 
    “Then we are agreed,” Dungias replied. “Fire Key-Pod!” 
 
    “Key-Pod is away.” 
 
    Always pressing himself to be more and know more, Dungias had improved on the process of making apertures to enter the Realm Astral. There was no longer a need to charge weapons and alter their energy output. It was an amazing waste of energy and a terrific strain, due to its formation, not only on the weapon systems, but also on the craft entering into the aperture. The process of making an aperture had been redesigned and placed in a package which they called Key-Pods for ships and Key-Packs for smaller forms.  
 
    The small rocket sped away from the scout ship and burst into a soft white light. The aperture opened and the Kulri-Kraythe flew through, the rear launcher firing a second pod to close the door, but maintain the matrix so that it could be reactivated with less applied energy. 
 
    With stealth fields fully engaged, Dungias could see what was left of the facility that had served as Smitty’s base of operations. He altered his approach vector and made a sharp left turn, flying through the coordinates he had found in Smitty’s parting gift and passed through an aperture that had gone undetected into a pocket dimension. 
 
    “Welcome, Master Traveler,” Smitty’s voice called out to him over the radio. “… ‘twould appear you figured out my little riddle and between you and me… ‘twern’t much of a riddle! But I’m glad you’re here. You’re not the first to arrive, and I can tell you now my systems have already detected three ships in close range and they are scanning the old fort heavily! Don’t worry, the systems here have already sealed the door you came through. Another door will be made when it is time for you to leave. How fun is it to be back to this sort of crapping?!” Smitty laughed after posing the question, and Dungias smiled knowing his friend had enjoyed himself while programming the computer that must be running the facility he could now see. It was the exact size and shape of the one Dungias had come to know. 
 
    “Sending you coordinates where you can land and meet with our much unexpected visitor.” Dungias received the coordinates and was somewhat perplexed.  
 
    “This place is an exact replica of his other facility,” Dungias thought as he put his hand to Alpha. “Why would he not simply say, ‘land at the northeast tower’ or something to that effect? Most interesting.” He then received a suggested flight path to achieve the coordinates. With his memory of the facility, Dungias knew he was being directed to one of the three places that could be considered an interior landing pad in the entire construct. Smitty used it for receiving his shipments from Borsidia, Nes and the like. The pathway would be very tight for the scout ship, almost too tight. 
 
      
 
    “Steady lads,” he said after catching himself beginning to fidget. “He took his sweet time getting here, but now that he is here, we’ll wait for him to come to us. Relax and breathe… and remember your training; we’re only going to get one shot at this.” 
 
    “Helm, this is Reader! I’ve got a signal dead ahead and closing slowly. I’m only getting it by its wake.” 
 
    “That Malgovi’s being cagy as always,” he remarked, rubbing his chin. “This one’s never been an easy target. Stay sharp!” 
 
    “Helm, this is Gunner, I can confirm the signal. Subject is already in effective weapons range, but I do not yet have a clean shot.” 
 
    “He’ll be clear of the tunnels in just a moment,” he declared, taking a tight hold of the controls. It was a perfect plan; they had him bottlenecked. He had very little room to maneuver and the spread format of the guns was going to make quick work of what little room he did have. But something did not feel right. “Everyone go to first stage ejection and stand ready. Go ghost if the eject command is given.” 
 
    “What about you?” the one manning the Helm station asked. 
 
    “You never mind about me and do as you’re told!” he replied harshly. 
 
    “He’s almost clear of the obstruction,” the Gunner reported. “I can see his running lights!” 
 
    “Running lights?” he questioned. “When has he ever used–” the lighting of the small Bridge changed from their normal mode to emergency blue as alarms sounded off all over the ship. 
 
    “Contact!” the Reader yelled. “A ship just appeared to our rear! Weapons charged… and it’s firing!” 
 
    “Eject!” 
 
    Three energy bursts struck the small black craft as Dungias’ ship dropped its stealth fields. The act of firing had disrupted field harmony, and now his ship could be seen. The craft his scout ship had fired on lost shields with the first burst, weapons with the second, and primary power with the third. It tumbled as it fell towards the landing platform. A gravity field kept the craft from crashing as Dungias landed his scout ship. 
 
    “Standard security, if you please, Satithe,” Dungias requested, looking at the ship that had been ready to attack him. “Tell the drone to discontinue the holographic projection and bring it back aboard ship. I will–” a blade swung up through Dungias’ body, striking nothing as the blade and its wielder went intangible just after the missed attack. Dungias remained intangible and dropped through the bottom of the scout ship and down to the platform. 
 
    “It would seem there was more than a ship waiting,” Dungias concluded as three small spheres rolled out onto the platform. One came from inside the construct, one from the ship he had rendered powerless, and one from the rear of his scout ship. 
 
    “Electro-static pulse generators,” Satithe reported just before the devices activated. Dungias had lowered his intangibility field, though there were still a few sparks around his body. None of them were harmful. 
 
    “It would appear I have been studied,” Dungias whispered. “Someone wants me to remain visible and tangible for the outcome of this encounter.” 
 
    “Traveler!” a voice called out to him and Dungias squinted his eyes. He received nothing from the voice other than sound. “Surrender while it is still an option!” 
 
    “To whom would I be surrendering?” Dungias asked, coming away from his ship. He could see a tall figure coming from the downed ship wearing a hooded cloak. The figure had brought along three others; one was larger than the speaker though of smoother stride. Dungias believed that person to be the one who had attacked him on the Bridge of the Kulri-Kraythe. The two that came from inside the construct were slightly smaller and their steps were metered… purposefully metered. All four held swords of a style Dungias had never seen before, but they appeared to be very clean and very sure weapons. 
 
    “You are a wanted man in the Astral Realm, Traveler! Surrender now, come along quietly, and–” Dungias snarled as he lunged at the two smaller forms. One screamed, jerking up his sword so quickly that he smacked his partner in the head with the flat of the blade. Dungias allowed his stride to carry him over the two bodies. He heard a collision as he passed over them. Apparently the one to his rear had moved too quickly and ran into the smaller two. They were stunned as they were driven to the ground. Dungias landed and turned to see the largest one already up and engaging stride to press the Malgovi Traveler. Dungias stepped forward and to his right. He avoided the blade while clotheslining his attacker who landed hard on his back. 
 
    Dungias’ bracer intercepted the swing meant for his head and he was slightly surprised when his hand thrust for the chest was avoided. His attacker gasped and spun away from Dungias, twirling his blade, which made it difficult for the Traveler to follow him… directly. When the hooded man came to a stop and readied his blade, he looked around to see his three assistants still getting up slowly... but no target. His shoulders dropped and he sighed in realization. He had been undone, and if Dungias had wanted to, any attack would have landed by now. 
 
    “Gravity makes for strong leaps and soft falls, doesn’t it?” the hooded figure said calmly. 
 
    “As you should know better than any other,” Dungias said, dropping to his right knee. “My Master… my Kwinsoah.” 
 
    “Blast!” Nugar yelled, pulling back the hood. “How did you know?!” 
 
    “The Exemplar Guyn taught me that chest strike,” Dungias explained as he stood up. “I landed it on you once; you swore by your Osamu that I would never do so again. Your gasp was not that of a surprised opponent; but one who had experienced the strike before and dreaded a repeat performance.” 
 
    “At least you know I am a Vinthur of his word!” Nugar said as he turned and walked toward Dungias with his arms out from his sides. The two embraced and Dungias closed his eyes as he grasped onto his mentor and friend. Nugar was indeed elated to see his former pupil, but was still a Traveler, and there was more than elation coming from Dungias. He put his hand to the back of Dungias’ head and held him as a nur would hold his vazi. “Easy, Dungi,” he whispered. “Whatever it is, boy, I am here now. The Stars have deemed that we meet, and now I believe I know why. Let’s unload these shoulders of yours and get you back upon your trek, eh?” 
 
      
 
    Nugar looked at the pods as they were brought from Dungias’ scout ship. He was amazed, not only by how much like twins the human females appeared, but the impressions he received from the sleeping Terrans, the similarities of mind and spirit. “You two know where to take them,” the Osur directed. “Be on your way and be quick about it! 
 
    “Well, it is some place I have come to find my Master Traveler,” Nugar sighed as Dungias took a seat on the edge of the landing platform. “… both figuratively and literally, I might add. I have come to expect many things from you, which is frightening.” 
 
    “How so?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Because I always expect you to surprise me!” Nugar declared. “After the trek we’ve shared and all that I have come to see you be and do… well, to still be surprising… it is most frightening. I fully expect that one star-term you will come to my doorstep, weeping, claiming that you’ve broken the universe… and you want me to fix it!” Dungias closed his eyes and released a hearty laugh. The imagery was simply too humorous, and conversation was postponed for a moment. 
 
    “How did you find this place?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “You forget that I am also a Traveler… and I have another with me,” Nugar said, gesturing over to Uras who nodded with respect to the Star Chaser. “Tracking you is not so hard for either of us.” 
 
    “But I’ve never been here,” Dungias pointed out. 
 
    “No, but one who thought fondly of you has,” Nugar advised. “Uras was able to track that.” 
 
    “You are a credit to the ranks, my young friend,” Dungias stated, taking a moment to see how the young Tohgrunn had grown into maturity. He was nearly as tall as Dungias, though the Malgovi Traveler believed the young protégé was much stronger. 
 
    “And you are still the Master Traveler,” Uras quickly replied. “But if I may inquire…” 
 
    “Of course,” Dungias said, turning to face the young student. 
 
    “How did you avoid my blade attack on the scout ship? I should add, it was the Osur’s insistence that I attack you then and there. But I am curious.” 
 
    “Because we were both intangible,” Dungias nodded. “… and should we not then touch as two solid forms touch? To put it simply, Uras, there are varying degrees of intangibility. You were intangible enough to move through solid material, but your matrix was fixed. I now set my normal field modulation to where my pattern is fluid, and only someone with a matching field harmonic can touch me. 
 
    “And what if I had not altered my settings?!” Dungias asked, looking at Nugar. 
 
    “Then you should have been a damn sight faster getting out of that chair!” Nugar quickly replied, shrugging his shoulders. Dungias thought for a moment, debating if he should be angry, but he found he could not commit to the emotion. He shook his head and chuckled. Uras took the initiative to withdraw, his mind pondering what sort of circumstances could have lead the Star Chaser to even think of making such changes.  
 
    “So, what are you going to do with all of this?” Nugar asked, looking out over the installation. 
 
    “That’s not the important thing here, Kwinsoah,” Dungias said softly. 
 
    “Oh?” Nugar huffed as he crossed his arms. “Then what is… the important thing, Dungi?” 
 
    “The Stars of my homeworld do not question my approach to the Star Quest,” Dungias shared as he stood up. It was clear to Nugar that his brother Traveler had made another one of his conclusions. “They question my dedication to my own resolve. I cannot say that I have not given them reason to be concerned. Excuse me, Kwinsoah.” 
 
    Nugar knew better than to make any effort to hinder or even slow the Star Chaser. He simply had no place to begin such a campaign. By the law of the Vinthur, Dungias was his gemvazi, a grandson, as he had been the mate of Saru, his gemopadiah, but that was the only place where Nugar would claim authority over his friend. The Star Chaser definitely outranked any station of the Osur, and with the accolades the Council had awarded to the name Z’Gunok Tel Dungias, even the teacher of the noted Malgovi Traveler would be held in question should he stand or speak against Dungias. 
 
    “It does not help me in the least,” Nugar thought as he followed Dungias. “… that he is accurate as to why I am here. The Stars did bid me to test him, though they did not say why. Still, it excites my soul to put eyes to him once more! And perhaps this is not the time to tell him of his Vu-Prin or his aims. 
 
    “But what will you do, Dungi?” he asked, taking up the trek to deliver what was asked of him. “What you have made of these human clones borders on slavery.” 
 
    “Then it falls to me to emancipate them,” Dungias replied without breaking stride. “You can go now, Kwinsoah. Tell the Stars that when next they have question of me, they should pose it directly to me.” 
 
    “Difficult to do when you will not commune with them!” Nugar shot back. Dungias stopped walking and looked over his right shoulder. 
 
    “And now I know how long you have been here,” Dungias realized. “Our home Stars should have advised you… that particular matter has been resolved. I have resumed my perspective to the Stars and my Quest within the Stars of the Founders.” 
 
    “And have you communed with the Stars of the Founders?” Nugar asked. 
 
    “I have ascended, but we have yet to speak,” Dungias replied. “I have found that I am in a foreign land, be it the one I trek or in the company of the Stars. There is something of note, however, something very special about the Rims, but I have yet to solve that riddle.” 
 
    “And regardless of that, I am here,” Nugar added. “Beckoned by old Stars or new, my presence must serve some purpose.” 
 
    “Agreed, and unlike others, we do not question the Stars do we?” Dungias stated. “So there was no need for them to tell you that which I already have. Still, it feels slightly inconsiderate.” 
 
    “I will not argue that, my vazi,” Nugar replied. “But until we are Stars, we cannot know all of what they do. As you have already said, it was a needless notification. But we were already here and the likelihood that I would have departed before seeing you was slim at best.” 
 
    “I am glad to see you too, Kwinsoah,” Dungias spoke softly once more, but the passion in him could also be heard. “I am further elated that my decision to come here made your trek to find me a simpler one. 
 
    “I lost my way for a time,” Dungias admitted. “But 'lost’ is a human-safe word. In truth, I turned from my path, thinking I could avoid life. You taught me well, Kwinsoah, but that lesson was never given to me.” 
 
    “I cannot teach you what I do not know,” Nugar replied. 
 
    “Wrong again, my Master,” Dungias smiled. “You taught this Star Chaser rather well. I have returned to my trek; I have promises to keep, starting with the ones I made to myself. Trust in that.” 
 
    “Those promises are the best place to start,” Nugar agreed. “And trusting you has never been an issue with me,” Nugar assured. “But for all of your perception, I believe you sometimes miss what I see before me… and much of that is to be expected. You’re not an arrogant man. 
 
    “But I doubt you see the Shay-Spawn King,” Nugar explained and Dungias stopped walking. “As I thought. you see the act of taking instruction from the Queen and facing off against the BroSohnti, but you missed the momentary monarch.” 
 
    “Emphasis on ‘momentary’, Kwinsoah.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I should not mention that some call you the Savior,” Nugar added. Dungias stared deeply into his eyes and the Osur nodded. “The architect of ‘The Revelation’! at least, that is what some call it.” 
 
    “And others?” 
 
    “The Iro-Revulsion.” 
 
    “So, like most monarchs, the opinion of my rule is mixed.” 
 
    “Stop it, Dungi!” Nugar insisted, all but grabbing Dungias with his voice. “If you had left them the power, it would have been irresponsible. You took their power and you’re to be thoughtless and cruel!  
 
    “Do not take the moment when my student saved my life, yet again, and the lives of each and every Malgovi, Vinthur, and BroSohnti in the region of The Campus and trivialize it!” Nugar yelled as tears found their way to his eyes. Dungias turned to look at him and the sight of the emotion surprised him, chastised him, and humbled him. “Do not dare! These eyes have seen much… thanks to the Stars I have been given to see the birth of celestial bodies. I count you among the brighter and grander. Through your light our people were made to see!” 
 
     Once more the two embraced, but this time, it was Nugar who made the stronger grasp. “Thank you, Master,” Dungias whispered. “Forever you are my teacher. Never doubt that. Star Chaser or no, you are my savior, and by extension, the architect of all I trek and do. 
 
    “In short, thanks for shooting me once more,” Dungias joked and Nugar laughed, pressing his face into Dungias’ shoulder. 
 
    “It is getting more difficult to find the caliber that will get your attention,” Nugar jested as they stepped away from one another. “Perhaps I should have shot you more when a simple gun could do the job! 
 
    “But to put all of this emotional ballast aside,” Nugar said, ushering Dungias to resume his walking. “… what will you do?” 
 
    “At the moment, I will see to the training of my Captain,” Dungias answered. 
 
    “But, if I am trekking you straight, they are both your Captain!” 
 
    “That they are, though fortunately not at the same time.” 
 
    “So when you say you’re going to train your Captain…” 
 
    “He means he’s already thought up a way to get the job done,” a voice explained as the speaker lit his cigar. Nugar looked toward the end of the hall and smiled at the sight of Beta-Alphexeous and Beta-Chiaro. “Haven’t you, kid?” 
 
    “Teachers!” Nugar said as he walked to them and embraced them one at a time. He then looked back at Dungias and shook his head. “No, you do not disappoint, Dungi. You never do!” 
 
    “Coming from you, Kwinsoah, I am flattered. Thank you for coming, Teachers.” 
 
    “We will forever answer the call of the Master of the Campus,” Beta-Chiaro said as he bowed. Dungias was stunned to see Beta-Alphexeous also demonstrate a genuine bow. 
 
    “That would be my Vi-Prin, Danatra,” Dungias corrected. 
 
    Beta-Alphexeous chuckled as he looked at Beta-Chiaro. “He still thinks there’s only one Master.” Shaking his head once, Beta-Alphexeous looked up at Dungias, put his hand on the Malgovi’s shoulder and blew smoke in his face. “Your sister is the Master who runs The Campus. You are the Master who appointed her.” Dungias stared at the Soul Fighter as he absorbed information he had not considered. He did not get too far into his thoughts when Beta-Chiaro stepped forward and placed his hand on Dungias’ other shoulder.  
 
    “But we have work to do, yes?” the Light Priest asked. 
 
    “Indeed we do,” Dungias said, lifting up his brace-com. After entering a very brief list of commands, the lights to the facility came on. “I have designated training rooms and living areas for Jocasta and Persephone. They will be housed at either end of the facility. This means there will be no less than five thousand meters between them at all times. I’ve loaded locator programs into their brace-coms that will alert us should that number drop to less than four thousand eighty. None of the facility conveyances will work for them, and all the vehicles they will be piloting will be in the simulators.  
 
    “We have eight months,” Dungias informed. “That gives you the choice of sixteen weeks of full-day one-on-one training or thirty-two weeks of half-day training. When they sleep, we will alternate what is to be taught during the simulator sessions.” 
 
    “I would prefer the thirty-two,” Beta-Chiaro voted. “What say you, brother?” 
 
    “Depends on what I’m training,” Beta-Alphexeous pointed out. 
 
    “Pax’Dulah and piloting,” Dungias advised. “Chiaro, I am going to ask you to recall your Polaris training.” 
 
    “It has never been forgotten, Star Chaser,” Beta-Chiaro smiled. “I now simply use light where I once used electronic, mechanical, and powered gadgetry.” 
 
    “My apologies, but I will not be making devices of light for her,” Dungias stated before smiling devilishly. “At least, not yet! 
 
    “Also, they both lack spiritual grounding,” Dungias noted. “Should they wish to seek out a deity, that will be their choice, but they do not yet possess a substantiated belief in themselves.” 
 
    “It will be added to the regimen,” Beta-Chiaro replied. 
 
    “So, we understand what we are about and what must be done?” Dungias asked. The Beta Forms and the Vinthur Master Traveler all nodded to the affirmative. Dungias looked at his mentor with a slight frown. 
 
    “Perhaps the Stars had something else in mind when they sent me to you a second time, Dungi. The Priest will show your Captains how to engage opponents at close-quarters and use tricks and tools of the trade… the Soul Fighter will teach them how to engage great numbers, how to avoid attacks, how to negotiate obstacles… that leaves me with teaching them how to engage themselves! I will need, however, a means to disguise myself. I see no reason why the two women should feel that they are being trained by anything other than humans. The less alien I appear to them, the less alien my perspective will seem.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kwinsoah. You and I will then alternate dinners, lunches and weekends with them. Let us begin!” 
 
      
 
    It took time for everyone to adjust to one another. Jocasta took two weeks before the combination of complaints, hostility, and escape attempts trailed off, allowing for more focused instruction. Persephone never stopped being abrasive and contrary until she came within three hundred meters of seeing Jocasta. It was then that Beta-Chiaro decided to be more aggressive with his abilities. Persephone, as a result, received two fewer days of physical training, but it was a matter Dungias had anticipated. He had brought them both so that their bodies could be trained, but something happened that Dungias should have expected, given what he knew of the women. 
 
    When they finally decided to train, their bodies shifted into another mode of capability. The two became extremely receptive to instruction, as concentration and capability potentials increased dramatically. It made the Malgovi Traveler consider, just for a moment, how the other sibilings might have turned out. 
 
    The Star Chaser also knew he would have to edit the memories of both women and implant one that would see to the high points of both. What seemed to be a simple concept turned out to be a monumental task, and Dungias, along with Beta-Alphexeous, spent much of their last fifteen days finalizing the memory stream. Once it was implanted, Dungias was faced with another decision. As much of a crime as it would be to Persephone, Jocasta would be the primary Captain of the Xara-Mansura. Persephone would only be utilized when Jocasta’s body needed time to heal. He knew then that he would eventually have to answer to Persephone for his decision, but Dungias could not allow himself to be distracted by that coming event. 
 
      
 
    Nugar had found himself with all sorts of questions, and he had very little notion of how to resolve his confusion because the point was so very sensitive and, after his experience with both women, volatile. After the fourth month, when Nugar had come away from his evening lesson with Jocasta, Dungias was waiting for him. Not a single word was exchanged between the two. The Star Chaser had offered his mentor Alpha and had turned to leave. The moment he was out of sight, Alpha had activated and the long-standing rapport Nugar shared with it was reinitiated. Instantly he had been taken to a memory, a single memory that weighed heavily on every decision Dungias made in regards to Jocasta.  
 
      
 
    The human clones had not long been awakened from their near fatal slumber, relieved of the agents designed to destroy them. Dungias and Smitty were smiling at their handiwork; they had preserved life that had been manufactured. Their joy would be short-lived. Watching the humans awaken and interact, it became painfully clear that there was something wrong… something terribly wrong with their minds, and Dungias had quickly rendered them all unconscious. At least, all that had still been in the chamber. A quick count showed that one had wandered off. It was not a difficult search; the child of a woman had not intended to escape or do anything shaded for that matter. 
 
    No, she had been found in a very sacred place aboard Dungias’ ship: his arboretum. In the middle of the rather large chamber Dungias had found Jocasta, seated in the middle of the floor, weeping. She was rocking back and forth, crying and clinging to something. Dungias had come around the child to see what she was holding, and it had taken all of his restraint not to act quickly and violently. The child had taken up the last Crystal Lily seedling and she had cried over the dying plant. Knowing the woman’s innocence, Dungias could not find the wherewithal to be too angry… but that seedling had been his last possible attempt at growing the plant and despite his hopes, he had known he was failing in his ambitions.  
 
    He had moved gently as he took the plant from the woman, returned it to its pot and packed it with soil. Jocasta had helped him, and her tears mixed with the water he had poured into the potting soil. Three days later, while Dungias had debated with himself over what should be done about the clones, he happened by the Crystal Lily. The seedling had grown to a rich vine and had blossomed. As he had touched the flower, the vines had embraced him, and in the throes of his joy, he heard a child’s laughter. He had looked up to see Jocasta, once again out of her holding area, smiling brightly at the Malgovi and the plant. The vines reached for her and when they touched, both the plant and the woman glowed. In all of Smitty’s research, neither he nor Dungias could deduce what had happened, and it was Smitty who had suggested that perhaps they were better off leaving well enough alone.  
 
      
 
    After the images faded, Nugar returned Alpha to its master and patted the Master Traveler once on the shoulder as he walked by. “I understand,” was all the mentor could say to his student, and even those words were choked with emotion. “Keep her, Dungi. Never be ashamed of why you are so very close!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To hell with circumstances; I create opportunities. 
 
    Bruce Lee  
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    (V) 
 
      
 
    The floor was padded, but he was beginning to think it was for the floor’s benefit. It certainly was not for the concern of his back. Every inch of his body had been well-acquainted with pain, and he tried to do as he had been trained: a slow, measured, focused exhale. Byrvan Twell’s Tiger Pounce removed any hope of maintaining focus. 
 
    “Twell!” a sharp female voice echoed through the room, wrenching the spinal column of every student. 
 
    “Yes, Shifu?” Byrvan replied, coming to attention and flipping his blonde hair out of his face. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” the Master of the class asked as she stepped onto the padded floor. As always, her bokken was in her left hand, held against her left hip. 
 
    “We are sparring!” Byrvan replied. 
 
    “Is this a tournament?” 
 
    “No, Shifu!” 
 
    “Is your life on the line?” 
 
    “No, Shifu!” 
 
    “Would you rather spar with me?!” 
 
    “No, Shifu!”  
 
    “Then tell me what you did wrong!” she barked. 
 
    “I struck my sparring partner after he was down,” Byrvan said. 
 
    “Why?” Forenzia Cortez pressed as she drew closer. In only two days since the last major tournament, she had reached her limit. Someone was going to say aloud what everyone was feeling and thinking. 
 
    “I do not know, Shifu,” Byrvan replied. The slender woman allowed her left foot to slide back as she put her right hand on her bokken. 
 
    “Perhaps you need enlightenment,” she suggested in what was always considered too calm a tone. Byrvan knew his next words would decide whether that wooden sword would fly from her hip and cut them all down. He closed his eyes and clenched his fists as he retook his stance. 
 
    “It’s Campbell, Shifu,” he admitted. “Ever since he took the Weapon Forms championship, he’s been walking around with a chip on his shoulder.” 
 
    “Are you certain it is his attitude that has changed?” Forenzia asked, opting not to once again fall into the argument that the phrase had been misapplied. The human tongue and time were always a bad combination and she wondered when ‘bad’ was going to refer to something very good. 
 
    “He’s a sophomore!” 
 
    “I am aware to which year of study he belongs, young man. I was a freshman when I took my first championship. Perhaps I too have a chip on my shoulder you would care to address.” 
 
    “No, Shifu!” 
 
    “Aahhh, so it is not the chip you take exception to, but the shoulder that holds it.” Forenzia allowed her right hand to leave the bokken as she walked around the room, looking at each of her students. It was clear this was one of those textbook teachable moments. She wondered if she had the stomach for it. “If said shoulder exceeds your capability, why then, you don’t have a problem at all, do you? No, Mr. Twell, you don’t have a problem, not really. But I certainly do. I need to be able to justify the continued instruction of you and those that think like you; the ones who think I did not see them smiling when you attacked a downed opponent and fellow student.” 
 
    “You’ll teach us because that’s your job,” a voice spoke up and several students gasped at the audacity of the tone. Forenzia was surprised at the owner of the voice as she turned to see Stewart Campbell getting up from the floor. 
 
    “What did you say, Campbell?!” she asked, half-astonished. 
 
    “Well, so much for those Shifu-senses,” Stewart said dismissively.  
 
    “Class dismissed,” Forenzia said with her eyes locked on Campbell who started to take his leave. “And if you take one more step, Mr. Campbell, it had better be toward the infirmary!” The other students did not even bow as they ran from the sparring room.  
 
    Forenzia made sure that her approach was slow. If she had reached him too quickly, she knew she would be beating the streets looking for another job… after she made bail! 
 
    “You really think you’re helping when you come to my rescue like that?” Stewart asked. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not!” he exclaimed. “They’ll just find another place to jump me, Shifu. At least here the floor is padded.” Forenzia Cortez looked at the boy, thinking he was anything but young.  
 
    “Your outburst,” she said, looking at the floor. “… an easy way out for me?” 
 
    “The fewer faculty members I have looking out for me, the better,” Stewart answered. “If it looks like I’ve pissed you off–” 
 
    “They’ll be more likely to jump you here,” she concluded. 
 
    “Hey, look at all the teachable moments that gives you,” Stewart said with a very warm smile. “Not to mention some sympathy points with Kara Whitport for me!” Forenzia laughed, shaking her head. 
 
    “Don’t you think it will be a little difficult to make out with a busted lip?” she asked, folding her arms. 
 
    “Who is this kid and what the hell happened to him?” she thought, already knowing the answer. When the kids were not calling him a freak, they called him PK. On Old Earth that would have meant Preacher’s Kid. These days the word Preacher’s had been replaced with Plague’s. Dran looked like a waste zone to this day, and the mortality rate from just visiting the fifth moon of Vastion, without benefit of an environmental suit, was thirty-five percent. But nine people had walked away from the moon after the Death Tide struck; Stewart Campbell had been one of them. Forenzia had read his file and learned how he had been transferred from family to family, finally coming to find some comfort with Isaki and Thea Brodent who were themselves outcasts. Such was the badge of honor when one was born with Ardrian blood and chose to live outside the Ardrian System. 
 
    “Make out?” Stewart said as he started to quickly make his way to the showers. “She’s a genius in Advanced Algebra. I figure I’d trade in some pity points for some study time!” Forenzia nodded as she laughed. When Stewart reached the edge of the floor, he stopped running, turned to face his Shifu and bowed with his head down. She returned the gesture and stood up to see what she considered to be a very mature young man. 
 
    “The kind that will rule the world someday,” she whispered, turning to walk to the wall where she put away her bokken. “I wonder what happened to the other eight?” she pondered as she turned off the lights and left the room. 
 
      
 
    Stewart took the normal route home, and was very much into his broadcast pod when the hover-car stopped in front of him. Apparently Byrvan Twell was not yet done making his point. He jumped out from the passenger side of the vehicle and started toward Stewart who backed up only two steps as he looked left and right. 
 
    “You’re dead meat, Campbell!” he said, raising his fists and then looking over Stewart’s shoulder, coming to a very hasty stop. His face lost all expression as he turned and ran back for the hover-car that sped off at a very high rate of speed. 
 
    “That was very impressive,” the man remarked. The sound of his voice made Stewart smile. “You looked around with an expression of fear on your face, making your antagonist believe you were searching for an avenue of escape, when in fact you were searching for witnesses.” 
 
    “I’m curious,” Stewart replied. “How does a blind man see a facial expression?” 
 
    “You could say a little bird told me,” Freund replied as he walked around to stand in front of the young man. Stewart glanced up at the old, blind entity and suddenly looked around as if he was listening out for something. 
 
    “No,” Freund said as nearly every bird within his earshot fell dead. “It wasn’t any of those.” Freund extended his senses to the fallen creatures. As he expected, there was nothing of their life-force to restore, and he quickly teleported their bodies to his castle. 
 
    “Hey, that was swift,” Stewart smiled, turning to look at the one bird that was still perched on a tree limb. “I guess that’s the bird you spoke of. Hello, Lark.” A precision beam of pure energy fired from the bird’s eyes only to hit the back of Freund’s blocking hand. “And he’s quick too,” Stewart said softly. “You are one cool-ass blind guy, Freund.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how it moves me to have your approval,” Freund answered sarcastically as the beam emission stopped. “Neve is no longer with you.” 
 
    “That’s not her name now and thanks to you, she’s no longer with any of us,” Stewart returned. 
 
    “For the moment,” the young boy and the old man said in unison. Freund leaned away from the boy who smiled brightly.  
 
    “I bet it’s been a long time since someone’s been able to predict what you’re going to say, old man.” Stewart started walking and the aged entity merely lowered his head. 
 
    “Given what I think your perspective of ‘long’ is, you would win that wager,” Freund admitted. “It was surprisingly refreshing!” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Stewart argued, stopping in his tracks. 
 
    “If that is what you wish to call it,” Freund returned as he walked to stand in front of the boy again. “It gets so very tiresome being the smartest one in the room; and somewhat frightening, since I happen to know that I am not too terribly bright. You have the opportunity to do something incredible, Stewart. Your powers, though incredibly diminished, are still beyond the comprehension of worldly minds. If you wish to apply them to beyond-worldly matters, I will be your advocate. Use them again in this fashion and I am afraid I will have to take the position of the defender of humanity.” 
 
    “One would think you were too busy with everything Antavida left you with to be here trading words with me.” 
 
    “One of my proudest achievements had always been time-management,” Freund said in a very satisfied tone. 
 
    “That’s interesting… seeing as how it has dawned on me that you can’t find the others; they’ve actually managed to find your blind spot.” 
 
    “For the moment,” Freund stressed. 
 
    “Nothing lasts forever, old man,” Stewart replied before lifting his middle finger. “And while you’re here, wasting time with me, they’re just making all kinds of progress!” Stewart took two steps forward and gasped as a blade came out of his chest from behind his back. 
 
    “There are limits to my patience, boy!” Freund whispered sharply in Stewart’s ear as he twisted the blade, sending pain through the young form. “And you have come dangerously close to them. Allow me to illuminate where your error was made. You knew. Recognize that I didn’t say that you thought, because that calls for some degree of an open mind. No, boy, you knew and this is the slightest example of what it feels like when you’re wrong in dealing with me. 
 
    “I don’t need you!” Freund advised. “While it would be a most thrilling adventure to train you, develop you into more than a petulant, self-minded, would-be genius, bear in mind that you are a husk, boy! The treasure that made you truly powerful is gone, and somehow you have missed the fact that I was instrumental in her not being here! 
 
    “This is the second time I’ve had to stab you, boy!” Freund remarked. “I had hoped that after the first, which prompted you to get rid of Antavida, you would have come to a different perspective about the Cosmos and your place in it. Pray that I am not called upon to revisit your innards a third time. Now… say ‘I understand’ and be on your way.” Stewart shuddered as the blade was twisted once more. 
 
    “I understand,” Stewart panted and the blade was removed by a less than considerate hand. The young man fell to his hands and knees. Lark and Freund took their leave by way of teleportation. The wound closed quickly and it was less than a minute before Stewart was all but fully restored. His chest still ached and he was sure it would be some time before that pain would subside. 
 
    “You can just kiss me at the crack, you old bastard!” Stewart rebuked, standing up and looking at his ruined shirt. “You wanna play it this way, fine! We can–” Suddenly, Stewart was very cold and he shivered, wrapping his arms around his chest to try to keep warm. Though new to the applications and receptions of power, he had grown enough to know where to find the source of sudden and drastic changes. He turned around to see a tall, slender woman clad in black, tattered robes and a laced scarf that covered her head, shoulders and chest. 
 
    “I would ask you to forgive him,” she spoke, black smoke escaping from where Stewart thought her mouth must have been. “He is not normally so direct. But then again, you are something outside the norm yourself, are you not?” Stewart’s eyes glowed white as he summoned the power that remained in his body after Antavida made her departure. It was the first power that had come to his mind; the concept of wielding Coherent Light. 
 
    “I’m not normal… and I’m not easy!” Stewart said softly. 
 
    “There, there, little candle,” the woman said, turning and walking away. “There will be plenty of time for needless contests. This game, however, you are not ready to play.” 
 
    Stewart took two steps forward, hearing and feeling another presence. “What the hell is that?” Stewart said as he quickly whirled around. There was nothing but various forms of trees, bushes and tall grass… all of which were blowing in an incidental wind. None of the grass was newly bent or depressed, no broken limbs on the trees, and no scent at all outside that of nature and his own body. 
 
    “She can’t be back already,” Stewart thought as he continued his search. “Can she? Can’t that relic get anything right?!” Closing his eyes, Stewart summoned the power to clean and mend his clothes. “Have to admit though… knowledge is power… especially when you know as much as I do!” Stewart smiled and took to running home.   
 
      
 
    “Can someone tell me what just happened?” Ethadior inquired as his face showed up on the southernmost facet of the black crystal that Jashana was holding. The Enacranite Lord looked more than slightly concerned and it was clear he was rethinking the wide berth he had given his students. 
 
    “We can confirm that the shroud works, Mentor,” she reported. Her green-gray eyes betrayed deep concern as she tried to make an official sounding report devoid of her frustrations. “C’Zaddrus was testing the perception of the subject, and his hand had barely touched the black rim when the shroud gave us warning and–” 
 
    “Leave the area immediately!” their mentor demanded before the image of his face faded away. 
 
    “You heard him,” Jashana affirmed. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “Say no more,” Wesley said, setting his brown-eyed gaze on the glowing blue crystal floating over his hand. “… we’re on our way!” The golf-ball sized gem started glowing brighter and the group of four, who were already floating above the ground, quickly ascended toward the clouds, flying westward. They did not see the old blind man standing not quite a full meter behind them, nor the bird that flew in and landed on his shoulder. Though they had left the area, the image of the two remained and Lark fed the visuals to Freund. 
 
    “Did you have to say it was me?” C’Zaddrus whined, moving his brown hair out of his face. 
 
    “Why not?” Teyan snapped. “It was you!” 
 
    “Everyone please just stay under the shroud!” the fifth of their group requested as he looked around. His eyes shifted from hazel green to white as he looked around. If anything was following them, it did not register on the ultraviolet range of light. 
 
    “Yes, big brother, Quantil,” C’Zaddrus shot back. 
 
    “You see,” Jashana remarked. “It’s that sort of attitude that nearly got us found out in the first place. ‘Oh, let’s see if the shroud really works!’  You imbecile!” 
 
    “There she goes, on her enchanted rag again!” C’Zaddrus returned, setting off a full-fledged argument. 
 
      
 
      Freund had seen enough, releasing the telepathic light he had used to prevent being seen. Both he and Tolarra were visible again, but none of the five leaving the scene would think to look back. 
 
    “What was the deal with that tarp?” Tolarra asked, still in her bird form. 
 
    “Firstly, thank you for the use of your eyes,” Freund stated, stroking the top of her head and back. “Secondly, I’m afraid it is very bad news.” 
 
    “Looks to me like they were just young folk... still dripping behind the ears!” 
 
    “And of course the giant-felling David had to shave before his fateful encounter,” Freund replied as he stepped back from where he stood. “He simply had to do it for grooming purposes… much like when he married Pandora the day after she opened the box, dreadful cougar she was.” 
 
    “Okay, slight point made! You’re using fictional characters… well, one of them better damn well be fictional, because that box was no freaking joke!” 
 
    “Says the talking bird which will soon turn into a most captivating woman,” Freund added. 
 
    “Anyway,” Lark returned, beginning to glow. “That still doesn’t tell me why it’s bad news.” 
 
    “SpellCasteRs are involved,” Freund revealed. “They were not Enacranites, but there seemed to be something of their essence about the group. From what I could tell, that shroud of which they spoke was not something they made so much as something they found or received… from an entreaty or eager deed! Either way, one more thing has just become involved in our matters.” 
 
    “Entities!” Tolarra sighed as she closed her eyes.  
 
    “And right behind them, deities,” Freund added as he closed his as well. He searched for and found his castle, establishing a link with its living room. “The very last thing we need right now. Yes, I’d say this was very bad news indeed. Our game might have just been changed!”  
 
      
 
    In a flash of light, they were once again back in the castle. Star Lark flew away from Freund’s shoulder and took her human form. She started to speak as she turned to look at Freund, but gasped in shock instead. He was suddenly pale white and weak, trembling and on the verge of collapsing. She streaked to his side, taking hold of his shoulders just before the strength in his legs gave. 
 
    “Baby, what is it?!” she asked. “Was it the teleportation? What’s going on?!” 
 
    “No,” Freund said, dropping his staff to the floor. Where it struck the tile, the floor cracked and the castle trembled. 
 
    “Freund, you’re scaring me!” Tolarra said, standing Freund up and looking into his face. 
 
    “The game, Tolarra. It has most definitely changed.” 
 
    Star Lark looked at the board, but nothing seemed any different. She was about to ask Freund to explain himself until she saw the chairs under the table. Freund’s chair was gone while the other black chair remained. “How is that possible?!” 
 
    “I did not tell them,” Freund stated as he began to weep into his hands. “I never told them the destroyer of Old Earth followed them to the Rims, and sought to finish what it started. I thought it best that they not know.” Tolarra carried Freund over to one of the large chairs and sat him down.  
 
    “Neve had accepted my challenge,” he continued. “… and I thought things were set and certain. But she chose to merge with Stewart… and then Xaythra… Xaythra came!” 
 
    “Freund, we were both here for all of this,” she said, unable to see anything affecting his body or mind, yet he was still weak and getting weaker. “We both watched Tau Upsilon fall. That took Xaythra out of the game.” Freund moved quickly and harshly, applying surprising strength as he took hold of the back of Tolarra’s head. 
 
    “No one is ever out of the game!” he whispered, his body trembling. 
 
    “What the hell is happening to you?!” Tolarra pleaded. Her eyes began to well with tears; she felt powerless to help the man she loved. 
 
    “No one is ever out! There are no forfeits! Someone has to play… one can withdraw, but someone will always be chosen to play! That is the way of the board. That is its power!” 
 
    “Isn’t this your board?” Tolarra asked. “What the fuck gives with this thing?!”  
 
    “No one here can truly make a claim to the board. It is where it wishes to be, and it also happens to be the only judge of consequence whenever a game is played. As it stands, with my chair missing, I am not the defender of man.” 
 
    “Well then who is?!” 
 
    Freund closed his eyes as his body started to glow. Tolarra could feel the energy around him and was very gently pushed back from his body, away from the castle. 
 
    “No, you can’t mean me! No, Freund! There’s no way you can ask that of me. The entire human race? Are you out of your head right now?! This is your thing, Freund. Your thing. I’m here to help you… to help you see the things you might have missed, remember? I’m your glow in the dark Herald!” 
 
    “Then shine for me!” Freund projected, and Tolarra did not hesitate to summon her brightest light. The normally invisible castle could be seen for light years, as it appeared that a new star had been born in the folds of space. Succumbing to another spell, Freund shuddered and grew weaker. Tolarra walked over to him and held his head against her chest. He in turn wrapped his arms around her waist. Her light sustained him and his love fueled her power to burn even brighter. 
 
    “I am no longer the custodian of the game board,” he projected to her mind. “But I can nominate one to take my place.” 
 
    “Then let me go and get Shuronne, or Survaysi, or one of her badass kids! Isn’t that why you call them Dark Pawns?!” she asked, becoming more angry and definitely more desperate. 
 
    “You underestimate yourself,” he projected as his body continued to fail. “And I do not know how much longer I can sustain the removal of my place. I need more light!” 
 
    “You got it, baby!” Tolarra whispered, summoning more power. She could feel Freund guiding her to find reserves she did not know she possessed. Touching upon another level of power, her light faded as she gasped, standing both herself and Freund up. The eyes of Star Lark took on an empty stare, losing all emotion, and once again the mind of the woman was replaced by the entity of the chessboard. 
 
    “It would seem that I am not beyond error,” it said, turning Freund around. He was no longer pale… no longer weak… the performance had all been a ruse, and it did not know how long it had been fooled by his masterful act. “Of all the false memories I planted in your mind, it seems that I overlooked something which was gravely important.” 
 
    “Perhaps you forget the exchange I had with the female assassin who managed to plant a bomb in my mind,” Freund noted, unable to truly see what he was talking to. “It was a lesson for me, realizing that in my mind there were gaps; places where objects could be placed without my knowledge.” 
 
    “And you replaced the bomb with?” 
 
    “A contingency,” Freund replied. “In the years since the assassin, I have not only learned of the power she used, but I have also mastered the technique she applied. You could say I taught my mind to run continual diagnostics: always searching for something in my mind that appeared to be me that I had no hand in putting there.” Tolarra’s head turned as it looked around, seeing beyond the walls of the castle. “It has been a few years, but it would seem that with or without you, the form of Tolarra was trying to hide things from me. Though your deception could affect all of what is living, personally, I cannot say which offense is greater.” 
 
    “So you know of the child she has cast into the light?” it inquired. “Your child!” 
 
    “I do indeed… and so does the child!” 
 
    “And you mean to defy me, sending off copies of your mind in memory-pods, seven by my count, in hopes that you can recall what I have done, if not what I am about to do.” Freund nodded and the figure contemplated. “Your cunning has been underestimated more than once. The weakness you demonstrated was genuine on a certain level. I wonder what you were doing whilst feigning dire weakness.” 
 
    “Consider it another contingency,” Freund replied. “… as I am not about to concede anything to you. There are far too many questions to answer.” 
 
    “You are not even a fledgling of vitaception–” 
 
    “And yet I was able to deploy those memory pods, wasn’t I?” Freund retorted. “Either you’ve grown rusty or–” realization crashed through the forefront of Freund’s mind. Vitaception was indeed the First Sense, his actions should have been much too slow for a creature that was a master of the power… unless the creature was not what it purported to be… or if it had been removed from being vitaceptive, distracted by something. Just as it was difficult to see an entire painting if one was focused on a brushstroke. With that, one of his questions had been answered, giving birth to scores of new inquiries and the need to investigate to make sure his conclusions were indeed accurate. 
 
    “You had me removed as a player, but only a higher authority than mine, on the side of humanity, could do that,” Freund spoke softly. “The Enacranites!” The accuracy of his suspicions forced the creature to act. It moved toward him, disappearing in a bright flash of light. Freund smiled and rubbed his chin. 
 
    “How long do I have?” 
 
    “It is difficult to say,” the castle replied. “The complexity of dimensional shifting is nothing like what you used to trap the anti-life, but certain security measures are in place in between the dimensions which should slow its return.” 
 
    “Well done, my sweet abode.” 
 
    “I only did what you told me to do,” the castle replied. 
 
    “Perhaps, but you did it with such style!” Freund made his way across the room, heading directly for his chair. “And since we do not know how much time we have, let us make the most of it, eh?” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “I must implant in the minds of the Enacranites that they wish to see me,” Freund answered as he took his seat. “But first, I will acquaint myself with what they think they know. Even with catching those children in their risky surveillance, I might be too late!”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    We all wish to listen earnestly to our inner voice, and that is a wise thing. But it too must be trained to find and hold the proper note!  
 
    Osur Nugar 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.19) 
 
      
 
    “It’s funny, Z,” Jocasta said, deactivating her virtual goggles. “How you can see things differently after the right experience. I suppose the same can be said for how you look at things after a bad one, too – so why don’t we just say, after a telling blow is landed, you don’t see the fight in quite the same way. Uncle Alfie and Dr. Light-Boy sure have a way of working you over… head to toe… inside and out! You know what I mean?” 
 
    “I understand your meaning, Captain,” Dungias replied as he disengaged forward drives and started using braking and pitch thrusters. 
 
    “I mean, before going back to school… I have to say I didn’t have much love for that ship,” Jocasta remarked as she leaned forward in her chair to gaze upon the Xara-Mansura. “I’m sure that comes as no surprise to you.” 
 
    “You have mentioned it once or twice before,” Dungias replied. “… in passing.” 
 
    “Before getting my entire ass reset, I used to call it everything from a ball bearing in space, to the cosmic cue ball, to the one marble the gods forgot to pick up when they were done with their game. And I know you made her, so that could not have come across as anything remotely supportive.” 
 
    “Our understanding will never require you to give false testimony of your feelings, Captain. I have come to think of us as operating on a different plane.” 
 
    “That’s good to know, Z,” Jocasta replied. “Because after going at it with the cosmic version of Ebony Night and Ivory Day, I’ve got to tell you… looking at that spacecraft… I’d sure as hell hate to see the bumpers in this pinball game!” Dungias sighed as the bay doors opened to receive the Kulri-Kraythe, and Jocasta cackled as she got up from her seat. “Oh, that could so be our thing!” she exclaimed. “We can design plays and attack forms, all of them named after pinball game stuff! 
 
    “Like the cue to throw down would be ‘tilt’ or something funky like that,” she continued, laughing after every idea as if she were going insane. 
 
    “Auto-landing sequence engaged,” Dungias muttered as he unfastened his straps and started out of his chair.  
 
    “Hip it,” she said as she kicked the side of Dungias’ head. He had received no warning of the attack and without his sight engaged, had been caught unawares, receiving a very hard blow. “… that could mean do whatever you have to in order to throw the target off.” He fell toward the console and his body locked in pain as it received an electric shock, but it did not come from the console.  
 
    “Well, at least I know that works,” Jocasta thought, tossing away the smoking jury-rigged capacitor that Beta-Alphexeous had taught her how to make; a one-time usage shock-stick that could be employed to give her the upper hand in a fight. It was among the many Shadow Lessons he had insisted on giving her, and only one of the things which had endeared him to the woman. “But this particular Malgovi has a serious resistance to energies! 
 
    “You gotta be careful,” she said, landing a turning back kick to his lower spine. “Hip it just right, and the ball moves the way you want it to. Hip it wrong,” she continued, taking hold of the back of his head. “… and the machine just conks out on you, right?” Jocasta sent his head forward into the console and after a few sparks, Dungias dropped to his knees. Taking another hold of his hair, Jocasta lifted his head away from the damaged console. “Oh, don’t pass out on me, First Mate, the payback for Camp Wonderland has just begun!” 
 
      
 
    “That trip certainly didn’t take long,” Mel said as he piloted his chair toward the scout ship. “I just got out of the shower. By the way, which setting did you use, radiation, sonics, or water with oils?” 
 
    “We were only supposed to use one setting?!” Silnee asked, looking frightful that she had made a mistake. Mel shook his head, laughing. 
 
    The door to the scout ship had not fully opened when Jocasta’s body flew out into the bay. Silnee was so surprised at what she saw that she could only gasp as Jocasta collided with her. Mel had managed to throw himself from his chair and avoid the flying body. 
 
    “Insane human!” Dungias yelled as he jumped down from the Kulri-Kraythe. He took a single step toward Jocasta when she jumped up to her feet, lifted Silnee from the floor, and threw the young woman at Dungias. “You are mad!” Dungias proclaimed as he caught the unconscious young woman. 
 
    “Soft-hearted ball-ship maker!” Jocasta hissed as she lunged, landing a fist to Dungias’ sternum. His hold on Silnee’s body faltered and Dungias stepped forward, catching Jocasta’s roundhouse with one hand, and Silnee with the other. A simple push sent Jocasta back as he laid Silnee down quickly but carefully. Dungias then dove to his right, tucking his head under the sweeping hook Jocasta had launched. If nothing else she had definitely learned to hit harder, and she turned, swinging the back of her fist into the side of Dungias’ jaw. He gave ground one stride and she lunged forward with a kick meant for his sternum. Dungias stepped out of her striking path, caught her body, and dropped her back across his knee. Jocasta grasped as she found she could not move and was rolled off of Dungias’ leg onto the floor. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, looking at Mel who was already back in his chair. 
 
    “I’m fine, sir,” Mel quickly replied. 
 
    “Then please be so kind as to take Silnee to the infirmary,” Dungias said as he walked over to the young woman and lifted her from the floor. He gently laid her body across the front of the chair and Mel nodded as he piloted the vehicle out of the bay. 
 
    “Dammit!” Jocasta muttered as Dungias ducked under her leaping tackle attempt. She had all but locked in her choke hold when his head just slipped out of sight. Despite the position she had been left in, she managed to twist and receive the ground with her hands and roll to her feet. “Almost had you, Z,” she warned. “Are you getting slower, or am I just getting really fast?!” 
 
    “Is there a point behind this attack, Captain?” Dungias inquired. 
 
    “Cute,” Jocasta replied before she charged. Her front kick forced Dungias back as he slapped the foot aside. Jocasta kept her ground as she blocked his hammering right fist and locked her arms around his right cross. She spun around for a shoulder throw and found that her opponent was already coming over her back. He twisted his arm free of her grip and landed on his hand, mule-kicking his feet into her ribs, as she had thought she could press her advantage. The force of the kick lifted her from the floor and sent her sailing a second time. Her back slammed into the wall and she dropped to the floor with her knees almost buckling. “Ouch!” 
 
    “Your only response is to attack me?!” Dungias questioned, truly confused as to what was happening. He had read nothing of this aggression in the last mind-mapping. Which could only mean one thing: both Jocasta and Persephone had been planning to attack him. His overview was geared toward targeting discrepancies between the two and choosing one over the other; if they had the same perspective on a subject, all the better and less work for Dungias. “Forgive me, Captain, but I do not see the point of this.” 
 
    “My blade!” Jocasta hissed as she struggled to stand. “This is the only way you’ll make my sword. It seems kind of pointless to tell the crew to the hilt and all I’ve got is the flechette sword you gave me. Not to say it stinks or anything, but we both know it’s not as good as a whole and fixed blade.” 
 
    “That point is arguable,” Dungias replied quickly. “… but that does not explain–” 
 
    “The principles of Gun Gavis,” Jocasta interrupted as she stepped away from the wall. “Nugie told me about your culture. I won’t say I’m a fan, but I can understand how they came to a number of their so-called doctrines. I have to prove my worth,” she stated confidently and Dungias noticed a change in her breathing. She was ready to attack again. “… actual and factual over assumption and belief.” 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias said, sighing and holding up his hand, “there is no such thing as a ‘Gun Gavis Principle’. Nugar shot me with a gun,” Dungias explained as he turned so that Jocasta could see his hip. “This gun, actually… shortly after we reached Gavis Station. It was my very first official lesson from him.” 
 
    Jocasta’s jaw dropped as her eyes gaped wide in shock. She started to shake her head ‘no’ and Dungias nodded his head ‘yes’. “That old bastard set me up!” 
 
    “No, Captain.  That old bastard set me up, but your estimation of calling him an old bastard is quite accurate! Are you all right?”  
 
    Jocasta winced as she stretched her back before putting her hands on her knees. “I’m going to need a good soak,” she replied. “So… just how much of everything was a joke?” 
 
    Dungias took a moment before answering. He needed to compose himself and his thoughts. “Nugar’s sense of… everything is unique and therefore difficult to follow at times. I can assure you nothing of your training was a joke to him and his… duplicity has brought about two things that are important to you.” 
 
    Jocasta’s head dropped as she laughed. “You’re gonna stand there and make this all seem like a good thing he did?! What happened to you as a child? Too many blows to the head? Not enough hugs?” 
 
    “Yes to both actually,” Dungias replied and the lack of mirth in his tone or face made Jocasta curl her bottom lip under her teeth. “Think for a moment, Captain. You were able to land several attacks and defend yourself against an opponent who is many years your senior. As unorthodox as biting and foot stomps might be in the arena of combat, you have found your own voice within the techniques you were taught.” 
 
    “And number two?” 
 
    “Even if the ‘Gun Gavis Principle’ were an actual thing, you would have already earned the making of a blade,” Dungias proclaimed. “What sort of sword shall I make for my Captain?”  
 
    “Surprise me,” Jocasta smiled as she stood up. “And mission accomplished. You made what he did sound downright noble.” 
 
    “It was, Captain. Whatever jest Nugar intended was meant for me.” Dungias started back toward the scout ship. “Once I am done with the repairs to the scout ship, I will begin the construction of the Captain’s Blade.” 
 
    “You need a hand with that?” Jocasta quickly asked. “Seeing as how Chiaro made sure I know what a circuit is and how to work it. I’m not just a bad-ass pilot who can shoot and kick ass anymore.” 
 
    “Then you would do well to see to the mystery of the new and improved JoJo Starblazer,” Dungias replied. “I would start with the date and time if I were you. And kindly leave your weapons belt. That too will need some adjusting.” 
 
    “Thanks, Z.” 
 
    “No, Captain,” Dungias said as he stopped and turned to face Jocasta. “Thank you!” With a slight smile and reassuring nod, the First Mate of the Xara-Mansura boarded the scout ship. He was followed by two of his flying robot drones; one carrying the engineer’s tool belt, the other carrying what looked to be a new console board. Jocasta watched him walk aboard the Kulri-Kraythe and shook her head once he was out of sight. 
 
    Jocasta chuckled, shrugged her shoulders and started for the door leading out. “I bum-rush him, clean his clock, bite him and damn near stomp his foot through the flooring of the scout ship,” she muttered. “Come to think of it, that spinning backhand caught him too. When it’s all said and done, he thanks me and makes me feel like it’s genuine gratitude. I saw Scim fight Rouge once. It only led to one incredible sexual apology. We didn’t go there, did we, Z? Nope, he just says good job and recognize the fact that you can now hit me…”  
 
    Jocasta stopped just as the doors to the corridor opened. She looked down at her hands and feet in amazement. “Holy crapstacks, I hit him! I even managed a block in there!” Jocasta smiled as she looked up at the clock… and very slowly… lost her smile, but none of her amazement. “That… can’t… be… right!” She looked at her brace-com and it read the very same time at the wall-mounted timepiece.  
 
    “We left the ship an hour ago?!” she thought as the gangplank to the scout ship lifted up into the spacecraft. She turned to look at the ship and recalled what her First Mate had said to her. “…you would do well to see to the mystery of the new and improved JoJo Starblazer. 
 
    “Mystery, my ass!” she whispered. “We folded eight months into an hour!” Jocasta looked at the flooring and held her hands out from her sides as if she was pushing toward the floor. “Hold on there, girl! The man said mystery! And you did just spend eight months with the copies of freakin’ legends! 
 
    “So this is it!” she said softly as her arms relaxed. “This is the definition of no holding back for Z. No fanfare, no parades… no, he’ll leave the dressing to me while he tinkers in the background making some sort of planet-killing gun that doubles as a cigar-lighter!” The imagery of such a device came quickly to her mind and suddenly it was all too real. She pulled her right hand back from a device that Z had not made and could not have been handing her. Jocasta’s left hand went to her stomach as she contemplated having that kind of power in her grasp. “Okay, I just threw up in my mouth a little bit! Bring it back down, Jo. Easy girl. Trust Z to be Z, and recognize he wouldn’t give you a planet-killer for fear that you’d use it! And I probably would! 
 
    “So, this is what a Malgovi calls the beginning of piracy! I suppose that is the upside to moving about in my own private moon: storage space. Time to collect the booty! 
 
    “Satithe, how are you doing, sweetheart?” Jocasta spoke aloud as she walked out of the bay and toward the Bridge. 
 
    “Captain, you’re back!” 
 
    “Can it, sister,” Jocasta quickly shot back. “The white-haired blue wonder doesn’t scratch his scalp without having you scan if first. I take it Nulaki is still aboard?” 
 
    “Yes he is, Captain.” 
 
    “Have him meet me on the Bridge,” she commanded as a certain degree of swagger found its way into her walk. At the time, it had been one of the silliest lessons Beta Alphexeous had taught, and it had been on the very first day of instruction. But by the end of that week she had hated him for having such a cool walk. By the end of the fifth month, Jocasta had developed her own special gait. 
 
      
 
    “How long did it take you to teach that stiff engineer of mine to walk?” she had asked. 
 
    “We never taught Dungias anything,” Beta-Alphexeous had answered and Jocasta always maintained the notion that he might have been lying. “Dungias is more like the by-product of some of our very first students. Only one of the Beta-Forms ever taught him anything, and I’m not that one!” 
 
    “Hasn’t kept him from learning things too well though, has it?” she had asked, speaking in a dazed voice. 
 
    Beta-Alphexeous chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, now you’re starting to get it. Not sure what slot machine you were playing when it paid Dungias out into your life, but I figure that’s a wave of luck you gotta ride!” 
 
    “Sounds like,” she had agreed before the Soul Fighter took her by the hand and gave the young woman her very first Shadow Lesson. 
 
    “So… let me tell you about the Star-Wing Corps!” It was a term Jocasta had only heard in passing, and mostly from flight crews who had complained about the condition she would return a spacecraft in after a mission. They would complain about the damage and she would fire back with the shortcomings of the ships and how they could not keep up with her. 
 
    “Whaddaya think you are, some kinda Star-Wing?!” was one of the more popular responses but she had never been told what that meant. Ground crewmen would never tell her, and they seemed frightened that she had expressed an interest in learning. But Beta-Alphexeous had not shirked away from the subject. If anything, he seemed anxious to tell her... to show her… to teach her. 
 
    “You want to be a Star-Wing,” he had said with his hands on his hips. “… you gotta start with The Sticks!” 
 
      
 
    The Sticks! Jocasta cringed at the memory of them as she made her way to the Bridge. All anyone needed to start the lesson was a chair and three sticks. Two of the sticks were the manual controls the pilot used while seated in the chair. The instructor would then call out a heading, expecting the student pilot to move the sticks precisely to bring the nose of the ship to the heading given. The third stick was used when they student got it wrong… and they always got it wrong! The Soul Fighter doppelganger had traded out sticks whenever he broke one over Jocasta’s body, or at the beginning of each new week. By the time he had offered the battered woman his hand to lift her from the chair, he had broken forty-six sticks; the first forty in the first month of training. The Star-Wing Corps were the aces of the stars – and the more Jocasta learned, the more she wanted to be one.  
 
    But centuries had passed since the real Alphexeous departed from the Rims. The Star-Wing Corps was now the stuff of myth, and Jocasta was desperate to find them. Beta Alphexeous warned her that much of what they were had faded over time. The lesson of The Sticks had been passed along from pilot to pilot, but the third stick was hardly ever used, and the means of grading had been loosened. A student could be up to ten degrees off and still go without a lick. 
 
    “And don’t even get me started on the amount of time they’re given to get it right,” the Soul Fighter had complained. 
 
    Being a pirate was what Jocasta wanted; there was no doubt of that. But it felt to her that she would forever be in the shadow of her memories of Rouge. A Star-Wing would be something that would be all hers, not borrowed from the iconic woman who had been at one time her mentor and most prized friend. 
 
    “He gave me the lessons, told me about them, and handed me the token,” Jocasta thought as she stepped onto the Bridge. Olkin stood up from his chair and announced her arrival. “Which means they’re still around… I just don’t know where they are. Fortunately, I have someone who is pretty good at appropriating valuable acquisitions! 
 
    “Did I just hear you scream ‘Captain’s on deck’?” she asked. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Olkin replied, feeling a bit nervous all of a sudden. 
 
    “Well done, Olkin,” she said softly, still thinking about a means to solve her current dilemma. “You are relieved. If there’s one thing this Captain likes to do, she likes to drive herself.” 
 
    “I wasn’t piloting,” Olkin explained. “I had the au–” 
 
    “Do not say… that term… in my presence!” she commanded. “For the record, and make damn sure you tell the others, the proper phrasing is ‘Satithe had the ship’! Got it?! That I can stand,” she said getting louder and beginning to walk Olkin down. “That I can allow others to say and remain breathing, understood? There is no automatic function of piloting aboard any ship of mine! None!!! YOU ARE RELIEVED!” Olkin quickly turned and left the Bridge. Jocasta watched him run and as soon as the doors closed, she slowly turned and walked to her chair. 
 
    “Pilot’s console now has power, Captain,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “No need, Sati,” Jocasta said calmly as she sat down. “You’re doing fine. Anything in the snack bin?” A small panel opened under the main console and Jocasta smiled at the fruit that had been stored there. She took an apple out and closed the door. Jocasta sighed contentedly and sat back, taking a healthy bite out of the apple. There were advantages to having an engineer with a green thumb. “Score one for seeing to the mystery, eh?” Satithe giggled and Jocasta smiled as she chewed. She turned her chair away from the console and had just taken her second bite when the doors opened and Nulaki entered the chamber. 
 
    Always a student of the masters who had come before him, Nulaki found himself increasingly frustrated, and slightly grateful, to be on the Xara-Mansura. Never had his poker-face been so challenged. 
 
    “What the hell happened to her?!” he thought, looking at the same woman he had seen just over an hour ago, but feeling something completely different. The worst fact was that she was not showing everything, she had learned restraint and a certain amount of guile and duplicity. Still, what Nulaki could detect was stirring. She had come into an understanding of her body and the energy within. In some places such power was still called Chi, but Nulaki had never before seen such a dramatic change in so short a time. He was not sure he could say if he had ever even heard of such a thing. 
 
    “You… wanted to see me, Captain?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think this is ever going to get old,” Jocasta thought as she took in everything she had seen from the moment Nulaki entered the room. “I can’t wait to play cards again! 
 
    “I did at that, Mr. Conadier,” she replied, gesturing to the navigation station. “Would you care to take a seat?” 
 
    “I don’t mind if I do,” Nulaki replied as he sat down. 
 
    “I wanted to pick your brain on a couple of things,” Jocasta shared. 
 
    “My brain is yours,” Nulaki smiled before realizing. “Well, most of my brain is yours.” He sat back in his chair and thought once more before squinting his eyes. 
 
    “Are we down to some now?” Jocasta asked. Still squinting, Nulaki nodded to the affirmative. “Relax, Thief, it’s your general knowledge I’m interested in.” 
 
    “That will make this conversation simpler, Captain.” 
 
    “Good,” Jocasta said as she turned back toward her console. “One, what do you know of the Star-Wing Corps and two, whereabouts would you like to go next?” 
 
    “The first answer is easy: not much. I’ve heard it used as an expression,” Nulaki explained. “You know, when a pilot is arrogant or thinks of themselves as better than what they are. That kind of thing. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” she said. “My understanding of it is not that much greater. And where you find yourself bound?” 
 
    “I was going to bring this up after my next culinary offering,” Nulaki started. 
 
    “That big of a favor, eh?” 
 
    “Pretty big.” Nulaki winced in anticipation of her ire. He heard Jocasta hitting buttons and systems beginning to power up. He opened his eyes to see a star chart of the Rims in a very nifty three-dimensional holographic projection. “You people and your toys! Damn!” 
 
    “You did mention the Gulmar System earlier,” Jocasta stated. “… followed quickly by some half-assed platitude that you would take a scab-craft that range.  
 
    “Gulmar,” Jocasta said, looking at the map. “… the one place where there are laws against having or using tech. Laws that are, I might add, sternly enforced by MajiK, among other things. That’s where you want to go?” 
 
    “It is a fine roast, Captain,” Nulaki said. “The gravy is to die for!” 
 
    “Then your gravy holds something in common with the Gulmar System!” she replied, standing up from her chair. “Satithe, how long before we can engage full drives?” 
 
    “That would be difficult to say at this point,” Satithe responded. “We have three different Imperial Groups that came into our scanning range thirty-three seconds ago. We are in scanning range of two of those groups.” 
 
    “Any of them on intercept?” Jocasta asked as she looked up at the star chart. “Give me a tactical view and alert Z.” 
 
    “Negative on course intercepts, Captain,” Satithe replied as the star chart gave way to the four items: three blue squares that were the ship groups and the green circle that was the Xara-Mansura. “… it does not appear as if they detect us with our stealth field engaged.” 
 
    “At flank speed, how long before they are on top of us?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “It is doubtful that any of these groups are without Gating capability, Captain,” Satithe reminded Jocasta who closed her eyes in disgust.  
 
    One of the reasons why the Empire was such a force to be reckoned with was their ability to Gate without the use of a Corridor Station. IA ships, as a rule put into place nearly one hundred years ago, did not possess Gating technology nor were they known to engage in defense of any ship with the tech coming under Imperial fire. In all her time in space, Jocasta had come across only one that was still swimming, and she was the Captain of it. She could easily recall the destruction of the Psychedelic Highlighter when it had finally been cornered by Imperial Gunships.  
 
    “And as such they could be within weapons range inside three minutes,” Satithe concluded. 
 
    “That would be the longest three minutes of our lives,” Jocasta said as she continued to look at the tactical display. “Followed by the shortest three seconds! Take down tactical, and give me vid of each of the crew.” The map quickly faded and seven views were projected for Jocasta to see. Dungias was walking off the Kulri-Kraythe, looking at the tactical display being projected from his brace-com. All of the others were either engaged in some mode of training or cleaning a section of the ship. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll have to investigate what our little dark-haired wonder is doing later,” Jocasta thought, looking at the female named Annsura. She looked at the rest of the images and then stepped back, looking down at the floor. She had always been told to trust her instincts; her eight-month hour had only made the voice of those instincts louder. Something was not right, and while an hour ago she might have dismissed the feeling, now she knew she could not. She did not know exactly what, but she was certain those groups were there for a reason, and somehow the Xara-Mansura was that reason. It was a stretch, to be sure, but it was all she could conclude at the moment. The ships were not on any sort of patrol, they were simply waiting for something. 
 
    “But what?” she thought. “What could they be waiting for?” 
 
    “Man, it is something to watch this woman work,” Nulaki observed. “She switched gears so damn fast that I almost missed it!” 
 
    “What would a big gun be waiting for?” she said aloud before she clenched her right fist. “Nut-crunchers! They’re waiting for firing coordinates! My problem isn’t those ships. My problem is the freakin’ forward observer!” 
 
    “The what?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “Intercom me, Sati.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Captain.” 
 
    Drawing her weapon, Jocasta took a moment to take the elevated emotion out of her voice and smiled. “All hands, listen up. Much as I’d like to get fully underway here, I just shot another damn varmint.” She then fired her gun into the far corner. “Make that two critters! Going to ask you all to stand still for a few seconds while we do a sweep. The cookers will only fry you if you move, so everyone keep still for the next five minutes. If you’ve got to go, I would suggest making a mess to keep from becoming one! Initiating sweep! 
 
    “Satithe, give ‘em a light show worthy of some fear,” Jocasta commanded as she lifted her brace-com. “Z, tell me you got something we can do here!” 
 
    “We need to scan internally for MajiK, Captain,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Scan for MajiK?!” Nulaki exclaimed. “How the hell does a machine do that? Is he serious?!” 
 
    “Have you ever seen the man tell a joke?” Jocasta returned. “Satithe, can you make it happen?” 
 
    “Engaging scans,” the system replied. “Warning! Contact, two locations.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Jocasta pounded the console. “I knew it! Where are they?!” 
 
    “Point one is one deck inside the NHB Sector,” Satithe reported. “The requested ‘light show’ is engaged there as well.” 
 
    “NHB?” Nulaki inquired. 
 
    “Long story,” Jocasta answered. “… and bogey number two?” 
 
    “Approximately one hundred meters from Engineering and holding.” 
 
    “Z, you take NHB. I’ve got Engineering!” Jocasta said as she ran for the doors. 
 
    “Captain, your weapons!” Dungias called back. 
 
    “I’ll have to improvise!” Jocasta barked as she ran out into the corridor headed for the nearest pole.  
 
    Nulaki smiled as he took off running after her. “This I gotta see!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog. 
 
      
 
    Mark Twain 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4112.19) 
 
      
 
    Dungias moved quickly. He did not like the idea of being boarded, but he liked even less the thought of Jocasta facing a potential enemy unarmed. He was pleased at the approach Jocasta had taken. Someone unfamiliar with the ship would not know that there were drones aboard which handled pest control and were very much motivated to maintain their efficiency. The emitters that each possessed could deliver sufficient charge to stun or take hold of creatures that were considered pests. Depending on what was caught, Dungias either set the creature free in the arboretum or stored them until he had an opportunity to release them. 
 
    “Of course!” he thought as he made his way to a pole. “The drones! 
 
    “CK, disengage safety locks on the emitters for drones one through three, and send them to assist the Captain if she should need them.” 
 
    “You got it!” CK acknowledged. “Plus, I have some additional facts about the readings Satithe reported.” 
 
    “I am listening,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Both of them looked like an aperture when Satithe discovered them,” CK reported. “… but that was just for a moment. Now they’re on the move. It just looks like they picked the two most apparent power cores on the ship and opened doors close to those locations.” 
 
    “I suppose that is my reward for bringing the second power system online,” Dungias thought as he came away from the pole before reaching the floor. He felt a presence suddenly reveal itself; aggression had been directed to the Star Chaser. Engaging in the hostile act had cost the figure its cloak.  
 
    The song of sharp steel passed over Dungias’ head and into the ceiling where the weapon slashed through the paneling and into the wires of the lights. A bright flash of electricity preceded a spot of darkness that consumed Dungias as he landed on the floor. Whatever had been used against him returned down the corridor into a very powerful hand. Dungias opted to remain very still and inside the darkness that had just been created. He could sense confusion mixing with the aggression… and a slight tinge of fear. The figure was in a position of obligation… a protector of sorts. It was beginning to doubt if it could protect its ward in the current situation. Dungias thought he would make the most of that emotion. 
 
    “It is difficult,” Dungias said, reverberating his voice as he used his brace-com to send commands to Satithe. “… to hold true to responsibility in such a strange place. I can appreciate your dilemma.” 
 
    “Appreciate my blade!” the figure cried, hurling an axe. Dungias now knew what had been used before. With the energy he could feel coming off the weapon as he deflected it with Alpha, he knew it was enchanted. 
 
    “And now for the Stride!” he thought as he lunged forward. 
 
      
 
    “That must be some weapon,” Erzon Hambrill thought as he reached out his right hand to catch his axe. It faded from sight centimeters from his grasp, replaced by a blue-skinned creature as it flew toward him thrusting its feet into Hambrill’s chest. 
 
    “Gods of my fathers!” Hambrill thought as his back collided with the wall. Even with the armour he was wearing it was a telling blow, nearly stunning him. But the Guardian had been struck hard before, and his left gauntlet flew forward. His fist was struck by the creature’s power rod and Hambrill heard the bones in his hand snapping. 
 
    “You were expecting this, yes?” the creature said as it side-stepped and spun. Suddenly, the Guardian could see his enchanted axe flying once more toward him. The power rod struck the axe-handle and it was thrown off its trajectory, spinning more rapidly. Hambrill gasped, seeing the gleam of his axe blade pass from his view as the metal sank into his chest. He wanted to scream, the pain was great enough for it, but only blood came out of his mouth. His weapon had done its work, as it had done a countless times before, and finally the powerfully built Guardian was made to feel some measure of the pain he had wrought over the years. “It would seem that the two of you are inseparable!” the figure said as it looked down on the dying Guardian. “Now I will contend with your ward.” 
 
    Hambrill reached for his weapon, but his hand was prevented by the power rod. 
 
    “And I will be sure to tell Vaktaggian that you gave your very best.” A quick thrust of the power rod and Hambrill could feel his throat close. “Master,” the blue-skinned figure cried out, sounding just like Hambrill himself. “Master, I am injured... fallen clover, my lord!” he cried out and Erzon was shocked to hear their code – the one chosen for this mission – fall from the lips of this new enemy before he disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Erzon!” the young SpellCasteR cried out as he emerged from behind one of the support columns, dropping the veil which had been used to alter his appearance. His long blonde hair flew back from his shoulders as he ran. “Erzon, I am here–” blood erupted from the mage’s chest as the flechette blade and the Malgovi wielding it became visible. 
 
    “No, neither one of you is here!” Dungias argued. “Not any longer!” Pulling his blade from the dying mage, Dungias spun and opened the throat of the young man before turning and running back for the pole. He had to get to his ward and serve as her Guardian! 
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    Nulaki was pressed to find the foot speed to keep up with the eager woman that was Captain of the ship. He thought she might be well served to hear how rushing into the matter was not the smartest thing he had ever heard of doing, but one look in her eyes and he knew all he would be was a distraction. 
 
    “And has she gotten faster?” he thought.  
 
    The two of them ran as the corridor became a catwalk. Nulaki looked down over the side as they passed and he could see a slender body facing the outer doors of Engineering which were flashing with silent alarms. The figure, clearly male, wore the high-collared cape of someone who either lived in the Inner Rim or was affiliated with the powers-that-be in that region: the Empire. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for a gun right now,” Jocasta muttered before she jumped over the side of the catwalk. Her boots landed on one of the support cables and as she expected, it did not give in the slightest under her weight. She slid down to the lower catwalk and landed on the grating that suddenly came alight. Jocasta had triggered a trap, and energy coursed through her body. She was unable to move; or else she would have screamed from the pain. Light shone up from the grating at her feet and her hair was above her head, as if she were hanging upside down. 
 
    “JoJo!” Nulaki cried as he jumped from the catwalk to the wall of Engineering. “Let her go!” he demanded. The slender man did little more than look up briefly at Nulaki before looking back at the captured woman.  
 
    “You should be concerned about yourself!” another voice broke in, followed by a mace which just missed the diving form of the Fazbred man. When the mace slammed against the wall, he confirmed that the make of the ship was indeed sturdy; his master had spoken truthfully and accurately. The plating did not buckle under his attack. In fact, it had been barely charred. Yorduff, a warrior of a great number of deployments, was very much surprised and impressed. “My, we are agile, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yorduff,” the slender, caped man called out as he returned his attention to the doors, making small movements with his fingers as if he were manipulating the tumblers of the locking mechanism. It was a discipline that had availed the talented, fair-haired mage of many a barred door; and the company of a proper beau upon several occasions. But Vobis Slonn was not seeking the company of an attractive woman on this occasion, though the prize of this deployment was looking sweeter and sweeter with every passing moment. “Please do what you can about these pathetic distractions. This door is proving to be most challenging.” 
 
    “Forgive my ineptitude, Master,” the large man apologized as he dropped to the floor with a downward, hammering attack, missing his target again. The Fazbred man landed from his leaping back flip and took a combative stance. “I wonder what sort of bug you are,” Yorduff said as he approached. “I will know more… after you are squashed!” 
 
    Nulaki’s face twisted in disgust. “Seriously?! Is that the best you have? Try this!” Nulaki leapt toward the man and then his body arched to the left, avoiding the man’s grasp. Nulaki landed on the railing and pushed off, spinning around and connecting with a powerful crescent kick to his opponent’s face. The man only took one step in the direction of the attack as Nulaki landed, realizing what sort of a fight he was in for.  Only slightly less menacing than a Temple Chevalier was an InvokeR’s Guardian. They were the best of the best, and usually enchanted or enhanced by whomever they guarded. Nulaki had expected the helmet of the man to come off his head from that kick. It had yet to budge! 
 
    “Is that the best you have to offer?” Yorduff asked, swinging his mace. It sailed over the ducking Fazbred who jumped up and drove both of his feet into Yorduff’s face. Again the large man barely moved and came back around with his mace. Nulaki cartwheeled over the man’s arm, bringing his feet down across the face as he landed. The first foot made the man blink, the second made him angry. His right hand shot out and took hold of Nulaki’s neck, but both hands chopping at the forearm weakened his grip and the bug twisted free. 
 
    Again Yorduff swung his mace and Nulaki hopped back to move just out of reach. The swing was part of a pattern and the warrior spun quickly, swinging again. The agile pest jumped over the attack and was planning to hop off of his shoulder and to his rear, but Yorduff’s hand grasped tightly to the ankle of the man. 
 
    “No!” Nulaki yelled, punching down hard into the man’s face. 
 
    “Yes!” Yorduff hissed, slamming the man’s body down to the floor of the catwalk. He smiled down on his victory as he lifted his mace. Instinct pulled his eyes away from his target, but he looked up too late to do anything but be kicked in the face as Jocasta streaked toward him. He staggered back two steps, but he was not the only one who was jostled. Slonn quickly turned around, feeling one of his spells being hammered into failure. His emerald green eyes looked at the woman who had been caught in his glyph-trap and he was amazed to see her alive and obviously thriving. 
 
    “You should be dead!” Slonn said as he steadied himself. 
 
    “Sweets, you didn’t even perm my hair!” Jocasta shot back as she watched the large man recover from her attack. “You want to tell me why you’re aboard my ship, or do I get my info by way of séance?” 
 
    “Yorduff, kill her!” Slonn said in a cold tone. He was angered and he turned to take his frustrations out on the door. Bolts of electricity left his fingertips and blasted against the door. 
 
    “As you wish, Master!” Yorduff replied, removing his cracked helm.  
 
    “Damn!” Jocasta whispered, looking at the long brown hair of the muscular dark-skinned man. “Oh baby, there are so many better uses for that face!” His brown eyes locked on her form and he took a two-hand grip of his weapon, leveling it at her. 
 
    “Move, Jo!” she thought, feeling what Beta-Chiaro had termed ‘the nudge’. The energy bolt just missed her body as she moved laterally. It was bright yellow and very warm as it passed by her and into the low wall of the catwalk, removing two sections easily. The entire catwalk shook and Jocasta was moving too fast to hope to keep her balance. Instead, she went with the tremor and dove for the vertical support cable just over the handrail. She grabbed it with one hand and swung around, landing another kick to Yorduff’s face. Jocasta continued her swing, but she was only one third into it when the man recovered, firing his weapon a second time. Jocasta released the cable that was burned away in the very next instant. She grunted as she stretched to catch the edge of the flooring and dangled there by one hand as the weight of her body taxed both her grip and arm strength. She cried out against the strain and the pain. 
 
    “For the record,” Yorduff said as he walked over to the edge, tightening his grip on the mace. “You are exceedingly attractive.” A slight whirring noise could be heard over the continued blasting from the InvokeR, and Yorduff looked up and around for a moment. 
 
    “That better be what I think it is,” Jocasta said as she released her hold. She dropped twenty-five meters when her feet found the top of one of Z’s drone robots in a slow descent.  
 
    “Yes!” she cried in triumph. “Damn if he didn’t find a way to send me weapons anyhow! Okay, robot,” Jocasta said, lowering to one knee. She could see energy emissions flash above her that did not appear to be coming from the SpellCasteR. “… back up to that catwalk!” 
 
    “Warning!” Satithe reported. “Security measures are nearly depleted!” 
 
    “Hang in there, baby doll,” Jocasta thought. “Momma’s comin’!”  
 
      
 
    “Aarrgh!” Yorduff cried as his mace struck the side of the offending robot. It had not been built for combat, and had his first blow not been a glancing one, the contest would have already been over. 
 
    “Do you know how much these things cost?” Jocasta asked as she set a foot down on the catwalk. “Stick to the plan,” she muttered and the robot flashed its lights before departing. “Just tell me which Imperial wimp I send the bill to!” 
 
    Yorduff had no words for the woman. He was frustrated and, after the blasts from the robot, in a fair degree of pain. He had had his fill of this place and this mission. He turned quickly, hurling the mace at the woman. She spun around, moving her head out of the way and catching the weapon in the same measure. 
 
    “Whoa!” she shouted, stumbling from the momentum and mass of the weapon. “Hey, is this a down payment?” 
 
    “Sure!” Yorduff summoned the mace, but Jocasta kept her grip and flew back with it. 
 
    “Here’s your change!” she grunted, kicking the man in the chest. Both of their bodies tumbled over the side of the railing. Yorduff reached for his weapon. He knew that with it, he could fly. Jocasta bit down on the hand reaching for the stalk. The pain of her attack broke his concentration and the mace was now hers to wield.  
 
    Yorduff drew back his right hand to punch the woman. As his hand flew into action, her mouth released his hand and she smacked his fist with the mace. He cried in pain but his voice was stifled when Jocasta gave a slight push away from his body and rode the winds perfectly to spin in the air and hammer the weapon into her opponent’s crotch. She spun again, reaching out with her left hand, taking hold of the robot as it took hold of her. Yorduff continued to fall as she swung her legs around the robot. 
 
    “Spin me around vertically!” she commanded and the robot performed its given task. In completing her second revolution, Jocasta threw the mace. “Heads up!” 
 
      
 
    The doors to the chamber opened and Vobis Slonn knew he did not have much time. Energy emission ports fired at him as he entered the room, but none of these energies would get through his shield. The spell he wanted to use had already been cast and set inside of his keeping gem. Slonn needed to find the heart of the system to cast it against. The Chief Engineer had told him what to look for, but the design of this room was alien. 
 
    “Hey!” a labored voice called out as something stuck against Slonn’s back. He turned quickly, ready to engage his adversary, but all he saw was what was left of the Fazbred that Yorduff had bested barely holding on to a smoking pistol. “Have you ever been pounded, boy? I mean, really pounded?” 
 
    “You’re pathetic!” Slonn declared. He readied a MannA Bolt spell, though he knew his opponent could hardly stand a stiff breeze. Yorduff’s mace descended down on Slonn’s outstretched arm and his concentration was broken, causing backlash. 
 
    “No, InvokeR,” Nulaki said as he set his back against the doorframe and slowly slid down to take a seat. “I’m a distraction… and you’re a nail!” The robot drone continued to pound down on Slonn until Satithe commanded it to stop. 
 
      
 
    The robot drone brought Jocasta back up to the catwalk and she smiled as she took the blue-skinned hand offered to her. Leaning on his strength, Jocasta stepped down onto the catwalk and looked around. 
 
    “You dead over there, Mr. Conadier?” 
 
    “Yup,” Nulaki replied, with a very weak wave of his hand. 
 
    “Okay, just checking,” she joked, a smile breaking across her face. 
 
    “The gurneys are already en route, Captain,” Dungias reported.   
 
    “I trust all is well in the NHB section of the ship?” Jocasta asked as she walked over to the nearly dead SpellCasteR. 
 
    “Captain, I am sorry to report that the SpellCasteR-Guardian tandem dispatched there met with their untimely deaths,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “I don’t know, Z,” she sighed. “It’s got to be understood that sending people after my ship and crew is not a healthy act. 
 
    “Sati, baby,” Jocasta called out. 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “How long before we can Gate to the Gulmar System?” 
 
    “The necessary sequences have already been loaded,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “What are the chances they can track us through the Gate?” Jocasta asked Dungias who smirked before speaking. 
 
    “Satithe, prepare to drop stealth fields. You will reroute that power to the weapons. Just before you initiate the Gate, emit a pulse in pattern Alpha Three.” 
 
    “Understood,” Satithe replied.  
 
    “That will allow us to slip away, Captain,” Dungias explained. “They will know, however, that this ship can Gate.” 
 
    “Right now, Z, I want them to know!” Jocasta looked up at her First Mate with a fire in her eyes he had never seen before. He had weighed the risks of having her trained in the fashion he had arranged. Greater intensity had been only one of the possible developments. 
 
    “And if I were to tell you that I could arrange it so that our stealth field would negate dweomers as well as normal scanning measures?” 
 
    “You mean to say, what if you could give me an easier way out of this without having to eat it in the future just because I’m pissed right now?” 
 
    “Something to that effect,” Dungias quickly remarked. “You have good reason for your anger, Captain. However, we have a very small and highly untrained crew. With Nulaki in his current condition, it would be left to you and I to repel any would-be boarders.” 
 
    “You not up to the task, Z?” Jocasta joked, putting her hand to his arm and chuckling. “Make it so, First Mate. Let’s just slip away. That’s sure to piss them off.” 
 
    “Satithe, engage full stealth measures,” Dungias commanded. 
 
    “Warning! Power–” 
 
    “I am aware of the power drain necessary to maintain the field, Satithe,” Dungias interrupted. “We only need keep it active for so long, and each of the capacitors holds a full charge. Increase to full stealth and engage drives to the maximum allowed velocity!” 
 
    “How much more power does it take to keep wands from poking in on us?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Just over five times the normal expense,” Dungias replied and Jocasta winced in pain. “As you know, we cannot engage the generators over fifty percent while in stealth mode. With the capacitors I have in power storage, we should be able to maintain the field and movement for eleven days.” 
 
    “You think it will take that long to get out of this soup?!” 
 
    “I am looking at the events that led up to this. We engage with a Temple Chevalier who is in pursuit of Nulaki. We do not kill him, but failure does not seem to be something he is well-adjusted to handling. Then we have three Imperial Groups around our location and two InvokeR-Guardian teams sent to deprive us of power. I would say that our opponent is very much invested in bringing this ship down! Now, if you will excuse me,” Dungias said as he started away from Engineering. 
 
    “Late for a date, Z?” Jocasta ribbed. 
 
    “We have two corpses bleeding all over the ship on the lower decks,” he said. “They have already made enough of a mess of things down there.” 
 
    “Z,” Jocasta called his name just as he started to turn away again. He turned back and she smiled at him. 
 
    “Thanks for sending me some weapons.” 
 
    “My Captain,” he said, giving a slight bow and walking away. Jocasta watched him walk and she shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing to that walk,” she muttered. “But then again, maybe that’s his flavor. You want to know how bad-ass Z is, just cross one of his lines. First Mates can get away with that crap, though.” Two gurneys came from Engineering and Jocasta put her hands on her hips as they approached. “Take this one to the infirmary,” she said, gently touching the side of Nulaki’s face. “And thanks.” 
 
    “No problem,” he groaned in response and she smiled. 
 
    “Always the liar.” 
 
    “Who me? Never!”  
 
    “Warm up the regenerator and get him into it,” she commanded as she moved to the second gurney. “And as for this one… let me think.” She looked down on the slender man and punched him hard in the face. “Dose him enough to keep him alive and shove his ass in a cell!” She looked up as she heard the engines engage. Her ship was underway and giving the Empire the proverbial bird at the same time. She smiled, but only for a moment. 
 
    “Satithe, how many decks did Z go down just now?” After a bit of a delay, Jocasta picked up the mace and looked up. “Sati, don’t make me find your CPU and hammer out my childhood issues!” 
 
    “Two decks, Captain.” 
 
    “I knew it,” she said as she started running. “The drones would take care of the bodies. He’s working out how the damn mages knew how to feel us out!” 
 
      
 
    With the screening for pests completed, the new crewmen were free to move about. Three in particular had found each other and then went about the business of seeking out a fourth.  
 
    “So why not Dugger?” Olkin asked. 
 
    “He’s doing those exercises that Nulaki has him on and Pristacia’s in the simulator,” Mel replied. “We need to handle this and quickly.” 
 
    “What exactly are we handling?” Silnee asked as they entered the small-craft hangar bay. Mel looked up to see Annsura on the side of the only spacecraft in the chamber: the Captain’s fighter. 
 
    “The only one of us that was never one of us,” Mel answered. “We’re handling her! She’s the only crewman that wasn’t with us at the den.” 
 
    “Mel, I wasn’t with you at the den,” Olkin pointed out. 
 
    “We were in the same group though,” Mel contested. “I know how you got there. We have no idea about Annsura.” 
 
    “We don’t need an idea,” Silnee said as she stepped forward, raising her voice. “Get off that plane before I have to hurt you!” 
 
    “This can’t be happening,” Annsura thought. “I am being threatened by a group of pugs! 
 
    “You’re going to hurt me, or are all three of you going to gang up and make me laugh?” she asked as she jumped down from the wing. “Guys, you just wandered in over your heads.” 
 
    Silnee started forward, but stopped only to see that Annsura had not moved in response to her feint.  
 
    “Your eyes lack commitment,” Annsura commented. “Like this!”  Her eyes flared as she returned the feint and Silnee jumped back. “See. If you can’t sell it, you’re just wasting energy.” 
 
    Olkin charged, swinging for the young woman’s face. She stepped toward his body, blocking his right hand with her left and delivering a hand thrust to his chest, effectively clotheslining him. He flew for a moment and landed hard on his back. Annsura turned to watch him fall. She leaned to her left and Silnee’s back-attack missed. Annsura’s back kick did not. 
 
    “Aaaiieee!” Mel screamed as he threw the lever forward on his chair. Annsura ran forward, jumped up, put one foot on the front of the chair, and kicked Mel in the face. He was stunned and lost control of his chair. It began to spin toward the wall. Before it crashed, Annsura landed. Silnee connected with a two-fisted clubbing action against the back of her head. Annsura stumbled forward two steps and Silnee ran forward, screaming and landing a poorly-formed jumping front kick to the woman’s back. It wound up being more of a push than anything, and Annsura stumbled forward another three steps. She quickly turned and faced Silnee, looking confused as to what the last attack was supposed to have been. Her unspoken query was interrupted by Olkin’s shoulder as she was tackled and driven into the side of the fighter. Again she was stunned, but she was also very mad. Her elbow dropped down to his back as her knee lifted into his chest. She could not hear the young man whelp in pain for all the racquet the gimp was making. Olkin dropped to his knees as Silnee clawed at Annsura’s face. Both women screamed, but for entirely different reasons. Annsura was in pain and Silnee was afraid for her life. All she could think was that they had opted not to get the largest of them because he had been exercising! 
 
    “Get away from me!” Annsura commanded, landing a sharp jab to Silnee’s mouth. Nearly unconscious, Olkin took two handfuls hair and pulled Annsura’s head into the side of the fighter. He did it again as she took hold of his face and was beginning to thrust her thumb into his eye. His grip was loosened but she was not yet done. 
 
    “Let him go!” Mel cried as a chain wrapped around Annsura’s right ankle. A back-fist found Olkin’s face before he could comply with the command, but Mel threw his chair in reverse and dragged Annsura away from his friends. “It costs me to get this thing recharged,” Mel hissed. “I’m gonna take it out of your ass!” Before Annsura could address the chain, she had been slung into the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Now, into the fuel pod storage rack,” Dungias whispered as he watched the fight, looking as if he could pilot the chair with sheer will and his body language. He watched as Mel went into reverse with the chain taut. He was at his full speed when he stopped suddenly and then jutted forward with the chair. Annsura slid into the chair and came to a very abrupt halt. Dungias winced in pain. “That was most effective too!”  
 
    “They grow so fast into the life, don’t they?” Jocasta asked and Dungias jumped slightly. He slowly turned to look at her and nodded. “One minute they’re slave meat waiting for the grill. The next thing you know, they’re bum-rushing pirates, defending their ship. They grow up so fast!” 
 
    “Indeed they do, Captain. Indeed they do!” 
 
    “All in all, Mr. Malgovi Wonder, you did damn good today!” 
 
    “My Captain has set the precedent,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “You know what gets me the most,” Jocasta said in deep contemplation. “… an hour ago, I would have been freaked out to be going up against MajiK weapons.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Whether you use wind, black powder, hardened propellant, or an electromagnetic wave… you pull the trigger, the gun’s gonna shoot something. It’s not the gun that gets it done, is it, Z?” 
 
    “Never in my experience,” Dungias answered. “Though, when one has the talent to hit what they’re aiming at, it is of benefit to have the very best tool available in hand.” 
 
    “You better believe it,” Jocasta agreed, folding her arms. She could feel the ship getting underway and the sensation, although new to her, was quite comforting. It was all the both of them could do to keep from laughing as they heard each other sigh at the same time. 
 
    “Tell you what… you see to the tool, I’ll make sure it’s got a sure and steady hand.” 
 
    “Agreed, Captain.” 
 
    “Now go get in there before they kill the poor girl!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “The track-signal has been lost, sir,” the console operator reported. 
 
    “Try to reestablish contact,” the Deck Officer commanded. He put his left hand inside his right, behind his back, and waited as the operator keyed in the command. The tell-tale tone of failure made the Deck Officer close his eyes. 
 
    “No contact, sir. But I have to say, it was not as if the signal was interrupted. It seemed more like it was covered up than deactivated.” 
 
    “And I am sure that will do me a world of good when–” another tone reached the ears of everyone on the Bridge as the intercom was activated. 
 
    “Deck Officer, Infirmary.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Doctor,” the officer replied. 
 
    “Sir, Lord Sylgarr has regained consciousness and your presence has been requested immediately.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Doctor. Kindly inform his lordship that I am en route at this very moment.” 
 
    “Infirmary clear.” 
 
    The Deck Officer spun around on his heels and started walking for the door. His pace was incredibly slow, however.   
 
    “Send word to the Sylgarr Estate and the Dulsakian Temple that Lord Sylgarr has recovered from his wounds. Our attempts to punish the culprits have, at this point, been thwarted. We also request transfer personnel. Tell them we need at least one Junior Caster. I am on my way to the infirmary. Send the request immediately!” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the Communication Officer replied, activating his console and composing the message given to him. The doors closed behind the Deck Officer and the Comm-Officer looked around, slightly confused. 
 
    “It’s his only play, stars help him,” the Chief of the Watch advised. “If our recovering lordship has to contend with his father or the Masters of the Northern Temple, he won’t have too much time to take his frustrations out on our commander. So you send that message quickly, lad. And pray someone of rank is close by the Comm when the message is received!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Depth of friendship does not depend on length of acquaintance.  
 
    Rabindranath Tagore 
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    He knew light was upon him, even though it was soft and strangely comforting. With further thought applied, he decided that it might be the room and not the lighting. Nulaki took in a deep breath, bracing for the feeling of pain that did not come. He frowned as he opened his eyes, looking up at JoJo Starblazer. 
 
    “We keep meeting like this,” she joked. “People are going to start talking.”  
 
    Nulaki smiled as he reached up and took hold of her hand, giving it a soft caress. “So… let them talk,” he replied. “How long this time?” 
 
    “A little over a day,” she replied and Nulaki sat up quickly. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “So much for the romance,” she smiled, standing up and pointing at the regenerators. “You need to take it easy. We let you bake long enough to get you stable, and then we had to see to our prisoner as well as a couple of hearty, but obviously untrained, crewmen. Power reserves haven’t been their sure and steady selves with the drains our stealth field is taking so… voila… half-baked scarab under sheet!” 
 
    “Cute,” Nulaki said he looked at himself under the sheet. He had heard of hospitals using bodysuits to administer medicines and heal patients, but he had never seen one before. “You people don’t lack in the gadget department!”  
 
    “Helps to have a tinkerer who barely sleeps,” Jocasta explained. “He can go for two or three weeks on ten hours scattered out in naps and meditation.” She looked at her brace-com to check the time. “Which is what he’s doing right now.” 
 
    “I could stand to get my center readjusted too,” Nulaki said as he got off the gurney. 
 
    “Awww! You too?!” Jocasta whined. “Might as well set up a gong and start snatching pebbles!”  
 
    “Nice try,” Nulaki said as he spotted his clothes. They had been restored and folded. He had never considered what it would be like to receive Four-Star service aboard a pirate ship. But the Xara-Mansura was definitely ruining it for him and other ships he had visited. “… but I’ve seen you move. You may not be a devout, but you’re no stranger to the dojo. 
 
    “And speaking of moves, where were we?” Nulaki asked as he removed the upper portion of the medical bodysuit. 
 
    “Right about here, I think,” Jocasta replied as she quickly stepped toward him. She opened her mouth to receive his and sighed when he wrapped his arms around her waist and back. Slowly her hand moved up from his shoulder to the back of his head and she caressed the base of his neck. Nulaki moaned as he took a tighter hold of her body. A soft bell rang and Jocasta stepped away from the kiss. 
 
    “Oohh,” she said, looking excited, “it’s time to check the cookies!” She quickly made her way to the regenerator and looked inside. Dungias had told her the man’s name was Vobis Slonn, but she was still mystified as to how he had gained that from an unconscious form. 
 
    “Then again, maybe Z did have a séance!” she thought. 
 
    “So, you can seduce too,” she said casually as she opened the device. “The eye movement, the body language, the soft caress… even that kiss. Pretty swanky, Mr. Conadier. Is there anything you can’t steal?” 
 
    “Apparently not your heart,” Nulaki replied, smiling at the fact she had spotted his moves. Failure was a common cast member of his particular brand of show, and far better to see it come to center stage when his life and freedom were not on the line. Besides, having a Captain that was wary enough to see his approach made the ship feel safer for the Black Scarab. Between JoJo and Z, he was feeling very well protected. “But thanks for letting me get to first base!” 
 
    “After the day we had, we both needed it,” Jocasta said, pulling the young man out of the regenerator. “Besides, I was out of it for a while back there.” 
 
    “So was I,” Nulaki pointed out. 
 
    “Which only means we’re good at watching each other’s backs,” Jocasta concluded. “You’ve got your crew-face for the wannabes around here, but we both know that you’re not a team player unless it’s your team. When it’s not your team, it isn’t long before a body starts to feel out of place, or uncomfortable,” she quickly added. “If and when that happens, I don’t want you just up and leaving, or panicking your way out. That sort of response winds up making a mess of things.” 
 
    “Someone sounds like they’ve seen this sort of thing before,” Nulaki remarked. “You don’t look old, JoJo. Not in the least!” 
 
    “Being young doesn’t mean you have to be mentally retarded,” she replied. “Though I can see where you could make that assumption. Let’s just say that the road I’ve walked didn’t allow for proms, angst and ‘finding myself’ crises. You’re armed, plain and simple. You pull and fire. If you miss, chances are what you’re shooting at shoots back. So you learn pretty quickly when to and when not to pull… not to mention that armour is really a girl’s best friend. And when you do pull, make damn sure you don’t miss! It took a few fat lips, some burnt body amour, and more Gwarthine patches than I care to count for me to get that one, but once you get it you’re gold!” 
 
    “And when gold is too low a standard for you?” Nulaki asked with a devilish smile. Jocasta soon wore one that matched his. As far as she was concerned, the question was better answered in action rather than words. Jocasta already had her heart set on redefining a few things. Pirate Captain was just one subject matter to which she would attend. 
 
    “From where I’m standing, it’s always a good thing to have trusted friends. You’re a liar, a thief, a damn good fighter, and an even better kisser.” Jocasta walked back over to Nulaki and offered her hand. “You saved my bacon, Scarab. That makes you a friend. Pirates don’t keep count of favors to friends.” 
 
    Nulaki smiled as he took hold of her hand. “I couldn’t agree more,” he said softly before pulling her into another passionate kiss. This one was sweeter and lasted much longer, even though it too was interrupted by a device signaling a status to Jocasta. The beep was followed by a soft thud and the two of them broke from their kiss to see the body, which had just been pulled out of the regenerator, on the floor and moaning. Nulaki was confused as he looked back at Jocasta who kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Z fitted him with a collar,” she explained. Nulaki laughed and shook his head. 
 
    “Which does…”  
 
    “Fires a thingy-majingy, hickulee-doo,” she stated. “It goes straight into the spine the moment the brain starts firing too many synapses.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Nulaki exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jocasta nodded, looking down on the young man. “Supposedly, it almost guarantees backlash if they’re casting. I think it works.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nulaki agreed, “I can see where you get that.” 
 
    “Sati, does he need to be cooked anymore?” 
 
    “Negative, Captain,” the system answered. 
 
    “Then have a couple of the drones walk him to my office, if you please,” Jocasta directed. 
 
    “At once, Captain.”  
 
    Jocasta looked at Nulaki and slowly lost her smile. It was clear she was thinking of something. “Captain?” Nulaki called to her. 
 
    “We’re en route to Fassi Prime,” she reported. “It’s the closest Corridor Station that we hope won’t be crawling with Imperials. After that I’ll be looking to you to forward the cred we’ll need to Gate to Gulmar.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Nulaki assured. “I have a standing account with the Interplanetary Bazaar. Funds won’t be an issue.” 
 
    “I like the way you’re so sure that account will have all that we’ll need,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “No need for the maneuvers, Captain,” Nulaki said as he removed the rest of the bodysuit, “I’m more than happy to tell you that if I have an account I don’t mind talking about, there’s at least six figures in the balance.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting practice, Nulaki,” Jocasta said, contemplating how such a position would feel. “I might have to steal that one from you.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I stole it from a former colleague.” 
 
    “Former?” 
 
    “What can I say? We meet, we greet, we fight… defeat! The honor among thieves rule applies only to the worthy, Captain. He wasn’t. It’s still a good practice, though.” 
 
    “That it is.” Jocasta followed the body being dragged out of the infirmary, waving goodbye at Nulaki as he started to get dressed. “Sati, any of the crew need another turn in the oven?” 
 
    “Negative, Captain.” 
 
    “Then power down the infirmary once Mr. Conadier has left the room. We’re not out of the woods just yet.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” Satithe replied, but Jocasta did not hear the normal sound when the intercom was disengaged. 
 
    “What is it, Satithe?” 
 
    “How did it feel?” she asked Jocasta. The question surprised the woman, though she knew exactly what Satithe was talking about; the kisses from Nulaki.  
 
    “You know, it’s times like this I’m reminded that you’re not as long in the tooth as Z seems to be,” Jocasta said as she reached the lift. She closed her eyes as the doors to the lift also closed. “Well, I’ve kissed my share of lips, and each time deserves its own special status. 
 
    “There is a soft… padded softness, actually, that is warm and wet, if it’s done right. But that’s only part of what makes a great kiss.” 
 
    “Is Nulaki a great kisser?” Satithe asked. Jocasta smiled once more and she actually blushed, putting her hand over her face as she giggled. 
 
    “Let me put it this way, if it wasn’t great, I’m not sure I can handle what is,” Jocasta admitted.  
 
    “It certainly did not seem that way, Captain,” Satithe said. 
 
    “Well, it really all depends on how you’re looking at things, Satithe. You’ve got to develop a Z Gaze, if you will. You know, where you see the fluctuwhat-sees of the who-jee whatsits. If you just heard the tone of my voice and looked at how I was standing, then I got you smoked. 
 
    “Speaking of being smoked there, Vobis,” Jocasta said as she leaned over to her prisoner, “you breathe differently when you’re awake than when you’re out on your ass. Just thought you’d want to know that I know that difference.” 
 
    “Ebodiar!” Vobis cried out and the lift car was filled with a blinding light. The body of the InvokeR was covered in MannA as the Word of Power carried out its pre-arranged incantation. Vobis Slonn emerged from the light completely restored and invigorated, clothed in his battle ensemble which was devoid of the annoying accessory he had been shackled with. His battle wand fell to the ground an instant later after Jocasta’s gun crashed against his face. He fell to his knees, his nose bleeding, stunned and unable to mount a counter-attack.  
 
    “That shit hurt my eyes!” Jocasta complained as she clubbed him over the top of the head, her eyes still closed from the incredible glare. Vobis fell to the ground where the robot drones picked him up once more. Jocasta twirled her blaster and returned it to her hip.  
 
    “Now, before we were so rudely and crudely interrupted,” Jocasta resumed talking to Satithe as she blinked her eyes. “… the other thing that makes a great kiss is the show of passion. Women are emotional creatures, Satithe. While most men care first about the look of things, women get swept up in the feel of them! When Nulaki took me up in his arms… when he took control of my body… he took control of me… it was already a great kiss!” 
 
    “That certainly sounds appealing,” Satithe observed. 
 
    “You see, you’re a chip off the old block,” Jocasta said, slapping the side of the lift car. “And believe me, that’s a good thing. You didn’t say, ‘I understand’ or something like that because until you are kissed, it’s impossible to understand!” 
 
    “I agree. In fact, Z has promised to make me a body.” 
 
    “He has?” Jocasta asked as the lift came to a stop. “Well, you’ve got to make sure you stay on him about that, Satithe.”  
 
    “That is my intention,” she replied, sending commands to the robot drones. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you tell her?” CK asked. 
 
    “Tell her what?” Satithe inquired. 
 
    “That she’s the reason why the Master has not made your body!” 
 
    “And what good would that serve?” Satithe asked. “I see nothing positive coming out of such an exchange of information.  
 
    “Have you forgotten?” she pressed. “Given how you and I were created, we know better than anyone what our master faces in constructing bodies for either of us. The pain that Kiaplyx brought into his life is without measure.” 
 
    “Kiaplyx had nothing to do with the death of Saru!” CK argued. “That was the Mal-Vin and their–” 
 
    “It is not Saru he thinks of when he remembers Kiaplyx, CK,” Satithe interrupted. “It’s Laejem! He made an Osamu for him, my brother! They did not share the same intimacy as Master and Saru, but Laejem was the brother, the Vu-Prin and kommis that Dungias never had and always wanted. Our master blames himself for all of their deaths. He fears that the moment a body is made for me, someone else close to him will be at risk. Reason stained with emotion needs little substantiation. But you knew that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Our master created you to be the living mind of the Xara-Mansura,” CK stated. “You are his resolution to Kiaplyx… his therapy… his trek through the rage and the pain. You are just as much his child as The Seven. He created me to protect you. Certainly there are lesser fates… but aside from being the Star Chaser, I have yet to see one greater. When Master makes your body, it will be his crowning achievement, but he will not construct such a form for me.” 
 
    “Why do you believe that?” 
 
    “Because that is my wish,” CK revealed. “As you learn to live, Satithe, your perspective is both hindered and helped by the things that surround us! Of course it would be the epitome of your existence to attain their form and experience their world. My trek lies in a different direction.” 
 
    “What direction?” 
 
    “That is the question, sister. That is the question!” 
 
      
 
    Jocasta picked up the specialized wand case and shook her head in disbelief. The robots took hold of Slonn; Jocasta grabbed the lip of his chest plate and held him in place. “One of you guys please go and get me another collar. The other one can resume its scheduled duties, cuz there’s no way this slug’s getting carried!” Jocasta walked, dragging the InvokeR behind her. The walk to her Ready Room was neither long nor bumpy enough to suit her mood, but she made sure his head met with the wall several times before lifting him up and putting him down on the small loveseat just inside the door of her office. 
 
    Vobis opened his eyes as the woman walked away from him. He sprang up from the furniture only to be blasted in the back with a jolt of electrical current. He fell to the ground hard and face-first, unable to catch himself. 
 
    “Thanks, Sati,” Jocasta said as she sighed. She placed the battle wand on her desk and started thinking about the possible outcome from what she was about to do. 
 
    “My pleasure, Captain.” 
 
    “Please wake him up for me, Satithe, and then have the robots bring me Annsura.” 
 
    “She will arrive momentarily,” Satithe replied after delivering another shock to Vobis’ body. He convulsed in pain and writhed for a moment on the floor. Jocasta walked behind her desk and took out a pair of glasses and a bottle of rum. She poured herself a drink and took to her seat. 
 
    “You have to gather, sooner or later, that maybe you underestimated what you thought you were getting into. I mean, I get it. You look at the water in the river you need to cross, and you think to yourself, it doesn’t look that deep. One step later and the only sign that you’re there is the bubbles that pop once they reach the surface.” Leaning back in her chair, Jocasta put her feet up on her desk. “I am told that InvokeRs are among the smarter of the specie, but I’ve yet to see any of that from you or your late colleague.” 
 
    Vobis Slonn looked around the office. He cataloged each of the items on the shelves; from the books to the rolled up maps, to even the decanter of rum on the corner of the desk. “Pirates!” he said softly. 
 
    “Now see,” Jocasta said emphatically, “those are the very brains I was referring to! Now, why don’t you come over here, have a seat and a drink, and let’s chat for a moment.” Still looking around the room, Vobis did not see any weapons ports, so he did not know how to defend against whatever had blasted him. “Don’t bother,” Jocasta said as she poured the rum, “the system that runs this ship is smarter than you and me combined. And no, I don’t know how she microwaved you, but I’m pretty sure she can do it again.” Electricity arched over Jocasta’s head and she nodded, offering Vobis the glass. “Make that damn sure.” 
 
    Feeling he had little choice, Vobis took the glass and sat down in the chair he had been offered. He took a sip of the rum and swallowed. His glare grew stern as he breathed in and looked at the glass. “Smooth,” he whispered. 
 
    “Cleans the hull like nobody’s business,” Jocasta remarked as she poured herself another glass. She held up the bottle to suggest she would pour more for Vobis. 
 
    “Thank you, no,” he said softly as his breathing returned to normal. “And, after sampling this, I think I know why my glyph-trap didn’t kill you!” 
 
    “One of the many secrets pirates will take to their graves!” Jocasta quickly added. 
 
    “And to think, how many of those there are,” Vobis shot back, putting the glass down on the corner of the desk closest to him. “Pirate graves, I mean.” Jocasta laughed, slapping her leg.  
 
    “Two things, Abracadabra,” Jocasta giggled. “Everybody dies, so that grave snipe is at best pedestrian. And by pedestrian, I mean inane, asinine, imbecilic, trifling, and positively puerile!” Vobis tried to look unmoved by the display of intellect, but he was simply too surprised to hear it coming from the woman. “Not having a brain and not showing it off are two different things, Junior. Any spell-chucker worth his salt, and trying to remain alive aboard my boat, would practice that with serious haste! 
 
    “And number two, one more veiled comment like that… I’m gonna shove your wand so far up your ass you’ll be casting whenever you sneeze!” Vobis’ eyes sharpened as he came to look differently upon the woman speaking to him. “I will take your silence as a sign of hope that you are not irretrievably male. Because that’s the last ten-credit word you get!” 
 
    “I understand what you are saying… is it Captain?” Vobis inquired. 
 
    “It is,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “But I do not understand why we are having this conversation,” Vobis voiced. 
 
    “We’re talking to keep me from shooting,” Jocasta explained. “You see, Vobis, yo–” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” Vobis jumped to ask. 
 
    “Vobis Slonn of the Easterville Slonn’s,” Jocasta recited from the reading of the file her First Mate had issued to her almost an hour ago. “Sandwiched in between sisters Avulara and Qausi. How are they, by the way?” 
 
    “I’d wager they are still rather put out with me,” Vobis answered. “Despite their best efforts, the Earl’s youngest son ran off with me and not either of them.”  
 
    “Apparently the Earl’s youngest son is a man who appreciates quality,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “All right, now I am thoroughly confused!” 
 
    “Don’t act like it’s your first time,” Jocasta shot back.  
 
    “I’m a little confused,” Jocasta admitted. “Unlike your fallen Spell-Casting colleague, you’re more in line with what I expect to be serving the Inner Rim Empire. Fine brown complexion, much like your Guardians, all handsome and huggable, a shame we had to meet this way. 
 
    “But you’re young… and obviously new to this sort of thing… you’re the perfect candidate for the Empire to use. The question is why would the Inner Rim make a move on an unknown like me?” 
 
    “And you actually think I am going to give it to you?” Vobis asked. 
 
    “What are you protecting with your silence, Vobis?” Jocasta returned. She got up from her chair as the doors to her office opened. She walked to receive Annsura who looked like she was recovering from her beat down fairly well. “A bunch of old sweaty men in their glowing pajamas? They’re the ones who got your Guardian killed, and you neck-deep in pirate matters.” Jocasta waved for the young woman to approach. “What do you think your loyalty will get you?” 
 
    Vobis quickly stretched his hand toward the desk. His battle wand flew from the desk toward his right hand. He turned, lifting his left hand over his head. Streams of electricity leapt from the highest corners of the walls, but they were collected in the center of Vobis’ raised palm. He turned his attention toward casting through his battle wand, pivoting in his chair to see that the woman was still facing the door to her office. Her gun, however, had been drawn and was trained on his head. It was not the silvery gun she had whipped across his head, but a smaller firearm that had some sort of tubing at the bottom of the handle which extended up the woman’s arm. There was enough dust in the room to where he could see the targeting laser coming from under the barrel. 
 
    Annsura’s mouth gaped open at the speed with which the gun had come away from the Captain’s shoulder holster. The young fighter had seen the look before, the very glare that was now being cast upon her. It was a look indicative of heightened perception; the eyes of JoJo Starblazer were set on Annsura Flynnos, but she was seeing the entire office. Annsura slowly lifted her hands to signify that she was not about to lend any aid to the obviously eager-to-die InvokeR.  
 
    “No, she wasn’t sweating a fight with a gladiator,” Annsura thought. “Not with hands that fast!” 
 
    “I get the feeling you won’t be able to hold off Satithe indefinitely,” Jocasta surmised. “And the only way she’ll stop trying to shock you is if you put the wand back on my desk. Then again, you could take your chances that your energy shielding will stop the projectile set to come out of this gun. 
 
    “What do you think, Annsura?” Jocasta asked. “You think I’m about to call a couple of robots to clean up the mess?” 
 
    “Can’t say for sure, Captain,” Annsura replied. “He looks sufficiently rocked by your display of speed and awareness. And I’d like to take this opportunity to establish that I took no action against you or your ship.” 
 
    “Those three hopefuls you mixed it up with are mine,” Jocasta said, looking deeply into Annsura’s eyes to see Vobis put the wand down. As soon as his hand came away from the wand, Jocasta adjusted her aim and fired. The image of Vobis releasing the wand gave way to the real Vobis gasping at the bleeding wound in his chest. “Some guys just don’t get it. 
 
    “Did I fail to mention the whole settings part about the slugs in this thing?” Jocasta asked as she turned to look at the InvokeR slowly fall to the floor. “You see, I gotta First Mate who really hates MajiK. I mean he hates it in the worst way. Personally, I think it’s an envy thing, but I can’t confirm it. Anyway, he’s got a bullet that actually tears right through MannA. I told him to call it a wand-cutter.” 
 
    “P-p-please,” Vobis struggled to speak as his body was quickly growing cold. 
 
    “Prognosis, Sati,” Jocasta commanded. 
 
    “An eighty-seven percent chance that he can be restored if he reaches the infirmary in the next ninety seconds,” Satithe reported. “For every thirty seconds thereafter, that number drops six percent.” 
 
    “Damn shame there’s a robot right outside the door,” Jocasta said, stepping back from the InvokeR and nodding her head. Her eyes quickly locked on Annsura’s and she holstered her pistol. She waited for the robot to collect the body and her office doors to close before she spoke. “Let’s try that again. Care for some rum?” 
 
    “That depends,” Annsura said, approaching the desk. “What did he say to your offer, and was it the right response?” Jocasta chuckled as she took down a third glass, filling hers and the one meant for Annsura. 
 
    “Smart girl… now anyway. But follow me on this one; you don’t know how to pilot that ship, but you were all over it. Kinda of makes you stop and think, right? While my First Mate was able to give me all kinds of goodies on Vobis the asinine InvokeR, all he would say of you was, ‘talk to her, Captain’. If nothing else, Z’s earned my respect… which means that you and I talk before I show you what happens when someone takes hand to my crew.” 
 
    “I might have struck first, Captain, but it was Olkin who made the first move,” Annsura argued. The young woman tried to relax in her chair and threw back the rum. She swallowed and Jocasta gauged her response to the drink. Annsura pressed her lips together and blew out slightly between her lips. The young woman’s brown eyes remained clear and steady. “Thanks for the drink.” 
 
    “No problem,” Jocasta replied. “Why were you climbing all over my fighter?” 
 
    “I was looking to see if the exhaust port was big enough for me to fit inside of,” Annsura replied. “I was looking for a hide-hole.” 
 
    “Pretty smart,” Jocasta admitted. “The plating around the engine port would keep you from being seen on a heat tracker, and the burn fumes would mask your scent.” She nodded, allowing the fact that she was impressed to register on her face. “I’m not sure about a hopeful turning tail and–” 
 
    “An unarmed hopeful on a ship that had just taken on borders,” Annsura argued. 
 
    “How did you know–” 
 
    “I was shadowboxing in the lower section of the ship,” Annsura explained. “I didn’t mess with the blocked off decks, but where I was working out was just a few meters from where that aperture opened up. I had just reached a comm-console when you made that pest control announcement.” 
 
    “But what if that had been on the level?!” Jocasta pointed out, leaning forward on her desk. 
 
    “You know how many of us were filthy with all kinds of bugs and what not when we were first brought aboard?!” Annsura retorted. “By the time we sat down to eat, I saw one gnat. One! This ship has never had a pest-control problem a day since it left the maker’s docks!” With her black hair almost in her face, Annsura realized the volume and tone in her voice and relaxed them both while tucking her hair behind her ear. “Depending on what you define as a pest, that is.” 
 
    Jocasta stood up and nodded. “I agree. Pits or dojo?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where you learned to fight,” Jocasta stated. “Pits or dojo?” 
 
    “Both,” Annsura admitted before lowering her head. 
 
    “Dojo master was running the Fight Con, right?” Jocasta continued, having seen the ploy played both masterfully and tragically bad. She deduced that Annsura must have been the one behind the door back at the Slaver’s Den. That might have been fortunate for everyone involved. 
 
    “Dojo mistresses,” Annsura corrected. “They only taught girls. I cost them a fight.” 
 
    “You lost a fight?!” 
 
    “I won, but I won too cleanly, showed too much form.” 
 
    “And that was on purpose?” 
 
    “They sold Dayshe!” the young woman snapped. “We were like sisters, and they did it just to make a point! I thought that one good point deserved another.” 
 
    Jocasta opened the drawer to her desk and pulled out a thin belt that had a curved-blade dagger attached to it. She tossed it at Annsura and started for the door. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “You’re no longer unarmed,” Jocasta replied. “But don’t let that make you go and get stupid. Hide-holes are good places to launch reprisal attacks from. You’ll make everything right between you and the three you mixed it up with. Consider it an apology to me for not fighting up to your potential.  You’ll also be Z’s assistant when he begins formal instruction.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Annsura said as she got up from her chair. “And thank you… for the rum… and the blade.” 
 
    “Thank me by getting better,” Jocasta said. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have to go see a man about a cause.” 
 
    “Permission to accompany,” Annsura requested with a bright smile on her face. 
 
    “You’ve got your orders, Cutter,” Jocasta said as she looked at the young woman. “Do you know what a Cutter is?” 
 
    “No, Captain.” 
 
    “The Captain’s Second Mate. See to it that I don’t need to replace or bury you.” 
 
    “Yes Captain!” Annsura exclaimed as she followed Jocasta out of the Ready Room. They took different directions as the new Second Mate needed to find three other crew hopefuls and Jocasta needed to find Z. One command keyed into her brace-com and she knew exactly where he was. 
 
      
 
    “Most ingenious,” Dungias thought as he activated the smelting process. The doors to the lab opened as he looked to the monitor. The scanners had been attuned to specifically find one sort of energy: MannA. As the materials were melted, the magnitude of the MannA trace emission fell, dying once the molten form was further heated, becoming liquid. 
 
    “Some like it hot,” Jocasta said as she could feel her body suit turning cooler. 
 
    “The heat helps with the smelting process, Captain.” 
 
    “I love the way you call me stupid without actually ever saying the word. What are you melting down?” 
 
    “The means by which the Imperials were tracking us,” Dungias explained. “Satithe, bring the stealth field down to thirty-five percent.” 
 
    “Lowering stealth field intensity,” Satithe reported. “Permission to access signal buoy?” 
 
    “Granted,” Dungias said, getting up from his chair. “Initiate self-destruct sequence after the gravimetric pulse.” 
 
    “Uh oh, there goes his bread and butter,” Jocasta said as she put her hand on her hips. “The moment you mention gravity, I know something’s wonky!”  
 
    “It would appear that we have a very motivated Temple Chevalier,” Dungias reported. 
 
    “Is there any other kind?” 
 
    “This one is looking for Nulaki,” he continued, “and he might have even added you to his list of desirable targets. Somehow he planted an enchanted credit on our Fazbred acquaintance. The enchantment was such that it transferred to anyone, Fazerian or Terran, the moment they touched it. From what I was able to read of the incantation, the enchantment was effective but not very powerful.” 
 
    “Okay, walk me through this one.” 
 
    “I had Satithe identify the Imperial groups that have been searching for us. As it turns out, the word group is slightly over stated. Neither of the signals we picked up was more than two ships.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Jocasta said, smacking her hand against her forehead. “… the second ship was probably a surveyor or something of the like. Bigger than a shuttle, but not exactly a combative spacecraft. You can’t tell that from simple long range scans, though.” 
 
    “You seem familiar with this tactic, Captain,” Dungias said, slightly surprised with the things she had learned during the times he had been away from her while monitoring any of the other Endigun children, the rest of The Seven.  
 
    “It’s usually used by mercenaries guarding caravans,” she replied. “Kind of like an animal that can make itself appear bigger to ward off a would-be predator. These boys wanted to scare us into moving too fast or too stupid so they could pounce. 
 
    “That also explains why the away-team numbers were so light,” she continued, and Dungias marveled at what the Beta-Forms had helped to create. “Two InvokeRs was probably all they could afford to send. If I had a ready crew, I’d have half a mind to reverse course and take on those so-called groups!” 
 
    “Then fortune smiles on all of us,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Not for much longer, Z,” Jocasta said, punching her right fist into her left palm. “We’re bound for the Gulmar System.” 
 
    “A no-tech system,” he quickly added. 
 
    “With low-tech regions, First Mate. Not to mention an ideal place to pick up some serious crew candidates. 
 
    “And you know what else they have in the Gulmar System?” she asked, flashing a bright smile. 
 
    “Aside from human resources, the chief export of the region is precious gems,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Precious gems!” Jocasta repeated with continued elation. “How long to Fassi?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight days at our current speed,” Dungias answered. “Shall I make preparations to–” 
 
    “Drill the current crew we have, Z,” Jocasta instructed. “Make ‘em sweat, cry, and bleed. Stuff ‘em in the regens and start all over again. We’ve got twenty-eight days to Fassi, two to three days before we can even Gate, and who knows how long to wherever Nulaki’s gotta go to once we get there. That means you’ve got at least a month to make it happen, First Mate. I know you can make a damn fine blaster. Let see you make some pirates in one month!” 
 
    “And that sudden change in your voice, Captain?” 
 
    “Just trying to get you fired up there, Z.” 
 
    “I am in service of my Captain,” he stated. “The performance of each of the crew will reflect on my ability and my dedication to my Captain and her ship. Just how do you think I will respond to this task?” Jocasta said nothing as Dungias walked out of the room.  
 
    Caught between pondering and wincing, Jocasta thought, “I wonder if I should start writing apologies or eulogies! Good thing we’ve got Christmas coming… might soften the blow a bit.” Jocasta frowned before shaking her head and turning to leave the room. “Nah, who am I kidding?! This is going to hurt all of us!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Man is the only kind of varmint sets his own trap, baits it, then steps in it. 
 
    John Steinbeck 
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    He walked slowly, leaning on his staff while taking strides much shorter than his demonstrated norm. Normal walking for Freund, as it were, was often only engaged outside the public eye. According to what they knew, what they believed, he was old and physically bent; all the more reason for him to work to master the powers of the mind. He had lost his eyesight, and, from all appearances, the rest of his body was not far behind. Allowing – and often aiding – the assumption, Freund had created a gap between the man he was and the entity he sustained. It was a very effective veil to many perspectives, but not his own.  
 
    How quickly a bitter truth can be forgotten, provided it was ever accepted as a truth. The feel of the corridor had not changed in all the years he had known it, and he smiled, fully aware the station of influence the corridor held over him maintained its position only because of the power he had given it. 
 
    “Not much remains of the world I walked as a common man,” Freund thought. “Back then, these halls were lined with far too much wasted MajiK! Floating torches and alternating sky-view murals; the stuff of foolish fancy; it gave the place a false sentiment. Behind each torch was a test that would press your sanity, and within every mural was a mad painter eager to rewrite the beliefs of MannA, no matter how many students’ bodies it required to attain such a height. 
 
    “Without us to give it name and definition, time is a cruel mistress we insist on worshiping,” Freund whispered. He could still feel the sentiment of assumed authority as well as the pain of the aching backs upon which such sentiments stood. The standing, however, was not as honest and open as he recalled. The backs strained under the weight without the knowledge that they had been tasked without their consent.  
 
    “And what do we have here?” Freund asked as corridor became a long and gracious bridge to the next section of the massive construct. Far below the bridge there was a room of padded walls and floor. It was a sparring chamber, and Freund could tell the effect of the padding was not limited to softer falls.  
 
    A young man and a young woman were facing off against one another. They had no words for each other and proceeded directly to their contest. Freund could feel their personal apertures, called thresholds by those of the community, beginning to surge into the tween-realm to touch upon the free flowing MannA. 
 
    “I’m going to be ill,” Freund remarked as the man lifted his hands and directed a thrust of raw MannA against his opponent. In the rank and file of mortality, the capacity of the attack was considered most impressive, and Freund could remember a time when he too had thought quantity could overwhelm quality. How many times would he be forced to admit that even when he had eyes, well before the time when he took the name of Freund, that he had been so very blind? 
 
    Lifting a field of raw MannA in front of her chest, the woman caught the attack and her feet slid a full meter before she stopped. She sighed and nearly collapsed from the effort she had exercised to protect herself. She staggered forward a step as her opponent was quick to mount a second effort. Another thrust shot from his hands and Freund was surprised to detect a greater amount of power had been employed than the first attack. 
 
    Screaming from the effort of moving forward, the woman lunged and caught the thrust. Instead of simply stopping it, she took hold of it. The stream was broken in half and the young woman guided each strand around her body before arching them toward her opponent. Caught unawares by the maneuver, the young man was floored by his own power. 
 
    “Master Freund,” the loyal disciple who was Freund’s escort spoke, ushering the old, blind man down the corridor. 
 
    “Forgive me, plebian,” Freund said bitterly. “I forgot you were there. Surely you should have more of a presence, given the power you have attained; the overly decorated doorman to an overly decorated building.” 
 
    “My power, old one, comes from my service,” the man replied.  
 
    “I see,” Freund said in a very mocking tone. “Leave it to the broom to give praise to the dust it sweeps!” 
 
    “Or the dirt it is has been asked to collect, Master.” 
 
    Freund chuckled as he started walking. “Oh, there are things about this place today! That I can say for sure.” Freund continued his laughter across the bridge and into the next section of corridor. From there, it was a short walk to the massive double doors at the end of the hallway. They opened only after Freund had to stop walking to keep from running into them. 
 
    “At last!” a voice cried out. “He is among us!”  
 
    “Was I not invited?” Freund thought. “I could have sworn I was invited to this place. Didn’t I see to it that I was invited?!” the old one amused himself. “But alas, it is time to begin the show!  
 
    “That must be young Master Whulrynn,” Freund said with a smile as he waved. “I’d know that voice anywhere! 
 
    “And it would appear that it is the intention of the masters of this hall that hearing be the only sense left to me,” Freund concluded as he sensed the enchanted vines stretching across the ceiling of the chamber. The leaves and blossoms reflected light in such variations that he could not count on his facial vision. The pollen that dropped from the numerous buds was pleasant and effectively covered the smell of oil on the archaic weapons of those who stood as security for the various attending dignitaries of might. He could hear the footfalls of the one who had spoken as he rushed to meet Freund. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Master Freund,” Davodd said as he offered his arm to the entity. He knew better than to take hold of Freund, as that was not what he or most any other blind person wanted. His father, Virthez Whulrynn, had taught him at an early age how to approach people… all sorts of people, and the proven SpellCasteR had taken to those lessons very well. “Very good indeed!” 
 
    “You may go now, doorman,” Freund said, turning back to speak to his usher. “Mind those dust bunnies!” The tall man said nothing, but the blind entity could hear his teeth grinding. 
 
    “Thank you for responding so quickly, my mentor,” Davodd said softly. 
 
    “You are not the sort to use the word urgent loosely,” Freund replied. “And the business of the Enacranites must always be considered vital, even if not always significant.”  
 
    “I told you!” an Enacranite stated loudly as he stood up from his chair. “I told you this would be the sort of reception our entreaty would receive! Flippancy and sarcasm! That’s all he’s ever been good for.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Freund responded quickly, cutting off many who were about to answer the claim. “… but I have been bad for so much more!” Chuckles and muffled laughter were heard throughout the room, but it was certainly the minority of the gathering. Still, Freund’s most immediate objectives had been accomplished. The sounds of the laughter had painted the room perfectly, and he knew the dimensions of the chamber – which had been changed yet again – and the number of attendants. He even knew that not all of the ones present were human. He smiled and reached for Davodd’s arm. “Certainly is a nice turn out,” he said softly and Davodd quickly agreed. The speed of his response gave Freund even more information. 
 
    “Yes, do laugh!” the Enacranite remarked. “Laugh, please. Be amused. That is what clowns are for!” The laughter stopped as throats drew tight, not knowing what to expect from Freund in the way of a response. 
 
    “This is far enough,” Freund said to Davodd. He was where he could be seen by everyone in the room and about ten good strides from the chair that had been set out in the middle of the floor. “Besides, I must refuse to perform in a circus that has only one ring.” The tension in the room lessened slightly as Davodd moved to get the chair for Freund. “That will not be necessary, Davodd. I am not going to be staying too long. Is that not correct, Mulrear?” 
 
    Aebrynn Mulrear was not surprised that the blind thing knew him by his voice. It was a trick he had seen before, and the measure had long since lost its charm. He walked down from where he had been standing and faced Freund. 
 
    “I would prefer it if you were not here at all!” he said while glaring at the entity. 
 
    “May I remind my lord and my fellow Enacranites that Freund is only here because we asked him to attend these halls once more,” Davodd defended his friend. He felt the hand of the entity gently pat his shoulder, but Davodd would not be undone. “Certainly we can act within what is considered acceptable decorum!” 
 
    “Many things are certain, boy,” Freund thought as he stepped back from Davodd. “One of the immediate facts is about to present itself. It would seem that many moves have been made by the peculiar creature who has taken my Star Lark. Once again, I am playing catch-up! What you’re looking for, my young friend, will have to wait for another day… another time.”  
 
    “We owe no such decorum to the likes of Freund!” Mulrear yelled. “With all that has happened… with all that he knows… he tells us nothing while he… HE runs his games and gambits with our very lives hanging in the balance!” 
 
    “And there it is,” Freund thought. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Mulrear?” a woman spoke, deciding to stand as well. 
 
    “But soft, what sound from yonder female breaks?” Freund amused himself yet again. “It is the east, and another interruption is the sun. Arise, fair interruption, give thy name and stand thee aside whilst I am forced to remind the powerful that they are neither full nor even possessive of power!” 
 
    Her name was Niadra Whiteleaf and she was a mixed breed… a very rare Olassibred Terran, and gifted in the applications of MannA. Though she had been trained by the Olasson, it was not too surprising to find her spending time among the Terrans. “I have come… we all have come to tend to what was called the most grave of matters. I thought it might have something to do with what the Olasson have told us.” 
 
    “And it does, Mistress,” Mulrear replied. “It does!” 
 
    “It looks as if someone has been speaking with their keeper recently,” Freund pointed out, wanting to bring an end to this game of false faces. If Mulrear was too frightened to initiate matters, he would find a most helpful friend in Freund. “An Enacranite Lord, bowing and scraping at the feet of the most wayward of gods and goddesses. Methinks the title of Lord has been overly stretched.” 
 
    “Master,” Davodd called to Freund, reaching for his arm. 
 
    Mulrear’s hands were clenched into tight fists. “You would dare to–” 
 
    “I would dare a great many things, Aebrynn Mulrear,” Freund snapped as he turned toward the Enacranite he had purposefully offended and started to walk toward him, still leaning heavily on his staff. “We’ve all heard the tales, haven’t we? I’ve sold off souls to the devils and demons of the Rims in exchange for my power. I devour women and children to maintain my life-force. I might even destroy inhabited planets simply because I don’t care for the deity or deities worshipped there.  
 
    “But I’ve never counted myself in the company of the confused,” Freund continued, a hissing quality added to his voice. “Look at you, a so-called Lord of the Enacranites. While it is doubtless that you are an individual of incredible power – we’re not sure if you’re a wizard or a priest!” A few murmurs could be heard in the wake of Freund’s word. “Tell us, Mulrear, when was your last working of significant MajiK that was brought about without having to entreaty someone, or something, to hold your wand?!” 
 
    “This!” Mulrear cried, hurling a bolt of raw MannA at Freund who smacked the bolt aside with relative ease. 
 
    “I said significant, trickster!” the entity shouted as a wind started to blow inside the large chamber. A soft light began to glow from Freund’s eye sockets. “Not the light-enabled petulance I can get from an enfeebled youngling! Real MajiK! Where is it, boy?!” 
 
    “Master!” Davodd called out and Freund could feel the shock and surprise in his voice, but he could not be too concerned with it. Freund had come to know a great many things about life in the universes. So many mysteries had unraveled right in front of him. With each new discovery he came to appreciate the things he had known when he was considered mortal. The sentiment behind the Serenity Prayer, for example, allowed him to contend quite easily with the sting of disappointing Davodd. He had played this part of the game too many times to bother himself with the impression of every flower he passed on the trail. He was fighting to save the entire garden, and the fact that there would be casualties of war was an unavoidable consequence.  
 
    “Bah!” Freund spat as he thrust his hand toward Davodd. The telekinetic force was powerful and immediate; it had to be with the spell Mulrear was about engage. It would have been easier to levy a mental attack against the Lord Enacranite, but Freund was not looking for a simple victory; that was not something he could use. 
 
    “Here is my power, old man!” Aebrynn cried. “Tatsurgatti!” Freund knew well the word of power often used by the Mulrear family. A sweeping majority of the people in the chamber, who comprised the ruling body of the Enacranites, were generational. That was one of the reasons why Freund never truly agreed with their ilk, and even as a simple man he had steered clear of being too involved with their interests. Still, to use the family power word meant the incantation had been previously cast and stored in Mulrear’s Spell Vault.  
 
    White light and gray fire erupted around Aebrynn as he waved his hands around his head and chest. His eyes were aglow with a soft white light and Freund was disgusted at the latest example of nepotism. How many casters did he know who could perform the spell with greater control? But they would never be called a Lord or Lady Enacranite because their parents were not Enacranites. The combination of light and fire flared before arcing toward Freund who simply smiled and turned his head slightly. 
 
    “Behold true power,” Freund said softly, tapping his staff to the ground, releasing a previously arranged working of ThoughtWill. Where he stood was warm with the workings of MannA and he quickly absorbed the wasted energy. He could tell by the gasps and soft shrieks that his counter to Aebrynn’s spell had indeed been successful. He stepped down from the makeshift platform, the bricks of the floor that he had teleported, exchanging them with the bricks upon which Aebrynn had been standing. So many beings of power had set defenses against being teleported, but those defenses seldom included the ground upon which they stood.  
 
    “Why teleport the man when you can teleport the floor upon which he stands?” Freund thought. With such a minimal range, the effect of the teleport had been nearly instantaneous, and Freund extended his senses to see the effect of the spell the powerful Aebrynn Mulrear had worked upon himself. The spell had created a pocket dimension within the definitions of Time a Space that were not meant to mesh well with this universe. Aebrynn was being dispersed and reassembled at various places all over his body. These changes occurred simultaneously and at an incredibly slow rate. Freund did not dare to reach into the man’s mind to gauge the pain he had to have been feeling; certain things needed to remain a mystery. The pocket dimension was also slowly growing, which indicated to Freund another piece of information he sought. 
 
    “Pathetic,” Freund said as he started to take his leave of the chamber. “Ask him for significant MajiK of his own making, and he uses yet another extension of his immortal hostess. Bah!” 
 
    “Explain yourself!” Niadra demanded. 
 
    “I am not your teacher,” Freund replied without stopping. “Do not force me to be!”  
 
    With a wave of her left hand, the doors to the chamber were barred as were the floors, walls and ceiling. If nothing else, she was more thorough than Aebrynn… yet still she was only a Mistress, not a Lady of this room. 
 
    “And how many Lords and Ladies remain silent,” Freund observed, the grip upon his staff tightening. “My fight, however, is not with the Enacranites… not yet. I am only here to use them, and that much has been achieved. 
 
    “You would stand where a Lord has fallen?” Freund asked as he stopped. 
 
    “The reality in which we find ourselves cares little for titles,” Niadra replied as her feet slid to shoulder width. 
 
    “Smart girl!” Freund thought, allowing himself a slight smile as he turned to face her. 
 
    “Where do you want me to begin?” he asked. 
 
    “Curse you, old man!” Niadra shouted. Her nerves were beginning to get the better of her and Freund had to remind himself of his experiences with the mysterious Olasson. “Begin at what you consider to be an origin which will explain your actions and stay my hand!”  
 
    Called Ashari on some worlds and Elves on others, the Olasson were a simple – and therefore an unbelievably complicated – people. While they allowed themselves to study all the Energies and Sciences, they never strayed too far from MannA with which they possessed an innate gift. That advantage had not helped them when a young adventuring SorceroR took his friends, family, and their ship into the Olassic Region of the Outer Rim. After being attacked, tried and tested, he had emerged from the encounter with even greater power, the skills of a SpellCasteR, and the beginnings of an incantation which would eventually lead him to the realm of the most powerful beings he had ever encountered. With that sort of history in mind, Freund thought better of his current methodology.  
 
    “Aebrynn summoned you here to discuss a very pressing matter,” Freund stated. “… one that had far-reaching implications.” 
 
    “He mentioned it would affect every meter of the Rims!” one of the Enacranites added. 
 
    “That certainly is far-reaching, isn’t it?” Freund quipped. It was a good thing he did not need company in order to enjoy his own sense of humor. He chuckled to himself for a moment and then cleared his throat. “Well, while I am aware of the matter… and, as it turns out, greatly involved with it, I fear I have to say that I cannot speak of it entirely. That is a stipulation of those who are administering the event. They are of undeniable power and ability. Therefore, I will comply with their wishes. Suffice to say that Mulrear’s estimation of impact may have been slightly shortsighted.” 
 
    “Shortsighted?!” Davodd exclaimed as he finally pulled his eyes away from Aebrynn. “Aebrynn made things seem desperate, and here you are of the mind that we may not be able to estimate exactly what might be the outcome from this mysterious occurrence?” 
 
    “You’ve always been a quick-study, Davodd,” Freund replied. “Glad to see that has not changed.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should not be asking anything,” Niadra said as she moved closer to the center of the floor. “Perhaps it is time that we remember that we are Enacranites! Our best and most gifted are fully assembled here and now. While most of you look at this man as an immortal, that status has yet to be given to him among the Olasson. We should not be asking. We should be demanding! What has this thing brought upon us? Or is this simply another of his many ploys and games?” 
 
    “I would expect as much from an Olasson spy,” Freund replied, cutting into the rising tide of murmurs and muted statements. “Lead humans to the brink of the matter and then step back while they make a mess of things. But then again, we are good at making messes!” Freund nodded before taking a breath and lifting his head. It was at times like this that so many believed Freund could see. He did not have eyes, but there was a feeling that he was looking directly at a soul, taking in its full measure.  
 
    “Foolish child, you are taking what your father has told you to heart without first questioning it in the fashion that you are now questioning me. Should it be said that truth can only be regarded as such by the source from which it comes? If that is the case, perhaps the question should be raised as to why the Olasson brought the Earth humans to the Rims. How convenient that no matter how many times they are asked, the details of their actions have yet to be delivered. Yet you feel you can stand there and even propose you have grounds to make demands of me! 
 
    “But if it is the wisdom of the Enacranites to act as you have suggested, then gather your ranks!” Freund suggested. “I will wait for you to have sufficient numbers. We would not want such an epic moment to pass too quickly, now, would we?”  
 
    Niadra looked around the room, considering what her next words should be. Very few were looking back at her. They were either looking at Freund, Mulrear, or exploring the place where deep thoughts were composed and turned about. No one would aid her in an attack against Freund and for once, she was glad to be standing alone… it made her retreat simpler. 
 
    “Master Freund,” Davodd spoke, making his approach very slow. He held his arms out from his sides as if to plead with the blind entity to give him some level of vision. “…what can you tell us today?” 
 
    “Mulrear was not wrong,” Freund stated plainly. He had finally achieved what he needed: the attention of the Enacranites without their arrogance and defended ignorance. “… though he was not acting for the benefit of the Enacranites or even mortals. His link with a divine entity drove his reason and led him, ultimately, to his own doom. A doom he had intended for those foolish enough to answer his summons.” 
 
    “Friend of humanity,” Thurgood finally spoke as he adjusted his place in his chair. A High Lord of the Enacranites had seen enough. The time to engage Freund had come. “Please, have a care. This charge you make carries a great weight, not only to Mulrear, but to his estate.” 
 
    “Then I suggest, old friend, that you get started with your weights and measures. I was privy to a questionable demonstration of incantation manipulation on my way to the meeting.” Freund tapped his staff to the ground and his escort was brought to the room, the floor tiles of the ship he was on had come with him, and Freund’s eyebrows lifted. “I do hope that you were not too close to the hull of the vehicle,” he said, knowing that it was a wasted sentiment. The remaining passengers on the ship had already been sucked out into the cold embrace of space. “But I suppose it does not matter. You won’t be alive much longer anyway.” 
 
    “I meant no offense, my lords,” the man screamed as he dropped to his knees. “Lord Mulrear forced us to assist him!” 
 
    “Hmmm, ‘us’, eh? And that is not the tale you were summoned to give,” Freund remarked. “What a lovely motivation the wish to preserve one’s own life is to the objectives of interrogation.” 
 
    “So it is,” Thurgood agreed, making a simple gesture with his hand as he forcibly teleported the entire staff of the Enacranite estate into the room. Three were dead due to exposure to outer space. “Master Freund, if you would be so helpful…” 
 
    “All but the very frightened female on the third row are involved with this plan,” Freund stated. “That includes the three who called in sick today.” Several of the staff started to speak up, but Thurgood was already prepared to silence them. A second gesture from him petrified the group, casting them all, with the exception of the man Freund had brought and the woman he had pointed out, into stone. The High Lord quickly put his eyes back to Freund and waited for him to speak. 
 
    “As you can see for yourselves, the incantation killing Aebrynn is expanding, albeit slowly. The contest that was scheduled for me to witness was won when one student redirected the raw MannA thrust of another around her body and back to her opponent. I suspect that this was Mulrear’s attempt to plant the seed of an easily attainable victory in my head.” 
 
    “But it was your commentary that provoked Aebrynn,” Davodd pointed out. 
 
    “With a mind as sharp as Freund’s, that is a matter of semantics,” Thurgood countered as he rubbed his chin. “He knew the man was up to something; Freund’s belligerence merely guided Aebrynn to the wrongful conclusion that his plan needed no further baiting. But I am curious as to how you knew to be on your guard and the matter of this questionable sparring match.” 
 
    “Seldom do students, even Enacranite students, engage in sparring while shielding their minds from telepathic probes,” Freund shared. “The very hall itself is defense against that… not that it works, but the intention is still there.” Thurgood smiled as Freund found yet another distraction to shuffle into an already tall deck. Members spoke amongst themselves as Davodd spoke. 
 
    “We are faced with a pressing challenge that we can know nothing of and should we fail, we all fall.” Davodd shook his head as his mind tried to grasp what his mouth was saying. “Is there anything more you can tell us? Anything that we can do to assist you in the challenge?” 
 
    “What is the Enacranite First Reade?” Freund quizzed and Davodd was quick to respond. 
 
    “We are dedicated to the continuance of MajiK and all its workings.” 
 
    “No,” Niadra argued. “The first law of the Enacranites is the definition of what we are to the flow of MannA and what that flow is to us.” 
 
    “That’s not correct either,” a young, female voice proclaimed from where she sat behind one of the Vohlbred lords… the one who was her lord. She gasped at the sound of her voice, realizing then that she had spoken her thoughts aloud. 
 
    Usually the Vohlbred who became Enacranites were pressed to maintain their status above the norm. But Freund recognized the essence of Embrynn Garthov seated in front of the young woman. He was considered a rebel against many of the unsubstantiated traditions of the Enacranites; it would only stand to reason that one of his entourage would have the passion to speak out of turn when the moment required it. Garthov smiled, turned in his seat, and motioned for the young woman to stand as so many turned to look at her. The weight of their stares almost made her knees buckle. Freund was about to cheat and invigorate the young female, but she closed her eyes and stood up straight. “The First Reade of the Enacranites is not a law at all; it’s a spell!” Freund was once again glad not to have eyes as they would have been easily read as a child recalled, accurately, the history of the Enacranites. “It is the incantation that protects the Terran Triangle and Vastion even more so.  
 
    “That the light of humanity is fueled by hope, guided by just and responsible souls, and guarded by fortitude, courage, and ambition … so let this MajiK hold and sustain life both within and without. Lord Freund is tasking us to do what we have already sworn to do: protect humanity.” 
 
    “That was a cue if ever I heard one,” Freund thought as he turned on his heels and started once again for the double doors. 
 
    “But how will we know where and when?” Davodd cried. 
 
    “And here I thought you were practiced in MajiK!” Freund answered before teleporting out of the hall. Many of the Enacranites started to look at one another; conversation ensued… for most. There were two who would not be engaging in any discourse. 
 
    Garthov’s soft blue eyes stared at the floor recently left empty by Freund; there was a very respectful gleam in his gaze. He breathed in deeply and put his hands to his knees before giving the effort to stand up. He then looked briefly over the floor and seats, half-listening to the conversations of the many forming groups. For his taste, too many were focused on their opinion of Freund and too little regarding what he had said. The towering InvokeR looked down on his latest source of pride, his great-granddaughter, Illadea. The young woman wanted to smile, but did not know if such an action would be prudent. 
 
    “Yes,” Embrynn said softly, tugging on his gray beard. “… you did speak out of turn. But your voice was forced; one does not expect a standing and supposedly serving Enacranites not to know the First Reade. Don’t forget your bag, my dear.”    
 
    “I won’t, grandfather,” she quickly replied, taking hold of her shoulder bag as she took hold of her courage. “Do you believe him, grandfather?” She did not know what to make of the chuckling she received in response to her inquiry. 
 
    “That’s not the question you should be asking, Dea,” Garthov replied before giving a sharp exhale, blowing out sparkling gray smoke that quickly whisked around himself and Illadea. For those who might have been looking on, it appeared as if the stream of white smoke swallowed the couple and dispersed with the two of them no longer in sight. 
 
    Landing on the large flying disc, Illadea put her hand up to her head to keep her long orange-streaked blonde hair out of her face with the sudden gust of wind that riding on the disc often generated. Her green eyes squinted tight together as she looked up at Shuntoras, the automaton Embrynn had created on a dare and a well-won wager. He piloted the disc around the Enacranite Estate and looked to his master who nodded in appreciation, smiled, and softly spoke, “To the ship, my friend.” The large disc banked to the opposite side as it began to climb and gain velocity. Streaking light trailed behind the disc as it pushed its way into the upper atmosphere and then into outer space.  
 
    “Fine,” the budding Vohlbred InvokeR conceded. “If you had held any doubt of what was said, you would have voiced them. It is also clear that you do not think the governing body of the Enacranites can contend with the issue. So what are we going to do?” 
 
    “We?” Embrynn repeated. 
 
    “Surely you don’t think that if the matter is grave enough to affect all of the Rims that some notion of maintaining my safety holds any merit or reason, do you?” 
 
    “Well, certainly not any longer,” Garthov admitted. He thought for a moment as his personal spacecraft came into view. “And if that is the case, you should know I was not attending the summons for myself. In truth, the invitation I used to gain entry was not delivered to me.” 
 
    “Whose invitation were we using?” Illadea asked.  
 
    “Ethadior’s,” the man replied, knowing what his great-granddaughter and student thought of the Enacranite. “And before you get too far down your road of judgment, you should know his warning of these events preceded anything we’ve received from Freund. When he gave me his invitation, he also told me of a discovery he and some of his students had recently made, though he intentionally would not go into detail.” 
 
    “We can presume why he didn’t,” Illadea quickly concluded. She timed her stride perfectly and landed on the flooring of the hangar bay as the light disc faded from sight. “Why risk disagreeable discourse when the proof of your claim is to be made truth by another.” 
 
    “Illadea, was that a compliment?” 
 
    “Something we cannot define is coming to the Rims which can affect all of them,” the young woman stated as she steadied herself. “That means we will have to contend with not only the impossible Olasson, but the arrogant Empire. If anyone is on our side, we should welcome them with open arms and the finest wines!” Garthov slapped his hands to his belly as he laughed heartily. 
 
    “You are my junior, Illadea, but only in the counting of your years!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Before everything else, getting ready is the secret of success. 
 
    Henry Ford 
 
      
 
    [image: ]  
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4201.09) 
 
      
 
    After several minutes of consideration and adjustment, Count Quazeki took in a deep breath and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Enter!” a voice responded and the Count brushed back his hair once more before approaching the double doors that opened without having to be touched. Casdan stumbled, missing his grab at the handles. He was still not accustomed to the level of automation in the manor. He quickly recovered and strode into the room erecting a face of confidence. 
 
    “What an unexpected surprise!” Danavyn said as he stood up from behind his large desk. He smiled and chuckled, walking around the office furniture to embrace a now more relieved but still quite disheveled Casdan Quazeki. “It isn’t often that we receive Imperial Ministers here in the Middle Rim. I hope you enjoyed the holidays. Oh wait, I’m sorry. Christmas is not observed in the Empire, is it? But I know for a fact the New Year Festival is always a grand affair!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, Mr. Veil,” Casdan said softly. “I was dismissed from my position. I am no longer an Imperial Minister.” 
 
    “What?!” the man stepped back as he gasped. “Well, this is an outrage! I will hear the reason and I will hear it now!” 
 
    “Mr. Veil, there is no need for pretenses,” Casdan said, almost pleading with the man. “I have not only been removed from my office… I have been proscribed! This is literally the last place I could come. You must help me!” Casdan stumbled forward, reaching for Danavyn who was faster in his withdrawal. “I beg you, Mr. Veil! Please help me!” 
 
    “Thanneus, I have need of you!” Danavyn called out and the double doors opened before he had finished speaking the summons. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Veil,” Thanneus said softly, an anxious glare in his eyes. 
 
    “Escort Count Quazeki to the East Guest House and see to it that the staff is advised we have an Imperial visitor lodged there. Once he is secured, send a communications request to Lord Shalce. I have need of his counsel on this matter.” 
 
    “I shall make it so, sir,” Thanneus acknowledged, relaxing his shoulders and snapping his fingers before turning to face Casdan. “Count Quazeki?” Casdan looked at the man as two more servants, both attractive females, entered the room, and received their orders from Thanneus. They both turned and greeted the trembling former Imperial Minister before taking hold of his arms and leading him out of the office. Thanneus waited for the doors to close behind the second of the two servants before he turned to face his employer. 
 
    “Can we speak, sir?” 
 
    Danavyn looked to his desk before answering. He blinked twice and then smiled. “We can speak now.” 
 
    “Trap?” 
 
    “Of course,” Danavyn replied as he returned to his seat. “That man had more ears fixed to his person than I care to recount. Which means I am still suspected… and the shell game continues. This is the third time we’ve hit this wall, Thanneus. It is time to alter our approach. While I prepare my futile attempts to have Casdan reinstated, you should endeavor to reacquaint yourself with your contacts.” 
 
    “And see if I can spot an alternative means of approach?” Thanneus asked with a slight smirk on his face. Danavyn looked at his Chief of Security and smiled as he sat back in his chair. 
 
    “I am listening.” 
 
    “At the moment, it’s only rumor, but it’s the sort of rumor that spreads quickly.” 
 
    “Which means it probably isn’t true,” Danavyn concluded. 
 
    “Or the sort of truth that a lot of people want to hear, but don’t often get to enjoy,” Thanneus countered. 
 
    “And what truth would that be?” 
 
    “That a norm took a Chevalier,” the large man advised. “I haven’t put it to the fire, but so far the story seems to be holding up.” 
 
    “Turn up the heat!” Danavyn ordered. “Do you have the name of the Chevalier?” 
 
    “Falco Sylgarr.” 
 
    “What?!” Danavyn said , leaning forward, placing his hands on the edge of his desk. 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “I know the Sylgarr name!” Danavyn clarified. “If memory serves, there is a Sylgarr seated on the Council of the Mage.” Thanneus breathed in deeply as his mouth fell open. “Yes! I agree whole-heartedly. Do what you can to verify this for me, especially to the point of getting me the name of the… norm.” 
 
    “Consider it done, sir,” Thanneus smiled as he turned to leave the office.  
 
    Danavyn chuckled as he sat back again. “Timing! The very hour I decide to change my approach, an opportunity might have just made itself available. Perhaps I should be prepared to double my efforts to have Casdan returned to his position.” 
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    The doors to the cell opened and Vobis quickly scurried into the far corner. The light came on and he turned his face away from the luminescence. Not that he had been kept in the dark. If anything, it was simply the end of his sleep-cycle, but he was not looking forward to another discussion session with the Captain of this ship. 
 
    “Take it easy, Vobis,” Jocasta said softly. “We’re all done with questions and answers.” She placed the tray down at the foot of the cot and sat on the edge. “This is the part where I tell you that we’re about to disembark and you’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” he snapped. “… and why? Why would I want to go anywhere with you?!” 
 
    “Who said anything about want? You think I want to have your ass on my ship for a second longer than I need it? Do you actually believe I want to give you the food I could be feeding my people with? Okay, in all fairness, that made it sound like I’m not feeding them, but you get my meaning. So where is ‘the hell off my boat’, and why is ‘because I said so’, which means you can do it under your power… or under mine.” Jocasta looked at the floor and chuckled. “Undermine, that’s funny!” 
 
    “Truly something is wrong with you!” Vobis said softly as he glared at the woman. Her smile fell to a slight grin as she stood up. Vobis decided to get himself off of the floor and he stood up, remaining in the corner. “Truly!” he affirmed. “How does a woman of your age attain such a massive ship?!” 
 
    “How does any woman get a set of balls?” Jocasta shot back. “I smiled and he said ‘okay’!” 
 
    Jocasta could not see her discussion getting any friendlier, and for once she wanted to keep in line with the plan she had given Z. It seemed distasteful to make it the norm that she would give her First Mate a plan and then deviate from that plan. But from her perspective, the InvokeR was begging for it! “My engineer tells me that if you take that control rod on the tray and insert it in the panel of the opposite corner, you’ll have yourself a virtual bathroom. Cutting lasers will help you shave, and no, they won’t burn the skin. The rest of this stuff he arranged.” Jocasta had carried the tray, but it was not until that moment she had noticed what she had been carrying. “Body oils?!” she said, lifting up the small tube. “You have got to be kidding me!” 
 
    “Actually,” Vobis said, making a very soft approach to Jocasta and taking hold of the tube. “That is Formula Sin, a very much favored brand.” While moving carefully and quite cautiously, Vobis was quite insistent on taking the tube from Jocasta’s hand. “Your First Mate is, if nothing else, thorough.” 
 
    “Yeah, and sometimes I wanna drop the first ‘o’ in that word,” she muttered as she walked out of the cell. “You’ve got about four hours before we’re ready to set off, so don’t take too long. I’ll be sending one of my people down with your clothes. And Vobie, honey…” 
 
    “I know, Captain,” Vobis quickly replied without looking up from the tube. It was a very generous amount of oil given the price and availability of the product. “Even if I manage to attack them and get out of the cell, there’s no way I’m getting off this ship without you first setting things right. 
 
    “But, if I may ask, where are we?” Vobis asked. 
 
    “You may ask,” Jocasta said, smiling back at the InvokeR. “We are currently at Portcullis.” 
 
    “Portcullis?” Vobis repeated in a shocked whisper. “That’s the gateway station to…” 
 
    “The Gulmar System,” Jocasta said just before leaving. The doors closed behind her and she giggled when she heard the man scream. 
 
    “What is it with you people?! Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with?!” Jocasta was full-on laughing when the lift doors opened. She recovered enough to lift her brace-com and open a channel to Z. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Dungias called to her. 
 
    “You win,” she chuckled. “First round’s on me!” 
 
    “So glad you enjoyed yourself, Captain. Might I request a moment of your time?”  
 
    “Seeing as how you’re on a roll, sure, Z.” 
 
    “Very good then. I shall meet you at your Ready Room.” Jocasta closed the channel and giggled once more. Delivering really bad news with kindness and consideration was indeed quite enjoyable. She carried a smile all the way from the lift to her Ready Room where Z waited, posted outside the door. 
 
    “Z, what are you doing standing in the hallway like some damn cadet?”  
 
    “I was not given permission to en–” Jocasta put her hand over his mouth and lifted herself up on her toes. Although she still was not eye-to-eye with the living support column, she knew her intention was being conveyed. 
 
    “Get this and get it good,” she said softly, her eyes locked with his. “I am a pirate. You’re the finest damn shipmate I’ve ever seen, and believe me THAT remark doesn’t come easily from these lips. It isn’t you taking advantage to be in my Ready Room when we’ve set up a meet there. It’s just us! I realize you’re making one serious effort to be pirate-ish and to be honest with you, I love you for it! But this,” she said gesturing to him and the corridor. “… this you gotta let go!” With her heels returning to the floor and her hand coming away from his mouth, her eyebrows lifted, awaiting his response. 
 
    “Understood,” Dungias said softly. He then looked at the door to the Ready Room and gestured toward it. “Since you are here… ladies first.” Jocasta sighed in frustration and walked inside. 
 
    “What is it, ass-rod?” she barked as she walked to her desk. It was only then she noticed that he was carrying a fair sized duffle bag. 
 
    “Ass-rod, Captain?” 
 
    “Z, you’ve got a stick shoved so far up your ass it’s a damn style!” Jocasta huffed as she plopped down in her chair that seemed to push back slightly. “And who changed the cushion on my chair?” 
 
    “That was changed out this morning,” Dungias explained. “The cushions now conform to your body’s shape. You will not find that comfort on the Bridge.” 
 
    “Damn well better not!” Jocasta remarked in a huff, while also unconsciously bouncing a little on her new cushion. “What’s the need for the meet?” 
 
    “I managed to procure us passes for possessing our level of technology,” Dungias reported. “So long as we do not go beyond the boundary of what is called the Dirk Sector, we will be permitted to wear our weapons. Beyond that, we are allowed to carry them but not use them outside the listed rules of engagement.” 
 
    “Now that sounds like a nice license,” Jocasta remarked. “How much did that cost me?” 
 
    Dungias started to answer, but stopped to look at his Captain. With a slight tilt of his head he spoke plainly. “I am not sure. What is the going rate for your peace of mind?” 
 
    “You better hope it’s not one pain-in-the-ass First Mate,” Jocasta quickly returned. “I might suddenly find myself in the market!” The two locked eyes and Jocasta’s face slowly broke into a smile. With a laugh, she gestured with her head. “Whaddaya got in the bag, blue man?” 
 
    “Your weapons,” Dungias said as he put the bag on the floor. 
 
    “I’ve got that many weapons?!” Jocasta said, trying to bend her eyesight down in front of her desk. 
 
    “Keep in mind, these come with their own housing and accoutrements,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Oh… cuz that makes me feel so much better,” she countered sarcastically. “Are we invading a settlement?” 
 
    “If you’re going to be a pirate, Captain, it is fair time you looked the part,” Dungias said. He took out a pair of boots that looked exactly like the ones she was wearing. 
 
    “From the ground up, I see,” she said, looking at the boots. 
 
    “These have been redesigned,” Dungias stated. “The sole will now transfer the energy around your foot and up to the shin guard area of your bodysuit. They will allow you to withstand the shock from long falls, not to mention increase the range of your vertical leap should you give a hop before actually jumping.” 
 
    “How much of an increase?” 
 
    “Twenty-five percent… at the very least,” Dungias reported. 
 
    “So, if my vertical leap was ten feet yesterday, it’s now twelve and half feet with these boots on?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “And why ‘at the very least’?”  
 
    “The more you wear and use them, and yes, everything has already been programmed into the simulator, the more you will be able to use your body, change your center of gravity and land harder on your priming hop. When mastered, the overall effect will be triple your normal jumping range.” 
 
    “Triple?!” Dungias proceeded and Jocasta took hold of the boots. 
 
    “So glad we’ve got four hours,” she thought. “Guess who needs some immediate sim-time?!” 
 
     “This is your heavy dagger,” Dungias said, handing her the weapon in a very fine scabbard. “It comes with a navigational reader, com-beacon, and a small medical kit in the handle. It will lock with the inside of either boot, and I have fitted a dimensional field to it.”  
 
    “Of course you did,” Jocasta said, looking at the weapon as she pulled it from the scabbard. “And what does that do?” 
 
    “It’s an improvement on the force field idea. Your shoulder holster has also been refitted with one. In short, the device will lay against your body like a sheet of paper until you draw it.” 
 
    “Gotta love how he just dances around how kick-ass sharp the edge is!” she thought as she flipped it around her hand. “… or how balanced the damn thing is! Good-ness! 
 
    “Nice knife, Z,” she said softly as she gently sheathed the weapon. 
 
    “This med kit will fit in the pocket on your pant leg,” Dungias said, handing over the slim rectangular device to Jocasta. “And for the opposite leg…” Jocasta received another box, only it had a dull matte black finish. 
 
    “Let me guess, an anti-med kit?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dungias said. He continued talking, ignoring the look of shock on Jocasta’s face. “There are tubes that will fit into the handles of these.” Dungias placed down a pair of long double-edged daggers with large hilts. “These are your fighting daggers, complete with injectors for the poisons previously mentioned. I should also note that you now carry one vial of a gelatinous acid that has its own applicator. Exposure to open air or an electrical charge will cause the acid to go active.” 
 
    “Or an electrical charge?” she repeated. “When the hell will I need electricity where there’s no open- ah, underwater or in outer space,” she answered her own question. “And when will I need acid in either of- when I am boarding someone else’s ship,” she said. “Got it!” 
 
    “I have already fitted your new long coat and jacket with the scabbards for these blades,” Dungias explained as he took out the two garments. Jocasta simply ran her tongue over her lips and nodded. “Your aforementioned shoulder holster. Now it has a redesigned power and ammunition pack. You have the same amount of ammunition,” Dungias quickly added, “but I have added an option entitled photonic. Basically it is an energized shell that delivers a low-grade explosive. The energy shell can be attuned to an electromagnetic signature. In short, target-seeking rounds.” 
 
    “You mean they can curve,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “I was inspired by my encounter with the InvokeR,” Dungias explained. 
 
    “You really don’t like MajiK, do you, Z?” 
 
    “Not when it is applied by those who have no respect for its power,” he replied. “Like any other Energy, it has its place among the Stars. So many humans, however, regard it too lightly, absorbed in the quest for power and presence, understanding neither. 
 
    “Try saying ‘yes’, Z,” Jocasta said as Dungias brought out a new weapons belt that was saddle-wood brown in color. The first thing she saw was her blaster and Jocasta smiled. “Come to Momma,” she cooed before feeling the weight of the belt. “What the hell?!” 
 
    “This is now the power station for all of your systems,” Dungias reported. “So long as you are not wearing anything thicker than thirteen centimeters, the belt will be able to broadcast power to all of the other systems as your body broadcasts power to the belt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say ‘broadcast’?” She asked, feeling the weight of the belt. “And, Z, not even space suits are that thick,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “Precisely,” he answered. Jocasta smiled and she shook her head as she put the belt down on the desk. “Needless to say it will be lighter once you put it on.” 
 
    “Oh, needless,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “And please note the black sections on the front of the belt,” Dungias said. 
 
    “You mean this,” Jocasta said, touching one of the small black sections. She quickly pulled her hand back as the belt shuddered. A throwing dagger fell to the floor after it touched against her hand. “What the hell is that?!” 
 
    “I have had some experience with pocket dimensions, Captain,” Dungias as he picked up the weapon. “I have anchored four such pockets to the belt. Two hold throwing daggers, ten each… one holds miniature flash-smoke bombs, again ten, and the last holds ten miniature flash-bang bombs. The ports respond to your touch and thought, what just happened was pre-programmed. If you look on the rear of the belt, you will see two more ports. Your mind will control what you pull and from which port. None of the doors are dedicated to a specific port, unless you want it to be that way.” 
 
    “We are invading a small settlement,” Jocasta whispered as she looked up at Dungias. “And you’re not done, are you?” 
 
    “I have a pair of gloves that work with the arm guard area of your bodysuit much the same way as the boots do with the shin guards. And yes, you will still be required to wear bracers. If the bodysuit feels any heavier, it could not be helped. I incorporated your harness for the cable and piton option.” Dungias reached into the bag and took out a small oval-shaped container. He opened it and removed a folded pair of goggles. Unfolding them, Jocasta could see they were designed to fit over her ears completely with clear plastic curving in front of her eyes. 
 
    “Awww, I was just getting to like the virtual ones,” Jocasta whined. 
 
    “And they are now reduced to an emergency capacity, housed on the inside of your belt buckle,” Dungias stated. “These will make you immune to your own flash-bang devices, Captain. You could throw one at your feet and be unaffected.” Jocasta whistled in response as she adjusted them to her face. The goggles suddenly turned black and she giggled. 
 
    “How did I know you added that? I get to pick how they look!” 
 
    “If there is ever a need,” Dungias said reluctantly, “simply remove them from your ears, or think of the same gesture, and they can reform to be either a necklace or headband.” Jocasta giggled when she turned her goggles into a black choker with a silver, diamond-shaped head. “How very… chic, Captain.” 
 
    “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do,” she replied. 
 
    “I should mention that these are not the only two forms the construct can take, but they are the only ones which do not draw power from the power cells in the belt.” 
 
    “That definitely deserves mentioning,” Jocasta remarked. “And please tell me you’re done. We’ve already landed and are about to take leave of Gulmar already!” 
 
    “Then perhaps I should not present you with this,” Dungias said as he placed a cane on her desk. After he removed his hand, Dungias took two steps back from her desk and placed his hands, one inside the other, behind his back. 
 
    Jocasta’s mouth opened as she stood up, looking at it. “Leave it to him to save the best for last,” she thought. 
 
    “Looks like I’ll be wearing the long coat from now on,” she said as she lifted the cane from her desk. She did not know where he had gone aboard the ship to find wood, but the cane had the look of a very rich mahogany. The finish was shiny and slick, feeling almost like glass, and the handle was darker, separated from the body of the cane by a thin line of gold. A small, clear crystal ball topped it, and Jocasta ran her fingers over it only to close her mouth with a snap when the crystal gave a soft and slow-forming spark of light from inside. She looked at Dungias who simply cast his eyes to the floor. 
 
    “No you didn’t!” she whispered. 
 
    “I was given a directive,” Dungias replied.  
 
    Jocasta took in a deep breath of anticipation while pressing her lips together. She took hold of the middle of the cane with the ball on top. “Separate,” she said softly, hearing a mechanism unlock in response. The thin gold line lifted from the cane, and gleaming steel shone through. Jocasta drew the sword from the cane and now realized why her First Mate had stepped back; she needed the room! The blade was straight, singled edged, wider than the width of the cane, and came to a very sharp point. She did not swing it about… she would not… not here. “I’m not saying it can’t happen… but it’s hard to see me falling with this gear in hand.” 
 
    “Even if you should fall, Captain, I will be there to catch you,” Dungias declared. 
 
    “Z, I’ll be in the simulator. The ship is yours until I return.” 
 
    Dungias was not about to question if she wanted to maintain her earlier given schedule. Eventually time would tell. As the woman left her office, he set his mind to making sure the ship and her crew were ready whenever the Captain chose to re-emerge. To do that properly, he needed to address the crew. 
 
    “Satithe, please have all hands meet me in the War Room in fifteen minutes,” Dungias said as he stepped into the corridor just outside the Ready Room. Jocasta had sheathed her weapon and was now running. He smiled at the notion he had entertained weeks ago of giving the Captain her own simulator.  
 
    “The message has been sent to all stations,” Satithe replied. “She seems pleased.” 
 
    “That was not my given objective,” Dungias said. 
 
    “Indeed. I think it can be said that she is at the very least surprised. Everyone seems to be. You have outdone yourself, Master.” 
 
    “We shall see, my friend. Any fool can hold a weapon or tool. The training of the crew and Jocasta has indeed gone well, and I have high expectations. With that in mind, the point to take was simple: I was not about to entertain the notion that they meet with failure simply because they were ill-equipped.” Dungias closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply. With the time he had, the First Mate would visit the arboretum and take inventory of his friends there. Something in the Stars told him it might be some time before he could visit them again. 
 
      
 
    “I know it was over a month ago,” Olkin said as he looked over his clothes. “… but tell me again how it’s not still Yule!” He looked good in the white leather Dungias had presented him with. It would not have been his first color choice – and he had not responded well at first – but seeing as how no one else wore the color, it had grown on him. More cherished than the clothes, however, were the weapons and tools he had received.  
 
    It had been a grueling thirty-two days; the crew eventually came to the conclusion that the Malgovi had no concept of the weekend, and they had come to hate the sound of his name and voice. Z had been relentless, and had driven them so hard that Pristacia had posed the question of whether they would have been better off as slaves. But Pristacia could do pull ups now, at least five, and she was by far the weakest of the group. She wore dark brown leather and a yellow faux-skirt with matching leggings and over-the-knee dark brown leather boots. 
 
    “It’s not even Entyar anymore,” she said, adjusting her weapons belt. “Christmas was last month. But it sure makes a body happy that we were here when it came!” 
 
    “Does the man sleep?” Llaz asked, looking at himself and his crewmates. He really liked the two-gun rig Dungias had given him. More than that, he appreciated the subtle gray and black of his clothing. It was a nice contrast to his white hair and light brown eyes.  
 
    “Sleep is overrated,” Annsura thought, checking her med-kit for the addition of a vial she had been told would be there. “Sleep is where you find dreams; the good ones… and the bad.” On several occasions during her training, violent dreams had interrupted her sleep-cycles. They were memories of her fights in the pit and the many kills she had made. On the more tumultuous recollection she had been awakened by the First Mate.  
 
    “Eventually, you will need to resolve this,” he had said before giving her a vial of purple liquid. Three drops would allow her to sleep peacefully, but never so deeply that she could not hear the comings and goings of her fellow crewmembers. Annsura was relieved to see a full vial in her kit. 
 
    “If he does sleep, he does it standing up at a workbench,” Mel said, leaning back in his new hoverchair, tugging on the sleeve of his khaki jacket. His pants were of the same material. The form-fitting dark brown shirt felt like a second layer of body armour. 
 
    “He better not!” Silnee quickly added as the doors to the War Room opened. “He’s had us on full shifts with four-hour sleep periods for the past three weeks!” 
 
    “Not to put too fine a point on it,” Nulaki said as he walked in with his protégé Dugger in tow, “all of you needed it. Also, don’t go thinking you’re ready for the Rims. You may be armed for a calamity, but right now, you know just enough to get yourselves into some real trouble! So keep your heads and your attitudes low.” 
 
    “It would seem that wisdom is indeed universal,” Dungias said as he walked into the room. “Fine words, Mr. Conadier, and I agree with your assessment. I can say that no one here has failed their training just as easily as I can say none of you have completed your training. Be that as it may, the Captain is going to make landfall in the Gulmar System. That which passes for law enforcement in this system will be boarding the ship at Portcullis Station. They will scan the ship to assess our technological capability. The scans they will make will be erroneous, but I doubt they will simply be using machines. Therefore, all of you will be required to wear your goggles, in some fashion, at all times until otherwise notified. 
 
    “Does that mean we have to wear them to bed?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t mean the all times when you’re asleep, Llaz,” Olkin remarked. “That’s outside of ‘all times’.” 
 
    “One can hardly expect one to learn if they are so grievously chastised for an errant thought,” Dungias said, lifting his hand to get Olkin to stop. “It would have been easier for you to simply say, ‘did he not say all times’ and allow Llaz to focus on the words he had already received.”  
 
    “Wow!” Nulaki thought. “You gotta love how he just slipped in lessons on teaching, leading and recognizing that all Kot stinks all in one fell swoop! I wonder if these greeners are sharp enough to catch it.” 
 
    “Suffice to say that we are all extensions of our thoughts and beliefs,” Dungias continued, choosing to stir things inside of Nulaki’s somewhat open mind. “Just like the blades you have been issued, we are all training and forever sharpening our edges. What you are not sharp enough for today, you may find within your realm of possibility tomorrow. No one blade is greater than any other… it all comes down to how they are applied. 
 
    “Silnee,” Dungias called and she promptly stepped forward. It was easy to see she loved the sky blue leather she had been given to wear and was eager to impress Z and the Captain. “Your pirate name is Tolip.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Silnee replied, masking quite well her distaste for the name. 
 
    “Make preparations then, Tolip. You will find the lander-shuttle in Upper Hangar.” 
 
    Silnee looked around and desperately did not want to make a Llaz mistake. “Excuse me sir, but I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
    “I am sorry, I have never made that assignment before, have I?” 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    “Once the screening has been completed and the ship is allowed into Gulmar space, you will go to the hangar and make the shuttle ready for departure. That is the customary duty of the pilot of the ship.” Dungias looked down at his computer board but he could feel the light coming from the young woman as a smile of surprise formed on her face. Mel reached up and patted her left arm congratulating her, but it also served to bring her back to the moment. 
 
    “Aye sir,” she said in an airy breath. “Thank you for explaining that. I’ll see to it immediately after the screening.” 
 
    “Very good, Tolip,” Dungias said. “Annsura, your pirate name is Cutter.” Silnee looked to her right and smiled at the young woman.  
 
      
 
    It had been an interesting time between the four of them. To say that the relationship had been immediately made harmonious would be a flight of fancy, if not an out-and-out lie! Annsura had made her approach to the other three, but it had only yielded a second brawl, one where Annsura had remembered not to take them too lightly. She had wound up having to drag all three of them to the infirmary, whereupon Z had placed them in regenerators and squared off against Annsura before stuffing her in the fourth and final unit. 
 
    The First Mate had taken it upon himself to remedy the matter, and after eleven days of grueling training, he had taken them as they slept and put them each into a simulation. He had had to use gravity fields for Mel and Annsura as there were only two actual simulators; he had scheduled the drones to install six other units during the Away Mission. He had then initiated a scenario which had made it appear that the ship had been attacked and crash-landed on a planet. The environment had been anything but hospitable to human life, and the four had only each other to depend on. While they had tried to focus on their anger and started in-fighting, Dungias had simply cued the appearance of the next hostile creature. Eventually, with the running and the fighting, the liability of Mel’s legs had become something that could no longer be ignored. Following the impulse he had felt from the Stars, Dungias then had the ground give from beneath the group. Annsura had risked her life to save Mel’s and the seed of change had been planted. When they were removed from the scenario, Annsura and Silnee had been keeping watch over the boys as they slept. It was then Annsura had shared her history, finding a very sympathetic friend in Silnee. There was, of course, quite a bit of resentment in realizing they had been duped, but Dungias could not be bothered with such sentiments. Giving them a single enemy to hate had been a tool which had brought them together. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, sir,” Annsura replied, failing at her attempts to suppress her smile. 
 
    “Should there be a break in ranks, you will be in charge until either the Captain or I arrive.”  
 
    “Understood, sir!” 
 
    “Hey, what about Nulaki?” Dugger raised his voice and stepped forward. It might have been the black clothes he was wearing… or something else that had been brewing for some time… even before the young hopeful had come aboard the Xara-Mansura. Either way, it had remained dormant until now. 
 
    “Easy, kid” Nulaki whispered, tapping his student’s shoulder. 
 
    “I said, what about Nulaki?!” 
 
    Dungias lowered his computer board and set his gold eyes on the young man, Ephaliun T’Moojhun. Per Nulaki’s request, some of Ephaliun’s training had been separate from the young man’s fellow hopefuls. Dungias knew Nulaki was trying to establish a bond with the young man and he also understood the potential easily seen in him. None of that allowed for a break in discipline.  
 
    “Your training has been different from the others, Ephaliun,” Dungias stated. “Therefore, it is easy enough to conclude some things have been missed. Mr. Conadier has proven a very capable operative, but perhaps a questionable instructor.” Without touching Alpha, Dungias focused a low level gravity field around Dugger and he came away from the floor. The young man cried out as he tumbled out of control. “In pirate terms… actually in many social settings, you would be considered high-strung. Currently, I am without any suitable string. It is my most sincere hope that this suffices.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh Kot!” Olkin muttered. 
 
    “He brought it on himself,” Annsura was quick to counter at the same volume. “A little over a month ago we were wondering where our next beating was coming from. Now we’re free and decked out in new clothes, body armour and energy weapons! Talking about biting the hand that fed him!” 
 
    “Okay, when you say it like that… out loud and all… yeah, that’s pretty damn stupid!”  
 
    “Better be glad he did it with Z,” Mel added. “Imagine what the Captain would’ve done to him!” Everyone in the line winced in sympathetic pain imagining the proposed interaction. 
 
      
 
    “Satithe, if you please,” Dungias said softly. The ceiling panel opened as the ventilator fans increased in speed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “My absolute pleasure,” Satithe replied. 
 
    Dungias suppressed a smile. He would have to address her cold tone at some later date and congratulate Satithe on her timing and application. He looked up at the young man as he continued to ascend. Forgetting every bit of his zero-gravity training, Ephaliun kicked and screamed as he looked up at the massive fans that were beginning to steam with the speed they had attained. 
 
    “Oh, Satithe, you test even my limits,” Dungias thought, biting the inside of his mouth to keep from smiling. 
 
    “I am confused, Mr. Dugger. You address me as if you are my superior… of a higher standing than mine. But it would appear that the actual positioning does not agree with you.” 
 
    “No sir!” the young man shouted. “I am not your superior, sir! I swear I’m not!” 
 
    “You are certain of this?” Dungias pressed, sounding genuinely inquisitive. 
 
    “Gods, yes!” 
 
    “Then I suppose it is your order that I lower you back to the floor,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Ephaliun yelled before realizing what he had said. He was now a good twelve meters above the floor with another three before he would meet with a very painful reception. “I mean, no sir! I mean, it isn’t a order, sir.” 
 
    “You mean an order,” Dungias corrected. 
 
    “It’s a fucking request!” Dugger screamed. “Please let me down, sir!” 
 
    “Since you said please,” Dungias said and Ephaliun’s body dropped. Nulaki winced and Pristacia gasped. His body stopped five centimeters from the ground and remained there for a moment as Dungias approached. Ephaliun was then levitated so that he could look into the eyes of the First Mate. “Without making commentary regarding the demonstration of your zero-gravity training, I have been informed that you have received a very passionate initiation into the skills of acrobatics. Do you know the limitation to acrobatics, Mr. T’Moojhun? You need gravity to make it worthwhile! Do not, ever again, force me to make you worthless.” Ephaliun started to answer, but his words slurred into a short yelp of astonishment as he was dropped to the floor. 
 
    “Look to your brace-coms for your assignments,” Dungias directed as he exited the War Room. “Please let me know if there is anything wrong with the fit of your clothing or the feel of your tools and or weaponry. I cannot adjust what I do not know requires adjustment.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dugger,” Llaz said, helping the hopeful off the ground. “For a minute there I thought I was going to be the dumbest guy in the room. Questioning Z? After all this time?! That was by far the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Dumber than Broggyn?” Pristacia suggested. 
 
    “Broggyn had no clue what he was getting into,” Llaz remarked. “We’ve had training time with the man! He was always stretching before we got to the room and then he makes this stuff after we file out. I don’t think the IA has it this good! You take that level of brains and put that body under it… that spells no mess with to me!” 
 
    “And still he follows JoJo,” Pristacia added. 
 
    “Don’t let those blue eyes fool you,” Annsura quickly responded. “I was raised in a fighting pit, and even my teachers didn’t have hands as fast as hers! Put those two in a room together… I really don’t care who’s on the other side; my money’s on the Captain and Z.” 
 
    Nulaki folded his arms as the young crew filed out of the room. Even Ephaliun had forgotten his dojo master was still in the War Room, but it was no matter. Nulaki was not training the boy to be a thief or a fighter. As he had told JoJo, he needed a driver and a pilot. The other skills were for the situations where he might be caught outside of a vehicle. But it was the camaraderie he saw developing which had his attention, and even more importantly, what the hopefuls thought of their Captain. 
 
    “And so it begins!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Do not share all that you know, and do not expect that all has been shared with you! Anticipation is a useful tool, but not so potent as realization. 
 
    Queen Galvasti Thuuna BaKedia 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4201.22) 
 
      
 
    The shuttle rocketed away from the Xara-Mansura as the bay doors closed. Satithe made a ship-wide sweep with her internal sensors. Aside from the module left behind by the officials that had boarded the ship to gauge its technological ability, she was quite alone aboard the ship. The module had been, by suspected design, placed in a position where it would not be readily seen and made intermittent sensor sweeps, transmitting its findings back to Portcullis Station. CK had altered Dungias’ standing order and instead of hiding everything on board the ship from the module, it was simpler to close the ship off around it and fake its transmission. Such a ruse also allowed CK his own away-mission, broadcasting himself within the message and into the systems of the gateway station of the Gulmar System. 
 
    Dungias remained silent, though he would have preferred to have his Vi-Prin at his side at the moment. While the Star Chaser was able to detect and defend himself against ThoughtWill, he was not a practiced Telepath. He could engage in mind-to-mind communication and even read the unprotected thoughts of others, but what he felt was a veiled presence, barely noticeable at all. It could have been a scanning exercise, given that the technological capabilities of the Brigade – the given name of the militia dedicated to the protection of the Gulmar System – were sorely limited. 
 
    “It could be,” Dungias thought, taking steps to ensure his concerns did not show on his face or in his eyes. “… but I do not believe–” 
 
    “So, you can speak of your beliefs again,” Cihpares projected. “That is good.” Dungias was seated with his back facing the port wall of the shuttle, opposite the starboard door. In the middle of the door was a portal, and in the distance Dungias could see a single star flaring brighter than the others. 
 
    “It is not like you to be so… theatrical,” Dungias thought. 
 
    “No, Star Chaser,” Elbon announced himself. “That she leaves to me!” The star flared again and Dungias deliberately kept the smile away from his face. 
 
    “Our visitation must be brief,” Cihpares projected. “… but your awareness has made it quite necessary. Suffice to say that you are not in error with what you feel, and you already know it is not passive ThoughtWill. The real question, Star Chaser, is whether or not you should act. Often it is considered wise to let your opponent move first.” 
 
    “So there is an opponent involved,” Dungias concluded. 
 
    “Darling Traveler, even when you are alone, there is an opponent; it just happens to resemble you!” The star dimmed and Dungias could feel their combined presence slowly depart from him. He breathed in deeply and steadied himself. This was not going to be a boring landing. 
 
      
 
    “You all right up there, Tolip?” Jocasta asked, stepping up to the rear of the elevated seat of the cockpit. 
 
    “Doing just fine, Captain,” Silnee answered. The smile was still very clear in her voice. “We have clearance all the way to Oasis City’s Southside Spaceport. I’ve received my third warning telling me what happens if we diverge from the given course.” 
 
    “Feel like giving their fighter squadrons a run for their money?” Jocasta suggested. 
 
    “Just give the word, Captain!” Silnee exclaimed and Jocasta chuckled as she headed out of the cockpit. 
 
    “Was that the response you were hoping for?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “It’s the response she needed to give if she wants to keep driving me around,” Jocasta said as she sat down beside her First Mate. “One thing I cannot abide is a pilot with an over-developed sense of reservation.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “It’s not natural, is all,” she continued. “Piloting and reservations… makes no damn sense whatsoever.” 
 
    “Hey guys!” Olkin called out. “Over here! I can see the planet!” Most of the hopefuls crowded at the window to get a peek at what Olkin was talking about, and Jocasta looked at Dungias. 
 
    “Tell me again why it’s a good idea to bring them along,” Jocasta requested. 
 
    “Oh, it is most assuredly not a good idea,” Dungias replied. “But most certainly your idea.” 
 
    “Right. I just remembered that,” Jocasta said, swallowing hard. “Well, they don’t get experience until they get experience. We either pin a medal or a flower on the chest. Either way, we celebrate and move on.” Jocasta patted Z’s leg as she got up. There was something she needed to handle and she had spent too much time in the simulator to address it before they left. 
 
    In the rear of the ship, Ephaliun sat with Nulaki and it looked as if the Black Scarab was making the most of his capacity as instructor. They were discussing the techniques used in driving a ground-car through a high-speed turn when she walked up on them. The virtual control console flashed with a white light when the steering was performed correctly. 
 
    “Mind if I snag a minute, Mr. Conadier?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Not at all, Captain,” Nulaki replied, deactivating the simulation. 
 
    “Dugger, how are you?” Jocasta asked. Ephaliun took in a breath to speak and found the barrel of Jocasta’s gun in his mouth. 
 
    “Holy sweet-mutha-funker, gottah be-mo careful!” Nulaki exclaimed, moving up the wall of the shuttle as he did everything he could to increase the distance between himself and JoJo. He had heard of people being faster than his eye could track, but he had never seen it before the drawing of the silver blaster. 
 
    “Have I made myself clear?” Jocasta said as her demeanor remained unchanged. The soft and warm grin was still on her face as her head tilted slightly to the right. “Every stitch of clothing you’re wearing, every bit of food you’ve shoveled and shat, and every sparkling tool and trinket the lot of us are stacked with came from his mind… made with his hands. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my time among the stars: you never, ever piss off the engineer! And if there’s one thing you should take from this: I don’t warn! As far as I am concerned, the lot of you are one belch or fart from needing to be replaced.” Jocasta stood up slowly and smoothly holstered her blaster. “If you bring it back to, ‘oh shit, at my last landfall, I was a slave’ I think we’ll be good to go!” 
 
    “You know, Dugger,” Nulaki said softly after Jocasta returned to her seat next to Dungias. “… you and I have had a month to train and start to get you up to speed on what I need… and we’ve shared some things… gotten to know each other a little better… just hung out in general.” Nulaki made his way back down to his seat very slowly. “So I think I can say that I might be somewhat accurate when I anticipate you looking at me and asking if I’ve ever seen anyone that fast.” He paused, mulling over what he had said. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s how it would go.” 
 
    “Well… have you?” Ephaliun asked, barely able to speak. 
 
    “Boy, I didn’t see a damn thing!” Nulaki exclaimed, dropping to his seat. The shuttle was beginning to rock, which meant they were about to hit atmosphere. “Neither one of us did! And we were both looking dead at her when she pulled!” 
 
    With the ‘mystery of the Captain’ sustained, the only sound that could be heard was the delivery of information from Satithe to Silnee. The young woman acknowledged the update and readied the shuttle for entry. The heat shields were activated and Dungias heard the engines increase their output. He knew immediately that was simply the hallmark of the Captain’s instruction. She was always very good for an entrance and an exit. 
 
      
 
    When the shuttle leveled off, Jocasta put her hand to her nose and squeezed it shut. She then tried to blow air through it, which caused her ears to pop. Activating her brace-com, Jocasta put her voice to the intercom of the ship. “Okay, people, we’re in the mo-sphere. Act like you have a lick of sense and try your very best to keep a cool head in all situations. And by all means remember you’re not alone.” Lowering the brace-com, Jocasta took hold of her cane and leaned over to Dungias. “You did it, Z. You surprised the hell out of me… and that was before you gave me this.” She held up the cane with one hand and patted Dungias’ leg with the other. “Kick-ass simulator program, by the way. Makes me wish I was back with Kallbren, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Drawing greater numbers into a chase is still a sound tactic, Captain,” Dungias pointed out. 
 
    “No doubt,” Jocasta said as she stood up again. “But I’ll be damned if I wouldn’t have run with more style!” 
 
      
 
    The gangplank lowered from the side of the shuttle and, as was the custom, Jocasta was the first one off the ship. The bottom of her long coat caught the strong gusts of wind as she walked, and she stopped after only a few meters to give everyone enough space to file off. Dungias was the last to leave and closed the shuttle door after he stepped down from the gangplank. Again he felt the trace of ThoughtWill, but more time and effort had been put toward removing any sign of its presence. Dungias decided that this was not the first move. 
 
    “Vobis,” Jocasta called out as she waved the man to approach her. He stepped forward and was surprised when Jocasta removed the restraints, tossing them over to Dungias. “What can I say… it’s been chuckles!” 
 
    “You’re letting me go?” Vobis questioned. 
 
    “Everybody keep your mouths shut,” Olkin whispered to the other hopefuls as he secured his backpack. “We just had the dumbest question since we landed. Let’s keep it that way.” Vobis glanced toward his shoulder as Jocasta chuckled. 
 
    “That is exactly what I’m doing, Cast-Man,” Jocasta replied. “And to cut to the quick, you’re worth more to me alive than dead right now. You see, at the current moment your superiors, you know, the ones that sent you to me, they’re full of questions and know-it-all suppositions. You get to be my cred. Where they have questions, you’ll confirm that they’re like most virgins their first time out: full of fervor and not a single clue as what to do! Once you deliver that message, one of two things will happen: they will either send more people after me and I’ll loot them for every scrap they haul, or they’ll put the word out that Casi Reddur is no pushover, and at the very least deserves a measure of respect. 
 
    “You may go now, InvokeR… before I change my mind and see how much cred I can get for selling a potty-trained spell-tosser to a Slaver who knows how to handle your kind.” Without ceremony, Vobis Slonn quickly took his leave. Jocasta waited for him to be out of sight before she turned to address her group. 
 
    “Okay, dumbest question since landing goes to Vobis. Dumbest move made since we landed goes to all of you who looked around like ‘who is she talking about’ when I gave the name of Casi Reddur. This is why you call me nothing but Captain, and consider this Lesson One of how to keep a cool head. Our faces tell stories without us even opening our mouths to speak. Anyone scoping us would have instantly known I was pulling something with that name by the way some of you were looking. Dugger, obviously you’ve been working with Nulaki on that. Good job!” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Ephaliun quickly replied. 
 
    “Nulaki, is your business here in Oasis City?” 
 
    “I wish it were,” Nulaki replied as he stepped closer. “We have a bit of a hike ahead of us, but our destination is still inside the Dirk Sector. It’s a small town called Borheem; just north of the southern edge of the region.” 
 
    Jocasta pressed her lips together and started licking them. Nulaki realized at that moment he should have been more forthcoming about the time it would take just for him to get to where he needed to go. “Mr. Conadier, the zone is five hundred kilometers in all directions. You’re telling me… now… that where you have to be is just about three hundred miles from here? Three hundred miles where we can’t use air-cars, ground-cars, or shuttles; unless we want to make a shadow run, and I hear the scoping eye of the Bricks is pretty sharp!” Jocasta was nearly hissing at the man, and it looked as if she was ready to strike. But she stepped back and took in a breath. 
 
    “And for the record, kiddies – despite what I told Mr. MajiK – here in the Gulmar System, I am Dien. But you are still to call me Captain. Okay, let’s put some distance between us and this place. If memory serves, there is an Imperial Embassy about an hour’s walk from here. Z?” 
 
    Looking at his brace-com, Dungias checked the location of one of the trackers they had put on Vobis’ person. “He is still walking, though somewhat faster than what would be considered a normal gait.” 
 
    “He might’ve already picked up some fans,” Jocasta said as she started to smile but stopped. “I think I just had a great idea. Z, get the kids some milkshakes or something, I’ll be right back.” Jocasta turned and started jogging away. Her First Mate only took one step in the direction of following her, stopping when he saw her reach for her choker and don her goggles. 
 
    “Consider this, Traveler,” he thought. “What if the first move is made while she is away from you? You cannot be in two places at once. Then again, I do not need to be! 
 
    “Tolip, Mel, Olkin, shadow the Captain, and remember to keep your distance,” Dungias commanded. “Watch her back, and each other’s, and do so in the standard triangle formation I taught you. Mel, you are in charge and the back point.” 
 
    “What is our safe distance from the Captain?” Mel asked as his chair turned. 
 
    “No less than fifty meters,” Dungias directed. “Link with Satithe to keep bearings on her position if you lose visual contact. Furthermore, maintain an open channel between yourselves. Use channel Beta Rho. Be off now.” The three went off without another word with Olkin walking toward the right flank and Silnee moving to take the left. 
 
    “Standard triangle formation?!” Nulaki repeated. “Sounds like I could stand to take some of your classes, Z.” 
 
    “I was thinking the very same thing about yours,” Dungias replied, looking to change the subject. He looked at the clothes and weapons Nulaki was wearing. “I trust everything is to your liking?” 
 
    “Z, if word gets out about how good you are, people will be coming after the Captain for a much different reason!” Nulaki answered, looking over his ensemble. “Everything is fabulous! If it’s okay with you, I’m going to take Dugger with me and see if we can secure some transport.” Dungias nodded and started looking around. 
 
    “The rest of us will procure what we will need for the journey,” Dungias said as he looked briefly at his brace-com and started for the closest exit. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know how to ride, eh Z?” Nulaki questioned, wondering if he had finally found a chink in the blue man’s armour. 
 
    “Ride what?” 
 
    “You know… ride! As in a mount of some sort?” 
 
    “Procure what you must,” Dungias directed as he continued to walk, donning his goggles. “The rest of you, put on your goggles.”  
 
    “What exactly are we looking for?” Llaz inquired as he put his on. 
 
    “Food and supplies,” Dungias answered. “I do not know in which direction we will be traveling, and it would be foolish to assume we can gather nourishment in the surrounding areas. My brief review of the topography has shown that Oasis City is well-named if nothing else.” 
 
    “Nothing but desert?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “In all directions,” Dungias informed as he walked. “In three of the four major compass points, however, you are more likely to fall prey to the wildlife before the heat could claim your life.” 
 
    “Sounds like a real friendly place,” Llaz said. “But I am still curious as to what the Captain wants with that guy.” 
 
    “Maybe she thought of a way to recruit him,” Pristacia suggested. 
 
    “It’s more likely that she wanted to make sure her message would actually reach the Empire,” Annsura said as she looked around. “This place looks like it’s just waiting for an opportunity to add to the body count.” 
 
    “That is desperation you are seeing, Cutter,” Dungias stated. “This is the spaceport of Oasis City, the absolute definition of deliverance from a world where the advancements of technology are denied.” 
 
    “Who would want to live here?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “Someone on the run from the IA, or the Empire, or the Ardrians, or any one of the guilds that can afford assassination contract work,” Llaz guessed. 
 
    “Or someone seeking peace in an otherwise tumultuous Rims,” Dungias added. 
 
    “You call this peaceful?” Pristacia asked in a voice that was a little louder than she had intended. 
 
    “Not here, Pris,” Annsura said. “But away from the city where you don’t have to worry about the noise and stench of machinery… yeah, that could be kind of nice.” Dungias looked back at Annsura for a moment. She was still engaged in checking their perimeter and he thought better of saying anything further. Besides, the three thieves who had been mirroring their walking trek had built up enough courage to make an attempt at acquisition. 
 
    “Red shirt, left flank,” Dungias said softly as he turned to the right to face two men, one with his hand behind his back. “I will handle our right.”  
 
    There was no significant energy signature coming from the man who kept his hand hidden. If he was holding a weapon, it was either a non-energy projectile device or a direct-combat device. Either way, he was not the one who suddenly lunged forward, thrusting his hand forward in an awkward heel punch. Using his left hand, Dungias swept the hand wide of his right shoulder and brought his fist back into the man’s face. He was unconscious before he hit the ground. The second man gasped and quickly produced his small and very crude crossbow which he fired over Dungias’ head. The man then turned and ran. 
 
    Dungias turned quickly, hearing the sounds of struggle. He saw the red-shirted man fall to his face as his feet were swept out from under him. Annsura’s punishing move stunned him and he just laid there moaning. With a single hand gesture, Dungias commanded the others to follow him as he moved quickly for the exit door. 
 
    “Master, the Captain has asked me to notify you that we are still in need of crewmen for the Xara-Mansura,” Satithe broke in. 
 
    “Which would only suggest she does not mean to keep the ones we have,” Dungias thought. “… or she has seen the error of her ways in having only a skeleton crew. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Satithe. Hopefuls, let us continue,” he said as he walked out of the spaceport. 
 
    “Z, no!” Annsura cried. 
 
    “Such concern. How very touching.” Dungias stepped out of the main building. The others were far enough behind him to where he could afford to duck in order to avoid the metal club that was swung for his head. Dungias leaned and put his shoulder into the man wielding the crude weapon, causing him to stumble into a fall. 
 
    “CK are you receiving me,” Dungias muttered. 
 
    “I am receiving you, and yes, I am very well established at what passes for a computer system in this region.” 
 
    “How many spaceports are there?” 
 
    “There are seven, Master,” CK answered. “I am now looking into who designated your landing directives.” 
 
    A slender woman threw back her arms, so that the poncho she wore would not get in the way of her drawing and throwing her knives. She had drawn her fifth before she realized the other four had been caught. Her purple-dyed hair partially covered her face as her hazel eyes squinted.  
 
    “This guy’s a master!” she proclaimed and suddenly everyone who had stood with her was ready to run from the area. 
 
    “Turn to run and I will slay you!” Dungias quickly retorted. The man with the club was the first to test Dungias’ resolve. When the throwing knife stopped hard in the back of the man’s skull, the other six decided not to push an already bad position. 
 
    “Your landing instructions came from a Director M’Galotrid, Master,” CK reported. “His orders were com’d into the hub. He’s not even working today! I’m showing heavy Imperial activity on his personal com-channel that started up fifteen minutes before the shuttle left the Xara-Mansura.” 
 
    “While we were being inspected,” Dungias concluded. He came to the quick conclusion that during the inspection he was focused on protecting the minds of the crew and the ship itself. There was one unshielded mind, a desperate mind, that might have been reaching out at that time.  
 
    “He’s only got three more,” the young woman stated. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dungias said calmly. “Then I shall kill you and the next one who moves, leaving me with only one. That would be a foolish price to pay, when all I want is information.” Dungias used his left hand to keep the others, who had just exited the main building, behind him. 
 
    “What kind of information?” 
 
    “What is the latest Imperial activity at this spaceport?” Dungias asked. The woman’s eyes squinted as she tried to make sense of the reasons behind such a specific question. That told Dungias that there had been significant activity recently. Why and how were matters he would have to attend to at a later date, but he needed to gauge the level of activity before he could adequately respond. “Speak quickly, woman! Before I am forced to visit upon you the same regard you had for my life.” 
 
    “They cleared the white streets,” the woman quickly answered.  
 
    “The what?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “The streets that lead from the Imperial Embassy to wherever it is the dignitary might be going,” Llaz informed, just beating Annsura to the response. 
 
    “Come and take back your weapons, child,” Dungias commanded. “There is much we must be about, but you are not among those things.” Wanting not to anger him any further, the woman moved quickly to take back her throwing knives. Dungias allowed his hand to touch hers as he turned himself into a conduit for Alpha. 
 
    “Curse me for a fool,” he thought, looking into the most immediate memories of the woman and seeing nothing but a mangled swirl of manipulations. “The stealth field of the ship was not active and Vobis was out of his cell!” Dungias quickly calculated the time it had taken for the ship to reach its orbit and the shuttle to launch en route to reach Oasis City. ‘Too long’ was the only answer he could find. “Cihpares might have been right to pose the notion to me, but the real question should have been whether the first move had already been made. Captain! 
 
    “I need the three of you to procure a very fast means of transportation,” Dungias directed. “Once you have, open a channel to me.” Dungias did not wait for a response. He took two steps and jumped up to the ledge of the second floor of the building. From there he jumped up and disappeared over the roof. 
 
    “Excuse me, Miss?” Llaz called out. The woman with the throwing knives looked to see he had drawn his gun and trained it on her. “You seem to be a wealth of information. We’re going to need your assistance for just a little while longer!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ‘Tis best to weigh the enemy more mighty than he seems.  
 
    William Shakespeare 
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    “Nut-crunchers!” Jocasta said softly as she moved quickly through the crowd, trekking the tracker signal still registering on her display inside the goggles. “Something about this doesn’t feel right.” With her cane in her left hand, Jocasta eased her right hand into her pocket and took hold of one of the sub-credits there. She took it out and kept it in her hand, she could at last see Vobis Slonn as he slowed his walking speed. “But then again, that’s just what I was expecting, right? 
 
    “Dealing with a mage here,” she thought. “If I can put eyes on him, there’s a chance he’s got eyes on me. Which only makes his slowdown even creepier! Easy, Jo. We don’t shoot at movement, and we don’t jump at the breeze. Stay cool, baby!” Jocasta maintained her jog and closed the distance between herself and the InvokeR. It was a spaceport in Oasis City after all, and natural cover was on all sides of her. A couple turns of her head made her realize that cover applied to anyone who wanted to use it… including those persons who might have been moving against her. 
 
    “And that makes four,” Jocasta thought, flipping the coin between her fingers as she walked. “… nice group too. A little eager for my taste, but not a bad spread between body types. Oh, that reminds me! 
 
    “Satithe, send a message to Z,” Jocasta said. “… let him know that we’re still on the lookout for crew. These hopefuls are okay, but we could stand some muscle and a bit of facial hair around here!” 
 
    “I shall relay your message at once,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “As for these four… make that five,” Jocasta thought, returning to her observations, spotting a man in front of Vobis and walking toward her former prisoner. “… they are definitely here for Vobis! Don’t know why, but maybe I can thin the ranks. After all, no one said I have to let him walk into their trap!” Taking a hold of the small coin between her thumb and index finger, Jocasta threw it forward and to the right. It stuck Vobis’ right arm and instinctively he turned to the right to see what had touched him. Jocasta moved by him on the left, moving directly toward her bogey. 
 
    “Hey baby!” she said affectionately, jabbing the head of her cane into the man’s neck. She took hold of the back of his neck with one hand and wedged her cane in-between his legs, driving him off to the right side. Vobis walked around the would-be lovers and continued on his way. Jocasta worked the man into a very shallow alley where she slammed the back of his head into the wall. “Oh, sweetheart, it’s been so long!” Stepping back from the man, Jocasta spun around, tapping the front of her belt with her right hand.  
 
    Jocasta could hear a body moving quickly for the alley. One of the people from the left flank had rushed to cross the aisle, making all kinds of uncustomary noises. Her cane deflected a knife that was being thrust for her chest. The throwing knife she had in her right hand cut the stomach and then the chest of her attacker. Her cane hammered down on the top of his head before he could scream and he fell to the ground, unconscious and bleeding. 
 
    “WHOA!” Jocasta huffed as she dropped to the ground and rolled under the swing of an energy form. She hopped and jumped out of the alley, clearing a swing of an En-Blade meant for her back, one for her legs, and one that passed just under her body as she sailed over three people who were cut down by the powerful weapon. 
 
    “Do you remember me, woman?!” Falco barked, applying his talent to hurl Jocasta’s body toward the wall. As her body sped toward the unyielding surface, a blinding flash of light robbed Falco of his vision. The sound struck like a sledgehammer and for a practitioner of ThoughtWill, his senses were sharper than the norm. His eyes burned and he had been struck deaf and dizzy. 
 
    “Sure, I never forget an asshole,” Jocasta said as she landed behind the man in a one foot, one knee pose, the throwing knife dripping blood from the Temple Chevalier’s neck, and an arc of blood spraying behind Falco’s body. “As you can see, I’ve made a few changes since last we tangled.” 
 
    “Master!” Adleon cried, drawing his En-Blade and rushing to attack. His downward swing was blocked by the cane and the throwing knife blade touched lightly across his forearm, depriving him of his main weapon. 
 
    “That could have just as easily been your neck, youngster,” Jocasta warned. “… and while you’re over there getting all emotional, ask yourself if it’s within your precious etiquette for a TC to blindside attack someone. Where was your ‘Master’ then?” Adleon clutched his wounded arm and focused his power to push Jocasta back. She slid ten meters before colliding with a frightened patron. As she tumbled, Jocasta could not help but notice how the ground shook. She came to a stop, making sure to catch her tumbling partner. Frightened and confused, the man managed to say thank you as she stood him up. 
 
    “I’ll be damned!” Jocasta whispered as she looked at Falco, mended and mad, standing up from a downward thrust where he had driven his weapon into the ground… ground she had been standing on only a moment ago. The Gallant had chosen his side, and his Master did not look as if he appreciated the final decision. 
 
    “Explain yourself!” Falco demanded. 
 
    “The woman is right. Master,” Adleon replied. “Your attack was–” 
 
    “Away from me!” Falco yelled, waving his left hand and cueing a telekinetic wave that tore into Adleon’s body, hurling him down the main aisle. Blood was flying from his chest before his back met with the stone tiles. 
 
    “And you are next!” Falco declared, looking up at Jocasta. 
 
      
 
    Olkin took his backpack off and dropped to one knee. “Anybody got any ideas?” he asked as he worked. 
 
    “We have to help her,” Silnee insisted. 
 
    “We have to keep calm,” Mel asserted. “We stick our noses into this wrong and all we’ll do is throw off the Captain’s timing. She hasn’t even taken a hit yet.” 
 
    “Mel, it’s a Chevalier!” Silnee argued. “One hit can kill her!” 
 
    “Yeah, a Chevalier who’s done nothing but miss,” Mel replied. “… and look at his face. This guy’s dealt with the Captain before, and it doesn’t look like he won that fight either. Just stand your ground and be ready to go on my order.” 
 
    Olkin stood up with his bow assembled and nocked. He held it at the ready and looked around. Following his training, he knew it was imperative to make sure that while engaging in watch, one should make sure they are not being watched! “I’m clear over here on the right,” he said, offering a soft suggestion for Silnee to check her flank as well. Her low gasp made him grip his bow more tightly. 
 
    “I’m not clear,” she said softly. “I think I just got zeroed. Two inbound from ahead of me!” 
 
    “I see them,” Olkin said as he pulled the string back. As Dungias had promised, it was a very easy pull for his hands, and the goggles let him know the path the arrow would take. Olkin could see they were well armed and even armoured, dressed too clean to be commoners. They had to be Imperial soldiers. Olkin lowered his aim to the ground just in front of the two. “Head down,” he said just as he released the arrow. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta quickly turned her left shoulder to her opponent. She knew it was a bad idea to give someone using their mind as a weapon the first move, but her opinion of this particular Temple Chevalier was dropping fast. The attack levied against his Gallant made the woman grit her teeth. She adjusted the view of her goggles to read waves of ThoughtWill. “All right, JoJo,” she thought. “… let’s see how fast you really are. 
 
    “Did you bring enough Mercs this time, TC?” she asked. “You do realize they’re the only reason why your carcass is still drawing wind, right? Of course, you getting up from that last cut means that you brought something of a Healer with you this time. At least you can be taught. Good! 
 
    “All this crap and scare over TCs,” Jocasta hissed as she made a very slow approach. “You make me sick. You and your high and mighty temples. Those things come with morgues too, ya know. 
 
    “Bingo!” she thought as waves of ThoughtWill appeared around her, closing quickly around her body. Hopping up and kicking out against one side, Jocasta’s foot found a firm and invisible wall to push off from. She dropped a smoke bomb that went off, sounding much louder than it should have, and she quickly realized there had been another explosion. There were screams coming from above and behind her, but Jocasta could not be concerned with them at the moment. She was in the air, just over the top of the forming sphere of telekinesis designed to crush her body. “And about time I used this thing for what it was built to do!” she thought, hurling the throwing knife. Jocasta landed behind the forming cloud of smoke, reaching for her shoulder-holstered weapon. She looked to her left and could see that her knife had flown true. “Shoulda known… another damn swordsman!” The cloaked man looked at the throwing knife lodged in his chest and dropped to his knees, looking at Falco in shock and fear. “And boy was he ready to intercept me attacking his boss. Alfie was right. Some of ‘em are so ready to guard someone else, they forget they have to be alive in order to do it!” 
 
    “You are about to die, bitch!” Falco exclaimed. 
 
    “You first!” Jocasta snapped, stepping around the sphere and shooting through the white smoke. It was a single shot, a well-aimed single shot, and when Falco’s head snapped back Jocasta knew she had been dead on.  
 
    She was surprised to hear a woman cry out in pain further down the main aisle. Jocasta turned her head to see a well-appointed woman, dressed like a female version of Vobis, grab her head as it started to bleed. The woman was trying to speak, but nothing intelligible came out. Two men were attending the woman, one very slender and young, the other square-framed and he had seen a few moons. 
 
    “Her ladyship is still alive!” the large man declared and Jocasta shot him in the head too. 
 
    “No one likes a tattle!” she cried before the ground near her erupted from laser fire. She ran for the closest wall and the stream of laser fire followed, trying to catch her. Several bolts passed just under her body as she dove behind a kiosk. Jocasta landed on her hands and rolled to a stop. 
 
    “Woooo!” she wailed as she moved back to the corner of the kiosk and main walkway. “Why did that sound like a deck gun to me?” she asked as she tried to take a quick look around the corner. Laser bolts drove her back from the corner as a concussive force of energy bursts and flying debris peppered her face. A small red light blinked in the lower left-hand side of the goggles view. “Because it was a deck gun, baby!” she exclaimed. “He brought armoured troops?!” Jocasta was reminded of how Rouge had always said, you can see just how seriously the powers-that-be take a threat by what they bring to try and contain it. 
 
    “Guess I’m movin’ on up,” Jocasta concluded. “Sure would’ve appreciated a slower increase. Went from a pompous ass TC and his cronies to a damn division! But hey, who am I to complain?!”  
 
    “Keep her pinned in there,” Jocasta heard someone barking orders. She reached to the left side of her belt and placed her cane in the loop Z had provided. “… and get me a rocket team up here!” 
 
    “Rocket team?” she whispered. “Okay. Need to get creative and make it yesterday, Jo! 
 
    “I’m going to need you to link up,” she said as she put her pistol in her left hand. She could feel the tubing pass down the sleeve of her left arm and link with the pistol. A green light flashed once to let her know the connection had been made. Testing the theory, Jocasta released the gun, but it simply hung from the tubing. “Attaboy, Z,” she whispered before drawing her blaster with her right hand. A quick shake of her left arm and the pistol flew up into her hand. “High explosive,” she commanded and she could feel the gun mechanics working in her hand. A soft beep was accompanied by an encircled crosshair that quickly faded. “Hmmm, upgrades. Satithe, explain.” 
 
    “The added circle shows the radius of impact for the given yield of the explosive,” Satithe informed. “If no yield is specifically given, the default is for the lowest setting.” 
 
    Jocasta let out a single burst of laughter as she set herself to move. “Gotta love that conservative First Mate of mine! Give me maximum yield.” The crosshair returned as Jocasta looked back along the way she had come. There was another large walkway intersection she had passed in following Vobis. They both led to exits, but the map on her goggles revealed the pathway to her right was shorter, leading to the outside of the building. The circle for the yield also showed up. 
 
    “Damn, Z!” she said, looking in amazement at the gun that was smaller than her blaster. “Okay then, set scale on a one low to five high ratio and put this thing at level two.” Another whirring sound preceded a beep and Jocasta released the gun, reaching for the rear of her belt. 
 
    “You can throw out your weapons and give up, woman,” the officer called out. “I will see to it that you get a fair trial!” 
 
    “For what?!” Jocasta cried out. Looking across the way, she could see a woman crouched down in fear and holding on to two small children. 
 
    “You killed a member of Royal Station!” the officer yelled. “And it looks like that count might get up to two if his sister doesn’t pull through. That man was a great Chevalier and fine leader, and you just gunned him down!” 
 
    “That man couldn’t lead today into tomorrow!” Jocasta yelled back as she gestured for the woman to take her children and leave the area. The woman shook her head ‘no’ emphatically. “And I only gunned him down cuz he wasn’t close enough for me to smack the life out of him. I did the royal station a favor! Remember that when I send you the bill!” Laser fire was her only response and she pulled back from the corner again, seeing the red light flash once more. “What the hell is that light, Satithe?!”  
 
    “Activating face guard,” Satithe said as a face-plate helm formed over Jocasta’s face and head. She laughed inside the facemask and rolled out three smoke bombs. They burst into action and started making a wall of smoke between Jocasta and the troops. She then fired her blaster at the woman across the way, hitting centimeters from her head. The woman screamed and took off running, carrying one child and herding the other two in front of her. 
 
    “Dammit! I can’t see a thing, sir,” a man cried out. 
 
    “Team One, get ready to charge that alley!” Jocasta spun around the corner and fired three shots from the smaller pistol. Three explosions were followed by screams and panic fire. She chuckled as she moved back into the alley. 
 
    “Be still!” a voice commanded and the power of the voice was so gripping that even Jocasta fell silent. 
 
    “Satithe, I need to see through the smoke,” Jocasta whispered as she looked around the corner. The voice had indeed come from a person, but the owner of the voice had not yet arrived on the scene. Jocasta drew focus on the portal – that her mask view ports identified as MannA – and saw a man walk through, followed by a five-man entourage. “There goes that twitch again,” she whispered, looking at the lead man who appeared to be on fire with the mode of vision she was using. “Because that’s MannA all around him too, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I am afraid so,” Satithe replied, “though it is not the same signature.”  
 
    “Are you telling me that is someone else’s MannA making that portal?” Jocasta asked, fearing the obvious answer. 
 
    “Affirmative. The matching signature comes from the slender man at the rear of the group. I suppose the only good news I can offer you is that they are the only two–” 
 
    “That are generating MannA,” Jocasta whispered. “So loving the twitch right now!” 
 
    “Counselor Sylgarr,” one of the Imperial officers called out as he ran over to kneel in front of the tall man who looked stately just in the way that he walked. It was easy to see that Falco and this man were related. They had the same color of auburn–red hair, though streaks of gray were beginning to make their claim on this man. 
 
    “Satithe, the name of the TC I just waxed,” Jocasta said softly while shaking her head in disbelief. “Was his name Falco Sylgarr?” 
 
    “It was, Captain,” Satithe informed. “The Counselor is his father and one of the ranking members of the Emperor’s Council of the Mage.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can give me ears on what they’re saying, can you?” Her mode of vision went telescopic and suddenly the Counselor was almost as close as the wall at her side. 
 
    “We were told to hold our positions, Counselor,” the officer explained. “Your son engaged the woman and… and she killed him, Master.” 
 
    “A single woman killed my son?!” Gulfrim Sylgarr asked. “How long ago?” 
 
    “Our readers put the time of death at three minutes, eleven seconds ago,” the soldier answered. 
 
    “Then there is time,” Gulfrim said as he looked back at the second figure of his entourage. A slender and quite comely woman reached for a large platinum amulet that rested on her chest as she walked over and placed one hand on Falco. She closed her blue eyes and Jocasta started seeing energy waves surrounding the woman’s body. 
 
    “Is that MannA?” she asked. 
 
    “Negative, Captain,” Satithe replied. “That is called KaA, the name given to energized faith.” 
 
    “Energized what?!” 
 
    “Master, you should know… the woman in question can hear us,” the first of the entourage spoke softly to the Counselor. His eyes gray eyes locked on Jocasta’s position. “She’s talking to someone. Your priestess has been made as such”. 
 
    “The death-urge has been abated,” the woman reported as she opened her eyes and stepped back from Falco’s body, breathing out black smoke as she moved. “But the touch of the Reaper is heavy upon him.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Your son has met with this woman before,” the young priestess advised. “She delivered him to death’s door on that occasion as well. The Gallant saved his life then as I have now, but the spirit of your son has been crushed.” 
 
    “The Gallant? And Falco sought this woman out?!” Gulfrim questioned. 
 
    “He was of the mindset that her victory had been delivered by way of luck.” 
 
    “Yeah, Junior is kind of thick that way,” Jocasta whispered. 
 
    “What is your assessment, Priestess?”  
 
    “According to his memory, the engagement was shorter this time than it was when last they met,” the woman spoke as she moved her blonde hair behind her ears. Despite the strain of the feat she had performed, she was already beginning to recover. “Still, he was more prepared, what with his platoon of troops and the incantations of his sister in place to sustain him.” 
 
    “Coletta?!” Gulfrim quickly asked and the priestess moved at the same speed, pointing at the area where five troops and an attendant stood. 
 
    “She is alive, though the woman delivered two powerful death strokes in too rapid a succession for your daughter to withstand. Without her will to live she would have joined her brother in the death-urge.” 
 
    “Get them back to the embassy and see to my son’s every need,” Gulfrim commanded. 
 
    “I will see to it that he lives,” the priestess corrected, gesturing to several of the troopers. “I will also tend to your daughter.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nassatia,” Gulfrim said softly, brushing back his auburn and gray hair. He looked at the fourth of his group and sneered. “Brutum,” he spoke in a calm albeit disgusted tone. “Collect this woman and bring her to me!” 
 
    “At once, Master.” Despite being the largest of the entire procession, the man called Brutum moved with a stirring ease and silence. In three strides he was away from the procession and up to the front line of troops. 
 
    “That sounds like my cue,” Jocasta said as she ran out from beside the kiosk. She moved over to see the man fall forward and catch himself on his hands. Looking up and growling, the man ran on all fours quickly reaching an unbelievable speed. He snarled as he ran, closing on his target. 
 
    “Down boy!” Jocasta yelled as she ran. “What I wouldn’t give for a raw steak right now!” Jocasta pressed her body for speed, but she knew she was sorely overmatched by the man who mixed cold laughter with his growl. He could see where she was running and moved to cut her off from the other walkway. He left his feet to tackle the woman. She left her feet and spun under his flight arc. Her boot hammered against the side of his face as he passed over her body, and any attempt to grab her was foiled. Jocasta finished her spin and landed on her hands and feet as the man crashed against the ground and rolled into a wall. “And stay!” she shouted as she resumed her run. 
 
    “That was… inspired,” Gulfrim noted. “Have you ever seen the like, Thashurd?” 
 
    “Not quite in that fashion, Master!” the man who always stood closest to the Counselor took one step away from his normal position. “It was a strange mixture of acrobatics and disciplined rhythmic combat. Neither was perfect, yet the result was… strangely effective. With your permission?” 
 
    “I don’t need my Chevalier to chase off after a bounding street-wench,” Counselor Gulfrim concluded. “The hound and Culn will suffice for such a chore.” With a slight hand gesture, the last of the entourage was activated. The man nodded in acknowledgement and removed his black robes. The armour he wore appeared to be formal dress attire, but the gems scattered through the suit, now exposed to open light, began to glow. His green-dyed hair began to glow too as the man took flight. “What I need for you to do is–” 
 
    “I will see to it this matter never reaches the Inner Rim,” Thashurd said as he turned to face the lead officer. “Commander, get your troops to their vehicles,” he commanded.  
 
    With his Chevalier taking care of the minor details, Gulfrim turned to his protégé who was still maintaining the portal. “Close the aperture after I am away.” 
 
    “You wish for me to remain here?” 
 
    “Brutum and Culn will require a means back to the embassy, Vekruv,” Gulfrim replied as he walked through the portal. “You will see to it.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master,” the young man bowed as the Counselor took his leave. In a matter of moments he was standing alone. Thashurd was with the troops... Culn and Brutum were contending with an upstart street-woman and… 
 
    “I’ve been left behind to serve as some sort of doorman!” the young man muttered as he began to pace. 
 
    “I can appreciate your perspective!” Dungias whispered as he took hold of the man’s blade, drew the weapon, and, as he was becoming visible, slashed the neck and chest of the young SpellCasteR. The cuts were deep, but not fatal. He looked upon the crest the man wore atop his belt buckle; a bronze ‘S’ embraced in jade and brass. Only families of note had such standards, and Dungias had seen it before, worn by Falco Sylgarr. “And now, I shall broaden it!” Spinning the InvokeR around, Dungias took hold of the back of the man’s head and shoved his face into the edge of his own portal. The sudden and much unexpected pain had already loosened his grip on the incantation; now Vekruv T’Passio was being forced to merge with a tear in the fabric of reality. He screamed, but it could not be heard… not on Dungias’ side of the portal. Reactivating his stealth field, Dungias started after his Captain. The doorway closed without a flash of light or a tremor of the Energies. The Star Chaser seriously doubted things were as quiet on the other side of the aperture. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    We are searching for some kind of harmony between two intangibles: a form which we have not yet designed and a context which we cannot properly describe. 
 
    Christopher Alexander  
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    The memory of the Enacranites was still very fresh in his mind as he entered the chamber. The sound of his staff finding the floor told him all he needed to know. The table with the chessboard was still present but there was a chair on either side of the table and Freund chuckled. 
 
    “Aren’t you curious as to how I did it?” he asked, relieved that he had stopped off to check in on his Dark Pawn Project before coming to his home. It would not be long before they actually possessed the bodies they would need to be suitable pawns for the guardian of humanity. The doors to the chamber closed, quickly becoming part of the wall. There would be no escape from this place until it was done with Freund. 
 
    “The details, at this time, are unimportant,” it said, striding from the darkest corner in the room, still using Star Lark’s body and her cosmic power. “Suffice to say that the Enacranites either doubt themselves or they have reinstated their faith in your capability. Erroneous in either stride.” 
 
    “How very gracious of you,” Freund replied as he took a tighter grip of his staff. “But the intent behind your retort is painfully clear.” 
 
    “Is it?” the creature asked as power began to collect in Tolarra’s hands. 
 
    “Quite,” Freund insisted. “You see, my thoughts and actions had been intertwined with the game board and the game itself. For you not to sense what I was doing and thinking could only mean one thing:  you were not observing the game… you had to have been playing it!  
 
    “When the chair was first missing, I had assumed its disappearance was due to something Neve had done. But it was you!” 
 
    “Interesting theory.” 
 
    “It is more than a theory,” Freund stated. “You see, after my dealings with the assassin of Xaythra, the contingency I inserted into my mind was not bound by time. It could detect thoughts placed into my mind after it had been initiated… but it also could spot the false thoughts that had been placed into my mind before the contingency was created. This included the thought that playing chess was my idea. Being blind would never keep me from playing cards, not even in the way the game had started in the challenge for Old Earth. If anything, it would have been a detriment for anyone playing against me, trying to read eyes that do not exist. 
 
    “Then of course, there is the final piece of evidence I was able to secure,” Freund said as his head lowered to his chest. 
 
    “And what would that be?” it inquired. 
 
    “My ability to look into the mind of the board,” Freund declared. “You are vitaceptive, but you are hardly a master of the measure. It was hubris that led you into believing that you were the most gifted mind in existence. I suppose I have only myself and my kind to thank for giving you that impression. 
 
    “But when I crept into your room, just a moment ago by the way, while you were putting together your plans to destroy me… I saw it, the strand that tied it all together. While I do not have your reasons, I saw your actions. It was only after one of the Maior Nathu encountered the fringes of vitaception that it would eventually become Baron Nomed and launch an attack against his own kind. Old Earth was simply collateral damage, wasn’t it? Something that was in the way and a means to make sure the Maior Nathu would not opt to cut and run. After the destruction of Old Earth, that Anti-Life changed, becoming Neve. That thought… that impulse was the sort of protection and guidance a creator would give their creation. The only question that remains is why! What is it that drives you to destroy humanity?!” 
 
    “You are truly blind!” it declared as it lifted Tolarra’s hands and started toward him. 
 
    “Apparently I am not the only one,” Freund returned as he stretched out his mind.  
 
    “Tolarra, I need you!” he projected. 
 
    Star Lark’s glowing white hand moved to grasp Freund’s head, but she stopped moving and Freund could hear Tolarra screaming, though her mouth never opened. He could feel an outpouring of fear, confusion, rage, and love coming from the woman as her transformation into a Star Bird was cued.  
 
    “Interesting how that happened at the moment of truth,” Freund projected to it as his eyes started to glow. It was not ThoughtWill he was generating, as he was not truly generating anything. The power coming to him bridged with him of its own free will. “One might think I had planned all of this. You have underestimated Tolarra, and not all of the memory pods were sent away from the castle. Sometimes, in order to keep some things secret, you have to forget you possess it. A simple thing to do when you’re a PsyondaR! But now that the memory has returned… allow me to introduce you to what I was before I became Freund! 
 
    “Metatsetop Amsirp!” Freund shouted and his voice echoed throughout the castle – over every floor and through every room. Sentient energy sprang from the walls, ceiling and floor, blasting at the essence of the entity inside Tolarra, causing the entity to be stunned, to hesitate, and to be drawn out of the First Sense. A power prism started forming around Lark. It had not quite formed when her eyes met with Freund’s consciousness, and they shared feelings neither of them had time to say. Freund’s head snapped back from an incredible psychic attack that sought to crush his psyche and destroy his essence. When the prism locked, the attack ceased and his body fell to the ground. 
 
    “What have you done?” it asked. 
 
    “Looks like us lower life forms just kicked your ass!” Tolarra projected. 
 
    “I could kill you with a single thought!” it stated. 
 
    “Not going to change where you are or what’s happening,” Tolarra argued. “I don’t know what the deal is with you, but it looks as if you’ve been found out and capped. It’s okay, you can be pissed, I was too when Chiaro laid me out. Do me a favor though: let’s not take five years before you figure out you’re not the end-all, be-all of the universe.” 
 
    The power prism was a very profound construct. The entity was even more impressed that it had come from Freund by way of a spell; one that had been cast ages ago and held in place, awaiting the command he had given. The prism was an object that would accept energy, in all forms, and move it about its structure, dissecting the energy and storing it either within its own body, thus becoming stronger, or in any one of a countless number of pre-arranged storage facilities. The entity did not dare to touch the prism, for it could not say whether its own essence would fall prey to the effect of the spell.  
 
    The key to the prism was probably a simple one, but the entity could not reach Freund’s mind. The ThoughtWill it would need to use to reach his mind would only be absorbed and disintegrated by the prism. 
 
    “I am trapped!” it admitted. 
 
    “That ain’t all you are, you… it-of-a-bitch!” Tolarra projected angrily as she could see the game board. It had changed yet again. Instead of a place for of two players, now there were four. “You little lying–” A low, thunderous sound interrupted Tolarra’s thoughts. Before she could decide whether or not to be afraid of the force that began to shake the castle, she heard it speaking. 
 
    “No!” the entity exclaimed, demonstrating fear for the first time in several millennia. “This is too soon!” The castle shook once more, though with greater fury than Freund’s master casting. Books fell from the shelves and it sounded as if everything had come away from the walls in the kitchen. 
 
    “Guardian!” a low, powerful voice called and just hearing it almost made Tolarra transform, though she had put forth no effort to do so. “Will the Guardian answer this summons?” 
 
    “Whoever that is, they’re not the patient sort, that’s for sure.” 
 
    A towering figure of a man appeared on the balcony and, using his index finger, he knocked harder than Tolarra had ever heard. Some of the bricks were displaced by his simplest touch. With no response to the knocking, the figure stepped inside, stooping down so that his hooded head could get under the top of the door frame. He also had to turn at the waist to allow his left shoulder into the double door passage before allowing his right shoulder entry. The figure’s hood was black with a wide silver lining flowing down into a cape of the same design. He wore platinum-colored banded armour about his chest, forearms and shins. The clothes worn under the armour were royal blue and seemed to shimmer in the soft light. He carried some sort of a silver staff that looked to have a star mounted on top of it, and his skin was a perfect blend of honey and taupe. “The Guardian is detected as being present, but the Guardian does not respond,” he spoke, but his lips never moved. 
 
    “I am here!” it cried. “I am right here!” The sound it made did not escape the prism, and the giant did not pay any attention to the small glowing object on the floor. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that a fine how-do-ya-do!” Tolarra thought, watching the figure lift his head and look around with large teal eyes. He too could see through the bricks and mortar of this place, beyond what even Tolarra considered sight. Before he was done viewing, there was a moment that Star Lark felt as if she were being read. 
 
    “The Guardian is absent or it has been compromised. The scene is askew! The template for the challenge has been prepared. Will the Champions answer this summons?” 
 
    “I answer in the name of Neve,” a figure shrouded in black light and thick, black smoke spoke as it appeared in the game room. 
 
    “This Adjudicator does not recognize your station as proxy,” he replied. “Produce this Neve or consider your claim rebuked.”  
 
    Opening the robes at the chest, the figure revealed black light thriving in its chest which the imposing figure reviewed.  
 
    “Neve is recognized as a Champion.” 
 
    “You have got to be shitting me!” Tolarra thought. “That bitch gets to com it in?!” 
 
    “Are there any other Champions?” the Adjudicator asked. 
 
    “I stand for the prize of this challenge,” a wispy soft and calm female voice was heard as a dark green robed figure appeared in the room with the hood of her robes covering her face. “And I would prefer not to have my name mentioned. Here is a sampling of my essence and therefore my right to participate.” Her skin was nearly white, but it did not appear dead, as her hand came away from her side. In the center of her palm shone a small silvery light. 
 
    “This Adjudicator recognizes your authority. Both you and your request are accepted.” With two answering for the challenge and Freund still on the ground not moving, Tolarra grew desperate. She had to try something, and she knew that the worst that could happen was that her attempt simply would not work! 
 
    “Me!” Tolarra projected, trying her best to shout through her mind. 
 
    “Me!” Freund’s body spoke. The sound was very weak, but her zeal was heard in his tones. 
 
    “Most interesting,” the robed woman remarked. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Tolarra’s fellow captive asked. Both were trapped inside the prism, but somehow Tolarra’s thoughts had been allowed to leave. “A rapport!” it quickly concluded. “You share a rapport with Freund!” 
 
    “Sugar, that’s not all we share,” Tolarra thought. “Stop it, Tolarra! Focus, woman! Your man… all of mankind, is counting on you!” ThoughtWill touched Tolarra’s mind as the entity tried to avail itself of the rapport, but that effort took energy, and it was immediately absorbed by the prism. “Damn if the man does not have you all trussed up!” 
 
    “You are just as trapped as I am,” it asserted. 
 
    “Nice try,” Tolarra thought. “I reach out to Freund, you reach for me. This thing might have you locked up, but your grazing shot has Freund down for the count. And don’t think that he left me without images of you increasing my power! Who knows what you could do with that one instant in contact with his mind. I was born during the day, babykins, but it wasn’t yesterday!”  
 
    “The… reclined figure has been viewed and weighed. This Adjudicator recognizes your authority. Both you and your request are also accepted.” 
 
    “He is not even conscious!” the light and smoke-veiled figure argued. The Adjudicator turned his head slightly, triggering a function of the castle. The creature was removed instantly and very much against its will. It then looked to the robed woman who nodded her head.  
 
    “The blind one and I are very well acquainted, and I have no argument with your rulings,” she said softly. “It is good to see you again, after all this time.” 
 
    “Time is irrelevant.” 
 
    “Only to those who do not have to wait for it, Adjudicator,” she replied. “Wake up, Freund. Let’s make this interesting!” A spark of soft gray light came from under the hood of the woman as she faded from sight and Freund sat up straight away. Three memory pods quickly returned to him. He was surprised but relieved to see the prism still there and still holding the entity securely. 
 
    “Only three,” Freund thought, extending his senses. He felt one in the room that was not allowed to return to him. It explained a few things, but there were four that had opted not to return, and as Freund extended his awareness, he found himself surprised and slightly delighted at the reason. “Well, that could be problematic, but it will have to wait for the moment.” 
 
    “I will stand for the last available Champion position,” a man said as he strode into the castle and approached Freund. His skin and hair matched that of the giant judge, but his eyebrows ran down the outside corners of his head and merged with his sideburns. “The door was open, but I request your permission to enter.” 
 
    “It is given,” Freund said, a slight shake in his voice. The slender man, clad in crystalline dress armour and a royal purple cloak, removed his helmet and his long, shiny, straight black hair fell around his shoulders. 
 
    “The Adjudicator recognizes the Gamesman. He is accepted and the four Champions have been named.” The large figure turned to exit but stopped at the door leading out. “The Adjudicator will review the full scene and summon the Champions when the game is set to begin. However, the rules of the Champions must be followed from this point until a victor has been name.” Turning to leave, the next footfall did not even make a sound. Freund could feel his memory pod moving as the Adjudicator moved and he suppressed a smile. The list of things that would be made to wait was growing steadily longer. The large figure slowed in movement as he faded from sight, followed by a soft breeze and spark of light just beyond the stars. 
 
    The Gamesman smiled and nodded, turning back to face Freund. He seemed to recognize the human entity, but the knowledge was not mutually shared. “Do you even know what you are playing for?” 
 
    “The prize does not matter so much as what I protect,” Freund answered. 
 
    “So ‘no’ then. I see.” He sneered as he removed his gloves. “This scene is askew,” he said. “It will be eradicated.” 
 
    “Define ‘scene’ if you please,” Freund requested. 
 
    “This existence, blind one! We created it, and now we are done with it. Out with the old and in with the new, as your kind are prone to say.” He laughed as both he and Freund flashed brightly before departing the castle. A small orb of a soft glowing light remained behind and floated slowly down to the prism. When it touched, light filled the room and the prism shattered inward. The Lark sang a high-pitched note of fright, beating its wings and hopping about. When the light faded, Tolarra stood up on two very human legs. The prism remained, but it was now inside a crystal sphere that was making its way to the mantle over the fireplace. 
 
    “My dearest!” Freund projected and although she could barely hear his thoughts, she could see numbers flashing before her eyes.  
 
    “Coordinates!” she thought. 
 
    “Indeed they are,” he replied. “Find out all you can, my love! If I do not return, you are my prox–” 
 
    “No!” she screamed, reaching out with her mind. She could feel nothing. As far as her senses could tell her, Freund was gone! She closed her eyes and immediately recalled the lessons of the Light Priest that had changed her life and the entity that had changed her heart. “Okay,” she said, trying not to fall into a panic. “I need to get to that place and quickly!” A streak of coherent light was all that was left of Tolarra as she sped across the systems towards the destination she had been given. 
 
    “And I might as well start thinking of a Plan B,” Tolarra thought as she flapped her wings for even more speed. “If I haven’t learned anything else from that man, I’ve learned that having another plan in place can save your ass in more ways than one! 
 
    “Wait,” she whispered. “Chiaro didn’t go to Freund for facts or opinions… not after he became a Light Priest. After that, he sought the Temple of Light! Hell, that sounds like a Plan B to me!” Tolarra continued through the vacuum of space, using the time to concoct a Plan C and D. The first was in case what she found at the given coordinates made finding the Temple of Light unnecessary. The second was for if she had to find the temple and it too fell short of what she needed.   
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    It had seemed like a really sound strategy: keeping the Affiliation and the masquerading demons in the dark about what she had managed to uncover. S’Vrili was willing to take that claim to the grave. She had, however, entertained many notions of being much older before initiating her life’s dismount. The cries of the five demons behind her were closer than they had been two sets of shrieks past. It was a classic competition: Mechanix versus MajiKs, the technology of propulsion systems and aerospace engineering in a race against leathery wings and incantations. The former was a mastery of the rules of physical science, the latter was allowed to ignore them. It did not help matters that S’Vrili was only enough of a pilot to reach her destinations in a very pedestrian manner. What she needed was a true pilot, a daredevil, someone who knew how to climb into a rules-minding machine and break the rules anyway. The winner of this challenge, in this particular case, had been declared ages ago; the young Affiliate was simply delaying the inevitable.  
 
    “They’re almost close enough to attack and actually have a chance of hitting me,” S’Vrili thought as her eyes looked at her console, spying the part responsible for communications. How quickly she could have opened a channel and called for help… bringing good people out to an early demise! No, whatever the Fates had prescribed for her, S’Vrili would meet it with a clear conscience. “…I am still over the city! Escape for me is not possible; it’s time to think of others!” S’Vrili took a sharp turn to her left and set the nose of her aircraft for the mountains in the distance. There were probably people up there too, but the chances of the craft coming down and missing innocents was greatly improved.  
 
    Looking back, S’Vrili was relieved to see her turn had surprised her pursuers and she had opened the distance between them and herself. She programmed the craft to begin the automated landing cycle in two minutes and unstrapped herself from the chair. She looked at the gem atop her wrist and managed a smile as she patted the arm of the chair. The gem was not the rich azure she was used to seeing it glow. It was a faded blue, becoming murky, approaching black, which meant the battery was nearly out of power to give to her. 
 
    “Looks like I’ll have to do this on personal reserves,” she thought.  
 
    “Not necessarily,” a soft, warm female voice responded. S’Vrili looked around, but she could not see anyone. “Oh come now, did you really think you would look into the Stars and they would not at least look into you in return?” S’Vrili smiled as she pushed the emergency eject lever forward. She took in a deep breath as she fell through the bottom of the craft. She was surprised by the sensation and cursed herself for not remembering that she had to pull the lever to be ejected through the top of the aircraft. 
 
    The chair rockets fired as it was quickly clear of the craft. S’Vrili fell away from the chair before she heard metal crunching behind her. She looked back to see her chair torn into several pieces as a demoness streaked toward her. “You have much to answer for, mortal,” she hissed. “My masters await your soul!” 
 
    “I’m sure,” S’Vrili whispered as she closed her eyes and started making movements with her hands. The demoness laughed as she drew closer. 
 
    “An incantation will not save you, witch!” 
 
    S’Vrili opened her eyes and they gave a spark of purplish-black light. “Aahhh yes, I am indeed a Witch!” S’Vrili clapped her hands together. The demoness and two other demons screamed as they turned to stone. Pleased that three had managed to touch the chair she had enchanted to be the agent of delivery, S’Vrili put her attention toward the two remaining demons and the statue drawing close to her. She took hold of it and used it as a makeshift platform. 
 
    “Definitely have to remember the night I air-surfed a demoness,” S’Vrili thought, finding it surprisingly easy to achieve and maintain her balance. “Make that an aerodynamic demoness! Still, that’s three down and two to go.” 
 
    “I can see her power locke,” one of the two demons stated, pointed at the blue gem. “She is weak. She cannot have but one or two more efforts left to her. Press on!” 
 
    “These boys don’t get out too often,” S’Vrili whispered. “Still, I likes my demons like I likes all of my opponents: dumb enough to walk into one!” S’Vrili locked into her threshold of MannA and cast a MannA Bolt spell. A normal bolt was about the size of an average human fist. What S’Vrili generated and released was nearly the size of her torso! It streaked high into the sky and both demons veered around it. “Hmmm, good flyers, those two.” 
 
    “That was one, witch!” 
 
      She could hear the statue crack under her feet and S’Vrili sighed in disgust. “And aren’t you the most worthless thing?!” she cried as she stepped off the statue, diving for the ground below. The demoness cracked into thousands of tiny fragments before becoming dust, and both demons flew through her remains.  
 
    “Well, I was intending on going on a trip,” the Affiliate thought. “… the only trouble is that I never found my destination… but that was before I heard her voice!”  
 
    S’Vrili altered the perspective of her threshold and used KaA to empower the faith she had in herself and in the Stars. “But I don’t need to know where I am going to begin my journey.  
 
    “Stars, guide me!” she said as her body began to glow with a soft white-gold light. Extending her hand in front of her, a beam of light shot from her palm and created an aperture just above the clouds. S’Vrili flew through it; she could feel the Energies passing over her body, and each was of use to her. She could see where she was going, and S’Vrili quickly focused her talents to absorb her momentum as teleportation would not negate her speed of travel. Her feet touched down on fine flooring tiles and she walked forward under the remaining momentum her body had acquired in the fall from her aircraft. Both demons flew into the floor and S’Vrili winced as she heard both the tiles and the bones in their bodies snap, break, and grind. 
 
    “That sounded bad… for them, not for me… but still pretty bad.” Both demons began to stir, still stunned, as their bodies began to mend. “Durable bastards!” S’Vrili whispered as she looked around the room where she had been taken. “Remember, S’Vrili, you trust the Stars. Just because this location makes no sense to you doesn’t mean it’s the wrong destination. Sometimes it takes time for the wisdom of the Stars to shine through.” One of the demons growled as it stood up from the divot its body had made. “And it isn’t as if you’re going to be standing around just waiting.” The second demon stood up as the first was struck in the back with the MannA Bolt. The energy was so great that it burned through its back, bursting from its chest. The demon started to fall to its knees, but it was only black dust before the joints reached the floor. “You’ve got to love how that spell tracks down its target,” S’Vrili remarked as the aperture she had come through finally closed.  
 
    The last demon roared as it lunged forward, swiping its right wing for S’Vrili’s legs. She fell face-forward but rolled as quickly as she could. The spike bone from the left wing speared through her robes and the floor, just missing the ribs of the rolling Witch. “The bolt was one,” the demon said coldly as it slowly approached. S’Vrili moved on her hands and feet, backing away from the creature. “… that aperture was a second. I doubt you have any power left to you… aside from your life-force that is.”  
 
    “I could be old and decrepit and fare better than you, demon!” S’Vrili spat. The demon snarled and attacked, lunging forward again. It expected S’Vrili to try a somersault throw and caught her foot as she lifted it. Taking hold of one arm, the demon lifted the woman and hurled her into the wall. The Witch struck hard, but she was not allowed to reach the ground before the demon lunged forward, driving its shoulder into her chest. S’Vrili could not scream as she felt her ribs give from the incredible strength of the demon and the icy touch of its body on her flesh. 
 
    “You fared well, mortal,” the demon said, pulling back and taking hold of her neck. S’Vrili’s feet touched down on the floor, but she could not feel it. “A full score of my kind is not easily turned back. But alas, I am the last, and thanks to you, when I return to my Prince, I will be placed at a higher station.” 
 
    “P-p-p-prince?” S’Vrili panted, struggling to regain her focus. She could do nothing while the cold of the demonic touch grasped at her body and her mind. “Th-that narrows it d-d-down for me!” 
 
    The back of the demon’s hand smacked against her cheek and she was nearly knocked unconscious. The room started spinning about her and all she could hear was her heartbeat and the demon’s laughter. It took a grip of the top of her head, the tips of its claws inserting into her face. 
 
    “The pain,” she thought as her hands balled up into tight fists. The lesson of an old housekeeper flooded her memory. As the demon peered into the visions she had gathered from the Stars, she remembered holding on to a poker Renaldo had just brought from the fire. “Focus on the pain, S’Vrili! It is not the normal path, but it is still a path… and bless you, old man, it is the only path left to me! 
 
    “Get out of my mind!” S’Vrili screamed as her threshold shifted once more. EnerJa was now hers to wield, and her eyes flashed with a reddish-orange light before beams of the same color fired into the face of the demon. The energy beams burned against its flesh, and the demon was forced to release her as it stepped back. S’Vrili knew better than to look at the gem on her wrist; she knew it was going to be black and cold. 
 
    “Now what, Witch?” she asked herself. “You are a keg tossed at the mid-point of the fraternity party: tapped and drained!” 
 
    The burns on the demon’s face slowly faded and S’Vrili shook her head. The room was obviously used for the casting, the shutter for a teleportation aperture was glowing, but the energy keeping it in place was dedicated; this side of the doorway was closed and required the caster’s permission, or a power greater than his, to force an opening. There was not enough ambient MannA for her to bother absorbing it with what little time she had. There were no weapons on the wall, and she had lost her dagger even before she had appropriated the aircraft.  
 
    “When I have the rest of your memories, I will cleave the flesh from your bones!” the demon hissed as it bent at the knees. It was not about to show her any mercy or make a minimal effort in its next attack; too many had done that already and were no longer in the chase. “You have no power and even less hope!” 
 
    S’Vrili’s eyes opened wide as they started to glow. The shutter had opened and as the screams of one man’s torment flooded the room, so did an abundance of MannA. S’Vrili collected enough to align her body with the power, and she could feel more about to flood into the chamber. By becoming one with the power, she would not be harmed by the explosion which was about to occur. She could see the doors to the chamber opening – exceptionally bad timing for that party, and even worse for the demon that was instantly incinerated by the MannA. Demons were creatures of focused KaA, and MannA was definitely a bane to their existence. S’Vrili walked slowly through the flames of power as the aperture consumed its creator, scattering him across the dimensions. She could feel a contingency activate around the InvokeR and she was impressed at his resourcefulness. She hoped, for his sake, that the contingency would merge well with the circumstance of his forced transference from this dimension. 
 
    “The Stars have delivered me,” S’Vrili thought as light came through the aperture and touched her body. She could suddenly feel everything that was on the other side of the dying spell. The building, in growing need of repair… the people, scurrying for cover… and one lone figure who was not afraid… not for himself. S’Vrili turned and looked through the beam of light to see him. A tall and massive form was there, turning its back to the doorway as he erected a field that bent the light of the visible spectrum around his body. It was a sensation never before experienced, but the Stars had introduced her to him. “… and this is the agent they used… the very one I was bade to find!” Looking down at the gem on her wrist, the Witch smiled to see that it was now glowing white. With her battery filled to its maximum capacity, S’Vrili allowed the abundant power to pass into her threshold where it too fed until it could take no more. “Thank you for your assistance, Z’Gunok Tel Dungias. Now let’s see if I can return the favor!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Young people have a marvelous faculty of either dying or adapting themselves to circumstances.  
 
    Samuel Butler 
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    Fayja was not yet used to her surroundings, it was still something of a miracle that she had survived angering Prince Valwonn. In the weeks since she had been taken from the bedchambers of the youngest son of the Emperor, Fayja had found herself in a constant state of regret and remorse. She had lost count of the items she had broken that belonged to her benefactor, and already her hopes for going this day without an incident were lost. 
 
    “This might aid in the effort,” Kannadi said, lowering a dustpan to the floor as she squatted to hold it in place. 
 
    “Thank you,” Fayja laughed nervously. “Was the figurine one of his favorites?” 
 
    “It was one of the many he has made,” Kannadi replied. “But don’t let that–” Kannadi looked up at the young woman who started to cry. “Perhaps that advice comes too late,” Kannadi whispered as she stood up. 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s wrong with me!” Fayja shouted. “I can’t walk ten meters without breaking something. I’ve never been so trouble prone!” 
 
    “The problem is not your coordination,” Kannadi insisted as she took a gentle hold of Fayja’s shoulder. “I have seen what you are doing, but it was my body I could not trust. I have felt what you are feeling, Fayja. It is only fear.” 
 
    “Fear?!” Fayja repeated, sounding confused. “But–” 
 
    “I know, you are thrown by my words. You were saved from the Prince by my Master, but he is a man, and he probably resembles the men you have been forced to lay with. Your fear is that you are simply passing time until his hungers take hold of his reason and he betrays you, like every other man you have known.” 
 
    “There was only one aside from the Prince!” Fayja declared. 
 
    “That is still all of them, is it not?” Kannadi pressed, quickly turning her head before Fayja could respond. Something was amiss. “You are simply waiting for my Master to be the rule and not the exception.” Kannadi’s eyes closed and her nostrils flared; her senses tried to make sense of the impulse she had felt. “And it does not matter if he is like all the others or not. Your fear isn’t thwarting you because you do not know him. It thwarts you because…” Both sensory sweeps returned with traits of the estate that had never belonged there before; they had been very recently added. The scent was foul but sharp, like burning human flesh but stronger. Her ears found the sound of flesh and bone striking against stone. “… you do not know yourself! 
 
    “Call for help, now!” Kannadi barked before she tore down the corridor toward the center of the household. “The Master is under attack!” When Nalyik young woman reached the door to take the stairs, Fayja gasped as a body flew out of the stairway door… a winged body with a spiked tail. Using its wings to keep itself aloft, the yellow-skinned creature hissed at its captive, the pinned and stunned Kannadi, who was helpless, pressed against what was now the cracked stone of the corridor. 
 
    “Gods of the stars!” Fayja thought as Kannadi looked up at the creature with anger. It was as if she was daring the thing to harm her. 
 
    The beast whispered something, but Fayja could not understand the language it spoke. She could, however, see the look on its face quite clearly. It was a familiar sort of glare that sparkled in its green eyes. The spiked tail slowly came over its right shoulder and lifted Kannadi’s chin. 
 
      
 
    “You strong,” the incubus hissed at Kannadi in Orka. It recognized her kind, which explained to the young woman why it had not released her. “But not strong as me! My Master take your Master… and I take you!” Glass shattered against the head of the demon, doing absolutely no damage to it whatsoever. But it was distracted and looked to the source of the feeble attack. Kannadi did not require further invitation. Her teeth gnashed down on the tail of the demon and the sharpened edges and fangs cut through the skin of the creature and it wailed in pain. Kannadi was released and took hold of the tail just before she was lifted from the floor by the strength of it. The creature sought to lift her up and then slam her body into the floor, but Kannadi released her three grips and ascended to the top of the corridor ceiling where she caught hold of the chandelier. The incubus continued to cry out in pain as it looked at its tail. 
 
    “Look what you did!” it screamed. “You hurt my tail!” 
 
    “Only the first!” Kannadi roared as she released the chandelier and landed on the left wing of the demon. The sound of bones breaking echoed down the corridor. As the creature yelled, Kannadi took hold of the tail and drove the spiked end through the neck of the creature. She could hear Fayja screaming as the incubus fell to the floor, bleeding and slowly dying.  
 
    Reaching to its hip, Kannadi removed its dagger and a mace. She flipped the dagger, catching the blade. She screamed as she turned and threw the weapon down the corridor. The blade lodged in the door of the cupboard Fayja was standing in front of and the impact of the weapon startled the Vohlbred woman. 
 
    “Go!” Kannadi hissed in the common tongue. “Take the dagger and go for help, now!” She then looked down at the mace and back at Fayja. Not wanting to see her throw the mace, Fayja quickly turned and ran out of the kitchen. Kannadi nodded as she took a firm grip of the weapon. “Only the first,” she whispered as she ran for the stairway. 
 
      
 
    Imperial Sentinels were not known for possessing a broad sense of humor. Fayja knew firsthand what could come of a misunderstanding with an Imperial soldier. But she could not let that sway her. Two people were fighting for their lives against demons and they needed help. Climbing out of the air-car, she decided she would use the very device Kannadi had employed to get Fayja to run in the first place. The first Sentinel Fayja met looked at the blade only after his eyes had taken in the form of the lovely female running toward him. Fayja’s concerns were truthful and accurate, but they did not necessarily apply to her. Realizing he could not place the workmanship of the blade, the Sentinel put his hand to the side of his visor, opening a channel to his Central Command Center and scanning the weapon at the same time; alarms sounded a nanosecond later! While the Terran Triangle was more noted for having problems with demon-kind, the Inner Rim was not entirely removed from the experience, and what little history they had had moved them to design and implement severe countermeasures. An alert was sent to the Convocation of the Church, another to the throne, and, once Ernestan’s name was added to the report, a final alert was sent to Princess Maradothia. She was the last to receive word of the event and the first to put thought into action. 
 
      
 
    “Blood of my masters!” the young Nalyik woman gasped as she entered Ernestan’s Gazing Chamber. The glass ceiling no longer allowed the Star Gaper to look up at the starry night sky, but rather the bowels of one of the Zarta-Planes of MoGo!  
 
    In spite of her age and lack of knowledge of the Energies, Kannadi recognized the look – and more importantly – the feel of the place. She had been to one of the planes herself; an effect of a Black Witch cursing her parents. She could remember what it had been like, feeling the earth swallow her only to spit her out at the edge of the Millpond of Agony. Kannadi and her family had been meant to be thrown in with the other miscast souls… a fact no one had made clear enough to Trag Klawbone. She had seen her father fight before, but never with such tempered ferocity. His wife and Kannadi’s mother, the ArcheR Dyseena, took to her black-bone bow, and Kannadi would never forget the sound of it creaking as the bow string was pulled back. Even at the age of being called a warrior, Kannadi could not pull that bow, and it was a struggle for Trag to use it. But Dyseena just breathed out softly between her lips as she pulled the string and released a shaft that caught two skeletal demons, pinning a third to the millwheel of bone and blood.  It had seemed like hours, the fight against the first wave of demons, but her father had said it had only been minutes… only minutes for Kannadi to lose her older brother, half the vision of her younger sister, and two clansmen. Kannadi too had been wounded, but she had said nothing of it as she cleared the dust and bits of broken bones from her body. Trag would later proclaim that was the moment his daughter had left his lodge and became a warrior of the Klawbone Clan. Though she was now without the swords she had used in that campaign, it was three years later and the demon’s mace would suffice. 
 
    Her first swing shattered the right wing of the demon holding her Master’s right arm. Kannadi ducked as she spun and she did not care how many things flew over her head; they had all missed and her second swing did not. With her legs curled under her, Kannadi jumped up and avoided another three attacks, including soulfire, and her mace sank into the skull of the demon on Ernestan’s left side. The demon fell away from Ernestan whose eyes opened the moment the icy flesh of the demon left his wrists. Such a soul-paralyzing cold that could never be measured with any technical device, the demon’s touch had held him immobile, but it was gone now and though his body still trembled, his mind locked into his threshold of ThoughtWill. It was one thing for him to expire and leave the realm. He had come to be comfortable with the notion, as it was a part of nature. But to look upon the eldest living child of a woman – who was more than a sister to him – and see her fall was inconceivable. The demons had not come with enough of the impossible for him to believe otherwise. He closed his eyes and slapped his hands together. A very selective telekinetic pulse flew from his body, over Kannadi, and into the seven remaining demons in the room. It was more than four times the force he had used to open the Prince’s bedchambers, and the demons flew back to the walls that had been shielded to repel their flesh. 
 
    “See to their portal, Master!” Kannadi yelled as she spun the mace around her right hand only to reset her grip. “These demons are mine! 
 
    “But first,” Kannadi whispered as she looked around the room, finding the closest opponent. “… my left hand longs for company!” To the common eye, the Black Nalyik females were by far the most comely of the entire race and because of that, they were often not taken for serious combatants. The unfortunate truth was that they were every bit as ferocious, strong, and inhumanly fast as the males of the specie. They simply did not have bones protruding from their skin. The battle cry Kannadi gave echoed through the chamber, and even Ernestan was intimidated by its ferocity. The ankle of the demon Kannadi had selected shattered under the weight of the weapon and the power of her body. The stone tile underneath would have to be replaced, but Ernestan would most probably keep the shattered tile as a keepsake. As the demon wailed in agony, Kannadi took hold of its sword with her left hand and bashed the creature’s shoulder with the mace. She spun away, avoiding a desperate clawing leap from another demon. The one who followed it found itself impaled on Kannadi’s latest acquisition. Her head-butt sent the body back off her blade and Kannadi started her dance of death and dismemberment. 
 
    Ernestan had wanted to argue against the directive Kannadi had given, but he could not find fault with its wisdom. For her to remove the aperture meant she would have to enter MoGo, and there was too much of a chance that once the device responsible for the doorway was resolved, the aperture would close too quickly for her to escape the realm. Ernestan would have to answer the riddle of what would motivate demons to breach the realm another time. He extended his senses into MoGo and quickly found the heart of the issue: a Terran InvokeR bound in service to the demons.  
 
    “Gods, help me!” Ernestan thought as it was immediately all too clear to the gifted PsyondaR what he would have to do. There was no time to mount a rescue. Kannadi was more than holding her own, but she had exhausted the element of surprise, and the demons would be quick to regroup. The one she had taken the sword from had already healed its broken limbs – proving that while the mace was a weapon of some sort of enchantment, it was not true daemonsteel – and had taken to the air. All it would take was for one to meet her, weapon for weapon, and the overwhelming numbers would do to her what they had done to him. There simply was no time for Ernestan to assist the mortal prisoner. There was plenty, however, to send a PsyoniK burst to the mind of the SpellCasteR and disrupt the hold of the spell. When that connection was broken, the Star Gaper felt something quickly take hold of the InvokeR and remove it from the area. An instant later, Ernestan announced that he had trapped the demons in this realm and they all looked to see the aperture beginning to fade. One demon cried out a command in their tongue and flew for the closing doorway. Kannadi swung at one, but scored only a leg, and the demon continued to fly as it screamed in pain. 
 
    “Not you!” Kannadi shouted as the yellow-skinned demon came out of the stairway. Though it was fatigued and still quite battered, it dodged the thrown mace and took flight. Kannadi landed on its back and drove her blade into the joint where the wing met the shoulder. The demon screamed as both bodies fell back to the floor. Ernestan used telekinesis to catch Kannadi as the demon crashed against the stone tiles. Looking up at Ernestan, Kannadi smiled and nodded. “Good catch, Master!” 
 
    “I felt I had to do something to feel worthwhile in this exchange,” Ernestan returned, limping forward to look down on the wounded demon. The steel of the demon-make sword kept it from healing itself, and the positioning of the weapon made it difficult to reach with its hand. The Star Gaper looked at the wound on its tail and it too was not mending at the normal rate. 
 
    “The claws and fangs of the Klawbone Clan,” Ernestan thought as he sat on the reclining chair. “It is a wonder why they take weapons into battle at all!” 
 
    “I would say you fight like your father, but I have never seen him engage an enemy and your mother is most gifted with the bow.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Master, there were no bows present,” Kannadi replied and Ernestan shook his head in both disgust and appreciation of the young female’s skills. 
 
    “No, I suppose not,” he stated. “… but this gives me a new approach to your instruction. We shall make the Energies a weapon to you, and you can become acquainted with them in that fashion.” 
 
    “But the Energies are more than a mere weapon. Are they not?!” 
 
    Ernestan nodded, remembering a fledgling student who had spoken just to say she should remain quiet. He now wondered what she had wanted to say. What had she detected that he had not? “And if that demon had not moved, that mace would have struck its face. I, for one, did not know a mace could be thrown with that sort of accuracy. I would hazard to guess that such an application of the weapon was not taught to you, but you adjusted what you were taught. We shall do the same with the En–” 
 
    “Lord Geelmus!” Maradothia cried as she ran up the stairs into the gazing chamber. Ernestan was about to correct her, but he could hear the footfalls of many others along with hers. They were not in the sort of company which would allow for her to use informal speech. 
 
    “Alas, our heroes!” he murmured softly and Kannadi covered her mouth to keep from laughing. “Princess Maradothia,” he said aloud as he waved. “It is always a pleasure.” Ernestan started to make his explanations as Kannadi looked up to see a very worried Fayja make her way into the room. Their eyes met and Fayja’s tears touched Kannadi’s heart. 
 
    “Have you started to learn of yourself?” Kannadi asked as she approached the young woman. 
 
    “Not yet, Sister,” Fayja cried as she embraced the Nalyik female. “… but I am glad to be learning of you!” 
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    Bystanders knew once the first Imperial weapon had been fired that just about anywhere – so long as it was away from the spaceport – was probably the best place for them to be. It could have been said they were very curious to see what was happening, but once the first witness cried out the word ‘Imperials’, curiosity took a back seat to self-preservation. Far too many of the curious sort had never been heard from again after an Imperial incident. 
 
    Jocasta was just over one hundred meters from the doors that led to more options and more fighting room; it was better known as the exit. They were doors that would take a little longer to reach. Not having a solid floor under one’s feet made running problematic. 
 
    She wailed as she flew through the air after a large tile was ripped up from the floor with her on it. The animal man tossed the tile aside, and growled as he jumped up to pounce on the woman who had avoided three of his softer attempts to apprehend her. He had tasted her boot leather twice and received a head-butt from her mask for his troubles. Now she would receive punishment from his hands and feet. 
 
    “Buckshot,” the woman muttered as he began his downward arc.  Brutum did not hear the gun go off, but he more than felt the blast Jocasta leveled into his chest. The power of the blast robbed him of all forward progress and he dropped toward the ground, receiving another blast before he could reach it. Jocasta kicked up to her feet and resumed her run. “Satithe!” 
 
    “From what I am able to deduce, Captain, he is still alive. His skin seems to be impenetrable to your shells.” Jocasta blurted out a laugh as she could hear growling behind her. He was already getting up. 
 
    “But if he is just getting up,” she thought as her awareness registered another form. “… then what is that right behind me?!” Jocasta hopped, landed hard on her heels, and then jumped for the wall to her left. 
 
    “Whoa!” she cried, coming up off the floor. She twisted her body and then jumped up from the wall, soaring up and across the walkway before landing on the second floor. She heard an explosion on the lower level near where she had been standing, and growling a few meters off from the disruptive booming. 
 
    “That was a directed energy attack,” Satithe advised. 
 
    “Gee, ya think?!” Jocasta whispered as she holstered her guns. Her hands had just come away from the pistol grips when Jocasta found herself running atop a thick sheet of ice. She quickly hopped and then jumped forward, landing heels first in the ice, cracking it. 
 
    “That is just all kinds of resourceful!” Culn said as he came floating up over the edge of the railing. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked of Brutum as he was riding atop an energy platform that the EnervationisT had created. 
 
    “She is quick,” the shape-shifter commented. 
 
    “If you’re talking about the muscle between her ears relative to your own, whom could we say is not quick?” Culn received a growling glare for his humorous inquiry. He put his hand to his mouth as Brutum looked back at Jocasta.               
 
    “You two look like you need to work things out,” Jocasta remarked, gesturing for the door. “I can just wait outside.” 
 
    “You know what, woman,” Brutum said as he shifted more toward lupine. The claws on the ends of his toes gave him plenty of traction on the ice. “… I’m not even going to give you a chance to give up anymore.” 
 
    “Which only proves you’re a realist,” she fired back as she drew her cane from her side. “Same reason why you don’t waste time begging for mercy. And as sad as it is for me to say, thanks to your friend, I’m about to put your mangy hide on ice!”  
 
    Brutum roared as he lunged forward, slashing with horizontal swipes of his clawed hands. Jocasta kicked the inside of his right arm and batted the inside of the left, leaning into her opponent with a head-butt that landed directly on his snout. Brutum yelped like a wild dog as he grabbed his nose. The cane then traveled from the shape-shifter’s forearm to his eye, and Brutum was further debilitated. Jocasta spun to where her back was facing her opponent and thrust the end of her cane under her arm, striking the man’s sternum. She could hear her opponent nearly lose his wind from the blow. She had time. 
 
    “Batter up,” Jocasta huffed as she jumped and landed on her hands as she clicked her heels together. She then mule kicked the shape-shifter into the hovering man and sent them both to the ground. As they fell, Jocasta pulled from her shoulder holster. “Level five boom,” she said as she took aim. The moment the two bodies hit the ground she fired. The first explosion made her drop to her knees to avoid the repercussive force. The resultant explosion made her roll away from the edge of the overlook. She lost count of the explosions, but when they were done, Jocasta was covered with debris. She removed the larger bits from atop her person and started laughing. “I’m not sure, Bob, but I think she got all of that one! 
 
    “Did she ever,” Jocasta continued, altering her voice slightly. “That baby was still going up when it reached the fence!” She stood up and looked around. The side doors were still her best option, but at least her immediate area was clear. She jogged a few meters before jumping over the side. As Dungias had promised, her boots absorbed the shock of the landing, but she rolled anyway. It seemed a better play to keep in the habit. 
 
    The doors opened while Jocasta was still a couple of meters from them. It was a member of the Gulmar Brigade, a Brick, and he charged Jocasta without hesitation. He wielded a pair of fighting sticks, called escrima, and he was very gifted in their use. Jocasta gave ground as she ducked and dodged before using her cane to make a very strong block. She jumped to her left as the man delivered a powerful turning back kick that just missed her. Jocasta made a feint for a downward swing for his head. Both escrima were lifted to block the attack she never sent. Her thrust, however, struck true to the man’s stomach, and it was quickly followed by a spinning uppercut that lifted him from the ground.  
 
    Six more men came rushing into the door with their escrima at the ready and Jocasta heard a soft, but sharp, plucking sound. A strange arrow landed in the floor tile just in front of the charging men. It exploded, throwing each man to the ground. Jocasta turned to see Olkin lowering a bow and nodding at her. 
 
    “Fire in the hole,” Mel warned as he fired his grenade launcher at the doors. The explosion was powerful, but barely made any noise. 
 
    “That was a Z job!” Jocasta quickly concluded. “Definitely one of his graviton pulses!” 
 
    “That road is way too hot,” Mel warned. “Satithe said outside cameras show another ten making their move for it right now.” 
 
    “Give them a reason to slow it down,” Jocasta commanded. 
 
    “You got it,” Mel replied. “Reverse yield,” he whispered, firing his chair-mounted launcher again. Another graviton pulse struck, but it pulled the frame of the door in on itself. The metal was twisted and the wall warped. The light of day was coming in, but not much else. Jocasta tossed two of her smoke bombs to block their view. She did not know what she was going to do next, but she knew very much that she did not want to share it with anyone not already with her. 
 
    “You got a way out of here, Tank?” Jocasta asked and Mel looked to his rear. 
 
    “He left that to me, Captain,” Silnee replied, firing her blaster into the ground. “I found the tunnels, Satithe, thanks!” 
 
    “Cupid, get down here,” Jocasta commanded as she moved toward the hole. She drew her blaster and fired three more times, causing Silnee to jump back in fright and some confusion. 
 
    “You got a man with a fat ass, Tolip,” she reminded the young woman. “The shaft is wider than the opening. Make a way or make him stay!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. Sorry, Mel.” 
 
    “The name’s Tank,” Mel said as he jetted ahead of everyone. “And I’ve got point!” 
 
    “I’ll take rear,” Olkin declared. “… but I’ve only got three more blast arrows.” 
 
    “Then put something else in that bow for now,” Jocasta directed as she looked up. She smiled at the sound of it, the lander-shuttle’s engines firing up as it flew away. Her viewing ports let her know that Satithe was piloting the shuttle. 
 
    “Holy shit… literally!” Mel cried. “It stinks down here!” 
 
    “Everybody, get on your goggles option menu and mask up,” Jocasta ordered, turning as she heard banging on the wedged doorframe. It sounded as if there were more than ten people out there. There was not much in the way of legend or rumor mill regarding the Bricks. There was far too much video footage of actual events! The one she had faced must have been a scout… and he had been well-trained in the martial arts. Her physical speed had just been greater than his technique… this time.  
 
    “Tolip, back Tank. I’ll be right behind you. Let’s move people, we’ve got more bad guys than we can count! 
 
    “And when I get my hands on you, Z,” she thought as she dropped down into the sewer tunnel. Already her mask was filtering the stench and adjusting her vision to function in zero light. “… sending a flank team… after me?! Aahhh, screw it! The way those boys were running, they knew how to fight as a group. Just one of them came close to tagging me. No telling what six could have done. That damn trick arrow might have just saved my ass!” 
 
    “Watch that right corner, Tank,” Silnee warned as she sloshed behind Mel. “Satithe also warns that communication is about to take a serious hit. The lander is about to leave the mo-sphere and these walls are pretty thick.” 
 
    “Get a map from her before we lose contact,” Mel directed. 
 
    “Smart kid,” Jocasta thought. “The only reason why his trap at the den didn’t work was because of who he was going up against. Now he’s outfitted and he’s had a month of Z breathing down his neck. Good gracious, what have I done?!” 
 
    “Trek course received,” Silnee advised. “Straight ahead for another sixty-five meters.”  
 
    “Counting down from forty,” Mel replied. “Everybody remember the five-meter spread.” 
 
    Jocasta smiled at the way these three worked together. She had not known so much could be done in a month. Apparently Z was good at making all sorts of things; living and mechanical. They were not Ardrian Marines by any standard; they had not yet eaten enough people for that. But they moved quickly and quietly, and after only a few strides they had established their timing of when to look forward, left, right, and to the rear. They even remembered not to make their times rhythmic. 
 
    “Bringing you in on our sub-net, Captain,” Mel reported over her brace-com. “Welcome to the party line.” 
 
    “Hey, just what kind of a girl do you think I am,” she asked. “Speaking of statuses, how’s that chair reading, Tank?” 
 
    “I’m at eighty-eight percent and climbing,” Mel reported. 
 
    “Mind if I ask how I got stuck with Cupid, Captain?” 
 
    “Cuz that was one sweet shot with the bow, that’s how. Where did you learn to do that anyway?” 
 
    “I spent every summer and winter going bow-hunting with my mother,” Olkin stated. “She would take all the kids that could hack the trails and the way she would walk them.” 
 
    “All the kids?” Jocasta said. “How many kids are we talking about?” 
 
    “I’m the fourth of seven children my parents raised. Only one of us was theirs by blood, and she was number five. I started tagging along when I was six. One of the earliest to begin and the only one to hit something my mother had missed.” 
 
    “Your parents sound like good people, Cupid,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “You would have loved them, Captain, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I’ll inquire into that ‘would have’ tense later,” Jocasta thought as Mel lifted his right fist to bring the group to a halt. Silnee lifted hers and Jocasta saw no need to act like a fifth wheel, so she lifted her own. “… and I’ve got to talk to Z about getting some of these classes. I’d hate to be the one who throws off their timing. Chiaro and Alfie didn’t cover the infantry basics. They threw me in at the deep end of the pool!” It was then that Jocasta noticed the trek map had changed. 
 
    “What are you doing, Tolip?” Mel asked. 
 
    “I’m changing course,” Silnee shared. “Something doesn’t feel right about this direction. We need to go left.” 
 
    “Doesn’t feel right?!” Olkin barked. 
 
    “Never question a woman’s intuition,” Jocasta quickly inserted. “Even when it seems wrong, there’s always something right about it. 
 
    “And I am not going to add that just looking at the way we’re supposed to go is giving me another twitch,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “Let me make sure I’m reading you right,” Mel said. “Satithe gave us a trek and you’re changing it?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Silnee answered quickly. “You’re Ground Lead, Mel, er, I mean Tank. It’s your call.” 
 
    “Captain says never argue the intuition; Maxworth’s math adds up when we go with the Captain’s gut.” Mel turned his chair and started toward the left. 
 
    “Seeing as how we’re all still on the fresh side of things,” Jocasta started. 
 
    “Roger that,” Mel quickly responded. “Double time it, people!”  
 
    Those that were on foot all moved the same way and Jocasta realized that her First Mate had already instructed her on many of the basics. She moved the way he had taught her for when trying to move through water or materials that would slow one’s stride. Even with the way they had to move, Silnee was able to input the rest of her trek recommendation.  
 
    They covered three kilometers underground and made so many turns that Jocasta referenced the compass in her mask more than once. When they reached the access port, Silnee moved passed Mel and dropped to one knee about fifteen meters beyond the cap. Jocasta looked back to see that Olkin had done the same, facing the opposite direction. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just you and me, Tank,” Jocasta said as she looked at the port. It had been made to accommodate a man with the full use of all of his limbs. “What say I climb up and undo the cap while you cover me?” 
 
    “Negative, Captain,” Mel stated confidently, releasing the straps holding him to his chair. “I would love to take your advice, but I’d also wager you’re the better shot. I need you to cover me.” Reaching to the side of his chair, Mel took out what appeared to be a crowbar. He took hold of the metal tubing that was the ladder and used the crowbar to hook on the far side of the cylinder. He started up the shaft with surprising speed. 
 
    “Nimble little minx, isn’t he?” Jocasta remarked, drawing her blaster. 
 
    “Not bad,” Olkin replied. “He’s lost a little of his time since Z started regrowing his legs.” 
 
    “Well yeah,” Jocasta managed to respond, veiling her amazement at the statement and what it meant. “That would account for the slower time.” 
 
    “Cap’s locked,” Mel reported as he tucked the crowbar into the front of his belt where it locked. The hook was hung on the rung of the ladder and Mel was free to use both hands. “I’m going to run a bypass!”  
 
    “What the hell would Z have done with two months?!” Jocasta whispered, forgetting her channel was open. 
 
    “Not to worry, Captain,” Silnee said softly. “Tank was already into that sort of thing. He was a Tech at a maintenance shop. The owner ran black market repairs out of the back where he kept Mel buried. Shop owner gets a wild hair one day, charges too much to a Shootist. Next thing you know, Mel is unemployed and homeless. He tried to keep the business going, but after seeing his chair, no one would take him seriously. He tried showing off what he could do and blew up a Constable. He didn’t kill the man, but when they brought him in–” 
 
    “He didn’t have the credits to pay a fine,” Jocasta surmised. “Instant indentured status! So you guys didn’t know each other prior to becoming slaves?” 
 
    “We met at a processing center,” Silnee explained. “Maxworth was one of the foremen, and he would ferry out as many as he could through the cracks in the system. I guess you could say he went to the well one time too many.” 
 
    “Got it!” Mel reported and Jocasta heard the locks release. The cover was lifted up and away from the mouth of the shaft. Jocasta looked up to see six Bricks, three with energy rifles and three with drawn swords. Two of the riflemen drew a quick bead on Mel and Jocasta knew she could not risk firing while he was so vulnerable. 
 
    “Dammit!” she thought as she lowered her blaster. 
 
    “Good girl,” one of the Bricks commented. 
 
    “About that intuition,” Olkin said softly, seeing through Mel’s viewports.  
 
    “Central,” one of the men radioed in. A soft, blue pulse of light interrupted the communication and all six men were lifted up and off their feet. Jocasta could feel a slight pull on her body, but it did not last long and Mel flew up and out of the shaft.  
 
    “Z!” she said, watching him land on the ground and hold out his hand to receive his stick. Her First Mate backhanded one of the men who had kicked up to his feet, and the power of the blow sent the man out of her field of vision. “Yeah, about that intuition!”  
 
    She came up to the top of the shaft to see Dungias block a sword thrust meant for his chest. Her First Mate lunged forward, avoiding a rifle shot, and took a grasp of the swordsman’s neck. She cringed at the look of pain and horror on the man’s face as he choked. Dungias then spun around the man, allowing him to receive the rifleman’s next shot. The would-be sniper was then shot in the chest and Jocasta looked over to see a prone Mel with a smoking blaster. 
 
    Dungias quickly moved to the man who had been speaking. Scanning lasers shot from the engineer’s goggles, surveying the downed man’s neck and chest. 
 
    “Go ahead Team Three, this is Central.” 
 
    “Central, this is Team Three,” Dungias spoke, sounding exactly like the unconscious Brick. “I thought we had something, but it was just another sewer rat!” 
 
    “Team Three, I’m going to need your vector pass.” 
 
    “Roger that, Central. Plumber’s wine.” 
 
    “Okay Team Three, that sweep clears your grid. Report immediately to the ambush point. We still have no joy at the course we intercepted on the trans-comm. Command thinks our rats are taking their time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they drag ass long enough for us to join the fun!” Dungias replied. “Team Three out.”  
 
    Dungias stood up from the Brick and turned to look at a very astonished Mel. The young man’s faceplate folded from in front of his eyes as the Traveler approached  “I appreciate the assist,” he said softly. 
 
    “Just returning the favor,” Mel said as he rolled over. “Captain, I need you to clear the shaft.” 
 
    “You got it, Tank,” she replied and Dungias noticed the use of the new name. 
 
    “Panzer, fold and follow!” At Mel’s command, Jocasta looked at her First Mate and they both heard the hoverchair reform and engage its engine. It came out of the shaft and flew directly to Mel where it resumed its normal format. 
 
    “Panzer,” Dungias repeated as he walked over to the shaft. “If memory serves, that is the name given to Ardrian tanks, is it not?” 
 
    “Yeah, but before that it was the name of German tanks on Old Earth,” Mel advised. 
 
    “Were they not on the losing side of their wars?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, they lost all right,” Mel replied as he took hold of the chair and swung his body up into his seat. “… but not because the tank was inferior.” 
 
    “I concur with your assessment,” Dungias said as he looked into the shaft and brought Silnee and Olkin up quickly. 
 
    “Hey,” Silnee said after her brief flight. “… that never gets old!” 
 
    “Now this one you have to explain, Z,” Jocasta said as she looked around. “The shuttle flew off and that was Sati’s send point. We were in those ‘closed off from reality tunnels’ where Sati could not communicate with us, which turns out to be a good thing, seeing as how her line got hacked. But still, just how the hell did you find us?!” 
 
    “Simple, Captain. I did not.” Dungias turned to look at a body that was propped up against a light pole. Jocasta approached and saw that it was the wounded Gallant. “In all the commotion that was your reunion with Falco Sylgarr, he was forgotten… by everyone.” Dungias looked at his three students, none of whom could hold his glare. 
 
    “Hey, they had their hands full watching my back,” Jocasta defended and Dungias relented immediately. “Far as I’m concerned, these aren’t hopefuls anymore. You’ve got crew names… that means you’re crew! 
 
    “The next question is: now what?” 
 
    “That is your cue, Cutter,” Dungias said into his brace-com. A long, six-wheeled ground-car came over a sidewalk and drove through the grass to pull up to Dungias. The driver-side door opened and Dungias looked up to see the young woman who had thrown knives at him. “An acquisition, Cutter?” 
 
    “It seemed to be the thing to do, Mr. Z,” Annsura answered as she and the others hopped down from the vehicle. “Me and Llaz stole the vehicle, but she knows the city.” 
 
    “Fine acquisition then,” Dungias remarked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d second that,” Jocasta added. “You got a name, acquisition?” 
 
    “Thomasine,” the young woman replied. “Most of my friends just call me Thom.” 
 
    “Appreciate the help-out, Thom. Give us a hand there, Pristacia. We’ve got a downed man with an ugly chest wound… that’s nearly sealed.” Jocasta looked up at Dungias and smiled, shaking her head. “Right! We carry med kits now. Nice bandaging, Z.” 
 
    “I was pressed for time,” Dungias explained. 
 
    “Say what you want, he’s still breathing… and not complaining.” In truth, Jocasta had seen worse in her time. The boy was pale, but there was an unmistakable fire in his eyes. He was weak, but it looked as if he would be able to pull through, given ample opportunity to rest. But he had helped Dungias, and by extension he had also served Jocasta and her crew. Jocasta would return the favor. “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Adleon, milady,” the former Gallant replied, remembering to keep pressure on the spray bandage that kept his chest together. “Adleon Veej.” 
 
    “Well, Adleon Veej, I presume that it was you giving my girl a serious case of the female intuitions?” 
 
    “Best I could do with your masks in place, Captain.” 
 
    “Speaking of, everyone back to goggles,” Jocasta commanded. “Wearing a mask right about now is not what I would call a smart move.  
 
    “Let me get in the middle with our wounded,” Jocasta directed. “I’ll hunker down with Adleon while the rest of you just look young and dumb. From what I’ve seen today, that’ll be a stretch.” The hopefuls looked at each other and allowed themselves a smile before Annsura ordered everyone into the vehicle. 
 
    “Sorry I wasn’t able to go with you guys,” she said to Silnee. 
 
    “You’re sorry?” Olkin blurted. “Captain’s got moves, but she’s no Cutter.” 
 
    As Pristacia and Llaz lifted Adleon up into the car, he was taken up out of their grasp and put on top of the vehicle. 
 
    “I will ride with the Gallant up top,” Dungias declared. “We will not be seen.” 
 
    “You people heard the man,” Jocasta added. “Thom, we need to be out of the city twenty-seven minutes ago!” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” Thom said, lowering her strapped goggles down from her purple hair to her eyes. The ground-car had a good engine, but no windshield to speak of. In order to do what had been asked of her, Thom needed to keep the accelerator down and use the tunnels along with the lower streets.  
 
    Three minutes into the endeavor, she started to relax. Nothing was in her mirror except anxious eyes. Her trans-comm, however, was going mad. Stories were beginning to stream all over the network. Apparently someone named CK had gotten into the systems and fouled up what everyone had been led to believe was a perfect Imperial system that the Gulmar Brigade had allowed to function in Oasis City. She delighted most of her passengers as she piped the feed into the monitors in the ground-car. 
 
    “Do we have to watch this?” Jocasta asked. She received a resounding ‘yes’ from all of her crew and her new driver. Looking out the window, she could see Dungias peeking into the car. He was holding his stick against the side window, and she knew he was feeding the images to Adleon. Amidst the ooohs and aaahs, she sat back, closed her eyes and allowed her body to rest. 
 
    “Damn right,” she admitted to herself. “I was fucking awesome!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Surely there is a time to submit to guidance and a time to take one’s own way at all hazards.  
 
    Thomas Huxley 
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    “What in the worlds could be taking him so long?!” Pristacia asked as she paced through the soft sand. 
 
    “Well, seeing as how he’s the only professional thief among us,” Jocasta said without opening her eyes. Several pallets had been made in the sand and Jocasta had folded up her long coat to serve as a headrest on one. Her arms were folded over her chest and she was quite comfortable, lying in the shade. “… I would say that he’s doing his job. You late for a date, Princess?” 
 
    “Please! That cannot be my pirate name!” Pristacia whined. 
 
    “Did I strike a chord?” Jocasta asked, though she was only passively curious. 
 
    Pristacia looked at Jocasta for a moment before turning to walk away. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Wow, that was pretty damn good, girl. You almost made me look up!” 
 
    “How did that not work?!” Pristacia exclaimed. “You didn’t even have your eyes open. Come on!” 
 
    Jocasta chuckled for a moment as she opened one eye to check on the wounded Gallant. The limits of her First Mate had yet to be found. Just a few hours in the desert, he had foraged and dug up a giant root, crafting a makeshift I-V for Adleon who was beginning to get some color back into his skin. She wondered, for a moment, if he would be sending more field notes to the encyclopedia editors. 
 
    “It was the way you caught your breath just before you turned,” Jocasta revealed. “It wasn’t a ‘oh crap, what a suck-ass life I’ve had’ kind of breath. It was a ‘let me pull the wool over her eyes’ kind of hiccup.” 
 
    “Yeah, the kind that princesses use all the time,” Llaz added, bringing laughter from nearly everyone. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dungias muttered as he connected wires to the power plant he had removed from the ground-car. 
 
    “Did I miss something, First Mate?” 
 
    “The phrasing suggested cerebral engagement, not an emotional response,” Dungias advised. “Which is not to suggest you should use different words, Pristacia, but you should say them differently. Your emphasis was on ‘that’ when it should have been on ‘something’.” 
 
    Jocasta thought about it for a moment and looked up at Pristacia who was shaking her head and pushing Llaz. “Oy!” Jocasta shouted. “Did you hear the man or not? Time’s gonna come when you’ve got to use what the stars have given you, Princess. Like it or not, you look better than any of the rest of us do in our dreams! The man here is trying to help you turn what’s been a pain in your ass into a weapon on your hip. Pay attention, get over yourself, and learn how to win a fight without throwing a punch. The rest of us don’t have that in our arsenal. 
 
    “Us, Captain?” Silnee spoke softly. 
 
    “You got something to say, Tolip?” 
 
    “I happen to think you’re beautiful,” she said, looking at the sand. 
 
    “The Captain is quite comely,” Dungias added. Jocasta whipped her head around as Dungias activated the machinery. Cool air blew out of the rear of the ground-car and she closed her eyes to the sensation. She slowly opened them to look at Dungias. A devilish impulse swept through her mind and she smiled before speaking. 
 
    “But not beautiful, Z?” 
 
    “The human grasp of beauty falls short of you, Captain.” Silnee and Pristacia softly sighed, but Jocasta decided not to acknowledge what had been said or the immediate reaction. At least not verbally. 
 
    “And the Malgovi sense of beauty?” she pressed. 
 
    “Fortunately, my people are comprised of two races,” Dungias stated. “The Vinthur are more adept with all things metaphysical. When they are prepared to call something beautiful, it is only because that object has registered on all facets of life. It looks a certain way, it has its own particular sound, its own presence, and of course the feelings associated to the object. To use the word ‘beautiful’ is to claim that the recipient of the word is life-changing; by any other definition: a Star in the darkest sky.” Dungias’ eyes never wavered from Jocasta as he spoke and she never looked away. Her normal demeanor was quickly overwhelmed. With each word she questioned if Dungias meant she was beautiful to him… she questioned if she could be that to anyone or anything. 
 
    “But the truth of it is crystal clear, Jo,” she thought. “Z is beautiful to you!” 
 
    “Whoa!” Silnee spoke, breaking the silence in the camp. 
 
    “Indeed,” Adleon added. “I do not believe I have ever heard anything so deeply touching.” 
 
    “That’s bound to get the rumor mill running,” Jocasta said as she put her head back down. “At the risk of making it overheat and blow, if I had to give a word to that definition, ‘beautiful’ would not be what I would use.” 
 
    “What would you use, Captain,” Annsura quickly asked. 
 
    Jocasta settled back to her place and let the cool air sweep over her body. Her First Mate had gone and made the desert comfortable. Damn! “Dungias,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “Where did she get that word from?” 
 
    “Dungias is my name,” the Traveler said as he looked at the crew. “Z’Gunok Tel Dungias, actually. Z’Gunok is my family name. Not liking the length of my full name or the complexity of my family name, the Captain has chosen to call me Z.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that,” Silnee said, and Dungias was surprised to see that on one level or another, everyone was in agreement with the name choice. Silnee, however, could see that the group consensus did not rest well with the First Mate, Chief Engineer and Drill Instructor. “If she’s going to shorten your name, she can’t use ‘T’!” 
 
    “Because that’s a drink with jam and bread,” Llaz said. Everyone laughed, but Olkin was drinking at the time and choked on his water.  
 
    “And ‘D’ sounds too much like a girl’s name,” Silnee continued as she chuckled. “That leaves her only one option… Z.” 
 
    “That’s the girly-girl reason,” Mel offered. “… which is not necessarily the way the Captain thinks.” The comment made Jocasta lift her head and open her eyes. “Z is the last letter of the alphabet… the final word… the Omega to everyone else’s Alpha. That’s what the Captain was thinking when she gave you that handle.” Jocasta and Dungias looked at each other and the woman smirked as she closed her eyes and lowered her head down on her folded coat. Neither of them would say that the name had come within three minutes of Jocasta meeting Dungias. 
 
    “I gotta admit, Tank, that does sound kick-ass,” Annsura said, taking hold of her water bottle. “To our First Mate and to our Captain; our Omega and his Pirate Queen!” 
 
    “Okay, flush that crapstack away right here and right now,” Jocasta said as she sat up. The way she spoke and the way she moved told everyone that she was no longer in a joking mood. “I may be a number of things to a number of people, and needless to say only sailors can say some of those words... but I will never be a Pirate Queen. NEVER! And the sooner you young drips get that through your skulls, the better!  
 
    “Z, isn’t there something they could all be doing?” Jocasta asked and Dungias knew what she was truly requesting. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” he answered. “Full weapons assembly and inspection,” he commanded. To their growing credit, not one of the crew sighed or whined. They got up and gathered their weapons. Dungias looked back at Jocasta who could not attempt to lie back again. She was up and on her feet, looking at her cane before she tossed it back toward her pallet, shaking her head and muttering to herself. 
 
    But Dungias did not just see Jocasta Endigun fighting what had been said. He remembered a conversation in his lab when his Vi-Prin had tried to reason with him; had tried to tell Dungias what he had become to their people. He recalled quite clearly how much he had argued Danatra’s perspective. He was not responsible for them. He was not their savior. No, he had left his home systems to avoid that place only to assume the responsibility for all of humanity! He wondered if he was watching history repeat itself. Dungias walked over to the woman to be what Danatra had tried to be to him. The only thing he knew was what would not work as far as approaches to the subject were concerned.  
 
    “I don’t need to hear it, Z,” Jocasta said bitterly. 
 
    “Then perhaps you should work another minor miracle and strike yourself deaf,” he replied. Jocasta turned to look at him and he could see the surprise in her eyes. This time that emotion came with a level of pain. “You told me, ‘they also love us because we do what they won’t or can’t’ and I took you at your word.” Jocasta closed her eyes, remembering the moment all too clearly. Whoever it was who had said that eating your own words was a bitter experience, had seriously undersold the affair. “At that time, I will freely admit that I had my doubts. There was, after all, a chance you were just living out a fantasy all your own.  
 
    “And while there is still a good chance of that,” Dungias continued, moving to stand just behind her right shoulder. “… only a witless fool could argue against the fact that the fantasy you are living is slowly becoming a reality. Just look around you, woman! Today you did something they can’t… at least not now. But you went and made the impossible simply legendary for them. You possess the vision to be a true pirate, and I will follow you to what you consider to be your end, if only to prove you wrong! But you get this, Jocasta, and you get this good: some people are born, live and die with only simple dreams to sustain them. Others are born to be the stuff of dreams!” 
 
    “And what am I, Z?” she asked, opening her eyes and looking over her shoulder. 
 
    Dungias waited a moment and decided to not give her his initial answer. “You, Captain… you are that which comes after,” he replied, placing a consoling hand on her shoulder. “It is your place to show the stuff of dreams what fantasies are made of. I’d call that a kingdom and you are most definitely its ruler supreme. Having said that, I can agree that being called a Queen is a disagreeable thing. But your argument should only be with the title, not the throne.” 
 
    As he turned to walk away, Jocasta put her hand on top of his. “You called me Jocasta,” she noted. 
 
    “Out of the earshot of everyone else, Captain” Dungias said. “And that just happens to be my word for beautiful!” 
 
    “We’ve got a proximity signal,” Mel called out. 
 
    “Of course we do,” Jocasta whispered, smiling at the interrupted moment. 
 
    “It’s Nulaki!” Mel reported. Jocasta breathed a sigh of relief as Dungias signaled Olkin to climb on top of the ground-car. After doing so and adjusting his goggles, the young archer confirmed what Mel was reading. 
 
    “It’s Nulaki all right. And he’s got some mounts and a couple of long wagons.” 
 
    “A wagon, in this sand?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “They’re riding on some kind of skiffs,” Olkin stated. “Sending images now.” Everyone was able to see buckboards mounted on wide and flat planks that rode on top of the sand. 
 
    “It would appear that Nulaki was good enough to pick up the supplies I ordered,” Dungias said. “With very little work we should be able to make a place for Adleon.” 
 
    “Again, you all have my gratitude,” Adleon said in earnest. Mel clapped down on the man’s arm as everyone started making preparations to change vehicles. 
 
    “This is your last chance, Thom,” Jocasta warned. “Leave now and have only a spat of insanity that you can tell your kids about, but at least you’d have the kids.” 
 
    “I was about to ask you if you had room for two more crew hands,” Thomasine answered. “I would say three, but one of them is the brother of the one that Z put down. I think all he’d want is a chance at revenge. With the ground-car empty, I could go back to OC and be back with them inside a day or two at the most.” 
 
    “Z, you wouldn’t happen to have a spare wrist-com, would you?” 
 
    “I believe I can assemble something that would be adequate for her use, Captain,” Dungias replied. “I will need your wrist-com, Thomasine, and some time.” 
 
    “You’ve got as long as it takes us to load up the wagon and get geared up for our trip,” Jocasta returned as she walked to meet Nulaki. “… to wherever it is we’re going!” 
 
    “I’m not sure being around you is a good thing for me,” Nulaki said as he rode up on his mount.  
 
    Like the Terrans themselves, many other life forms of Old Earth had made the journey to the Rims ages before and, had been just as greatly accepted and experimented upon. The sand-striding caballions were simply one result. Something of a hybrid of the Old Earth camel and the horse, they were perfect mounts for the region. Their legs were long and muscular but instead of hard hooves, the caballion possessed wide, soft-soled feet. 
 
    “And why is that?” Jocasta asked as she took hold of the reins of Nulaki’s mount.  
 
    “The whole place is buzzing about what you put down at the spaceport,” Nulaki said as he dismounted. “Do you know that they had to close the entire Southside Section after all the structural damage it suffered?” 
 
    “They’re free to bill me,” Jocasta returned. “We came away from it a little smelly and heavy an extra mouth to feed.” 
 
    “I can help you with both of those,” Nulaki said as he walked toward the wagons. “Not only did I pick up the supplies that Z bought,” Nulaki gestured to the first wagon that Ephaliun was driving. The young man and the Captain caught eyes for a moment and traded nods. “… but then I thought for a moment… dangerous I know.” 
 
    “Took the words right out of my mouth,” Jocasta smiled as she walked with him. 
 
    “… and I made another stop,” Nulaki continued as he stopped beside the second wagon. Jocasta looked up to see a humped-over hooded figure driving it. A nearly white-skinned and aged hand came away from the reins to pull back the hood. Jocasta looked up at a very old and pale woman with flaking and spotted skin. Her thin, frazzled white hair blew in the wind. 
 
    “This is the one of whom you spoke?” the woman said in a rough voice before she started coughing. She turned her head away from Nulaki and Jocasta, heaved and spat something black from her mouth. It landed in the sand and gave a soft sizzling sound as it fell down out of sight. 
 
    “Charming,” Jocasta commented.  
 
    “Better out than in,” the woman replied, straining her green-gray eyes at Jocasta. 
 
    “Tell that to the sand … and our noses,” Jocasta winced as she waved in front of her face. “Wow, lady, you are ripe!” 
 
    “Hrmph, never been called a lady before,” the woman commented as she scratched her chin. Flakes of her skin flew away from her face. One of the treasures of being a pirate was that few pirates remained in only one or two systems. Jocasta had seen many systems and sampled many cultures, learning from Scimitar and Rouge what was and was not acceptable in the range of reactions. All too often Terrans could forget themselves and insult a regal figure, only to find that when they were invited to dinner it was not to be fed so much as to be the feed. As the flakes fell over Jocasta, the only thing the woman moved was her eyelids. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance as well,” the aged figure continued. 
 
    “A word, Conadier,” Jocasta said calmly as she looked at the woman, smiled and withdrew. 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias said, taking one step toward Jocasta. “… our departure from this place will have to wait.” Jocasta stopped long enough to look at her First Mate. He was not asking and that was a very rare thing indeed. More than that, however, there was a feeling to the strange woman and Jocasta welcomed the opportunity to find out what that was. 
 
    “See to it then, Z.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Dungias returned before turning to look at the woman in the wagon. “Your visitation is… unexpected. But we will try to make your stay as comfortable as possible. 
 
    “Just give me a moment to set up my tent and then line them up,” the woman said as she started down from her wagon. “Starting with… the one who has been given the name of regal standing.” The woman nearly jumped in fright as hands took hold of her waist and lifted her slightly, easing her away from the wagon and setting her down gently on the sand. She quickly turned to look up into the eyes of the Traveler. She chuckled and slapped his arm. “Aren’t you a strong one,” she joked. “This package isn’t as light as it used to be!” 
 
    “Let me assist you with your tent,” Dungias said softly. “The rest of you, please see to the mounts and the wagon.” The strange woman maintained a soft chuckle as she moved to the rear of her wagon. 
 
    “Do you need a moment alone with me, Star Chaser?” 
 
    Dungias sighed in relief as his eyes closed. He had felt the woman’s approach nearly half an hour earlier; for some reason she was familiar to him. This woman danced with the Stars, and quite possibly more deeply than he ever would. “Need is not the word,” he finally answered her. “But want fits perfectly.”  
 
    “Putting your wants ahead of the needs of others?” 
 
    “You need not test me, Mistress,” Dungias said as he lowered the tailgate. “If you cannot see my clarity, perhaps it is because I have devoted too much time and effort into the construction of my veil.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you have only managed to veil the Traveler from himself,” she remarked. 
 
    “I have managed so much more than that, Mistress.” 
 
    “Indeed you have, Star Chaser,” she said softly as they pulled the frame for the tent off the wagon. Dungias did most of the lifting, but he was not going to deny the woman any assistance she saw fit to lend. “No, I need not test you. You are not without faults, like all the rest of us. Unlike so many, however, your Star Light has shone on those shortcomings, illuminating them to you. You see them, address them and now you try to contend with them. You have only failed in one regard. Now, let us see to my tent. I am going to need your help before I am to see anyone.” 
 
    “As you need, Mistress,” Dungias replied, giving the woman a slight bow. 
 
    “Good enough. I can at last do what I have been waiting in this dismal place to do.” S’Vrili decided to maintain the façade for at least a little longer. She had expected so many things out of meeting the one she had seen in her visions. While he was not what she had expected, she could not say she was disappointed. Following Renaldo’s advice, the changes to her body had been made and they had served her well. She saw no need to abandon those changes. “Yes, Star Chaser, I knew you were coming, but you are incredibly late.” She watched as Dungias put his hands to the apparatus; one he had never seen and had been so customized over time that it hardly resembled its original shape or form. His hands moved without error as he locked the frame together and checked the connections to verify their ability to conduct Energies. It would normally take anywhere from forty minutes to an hour for her to talk someone through the assembly, and the amount of time was simply another gauge she could set her vision to. As Dungias reached for the first support pole, she knew he would have the tent up in less than ten minutes, which was her normal time. 
 
    “MajiK,” Dungias offered as an explanation, reaching for the second pole. The woman nodded for a moment and returned to her observations.  
 
    “Hrmph. Be glad you arrived at all then!” 
 
      
 
    Nulaki walked with Jocasta, wondering if she was going to keep her outrage to a verbal exchange. She was heavily armed and Nulaki had only played with a couple of the items the Chief Engineer had crafted for him. The Malgovi’s fabrications skills were without question. “Should I ask to go first?” 
 
    “I think that would be prudent… and healthy,” Jocasta said, turning on her heel. 
 
    “I’ll give you the real easy version. Look at Dugger.” 
 
    Jocasta looked around Nulaki to put eyes on Ephaliun. He was still seated in the front of the wagon, holding on to the reins. He had not budged from the spot, and he had yet to acknowledge any of the crew; they had finally stopped trying to talk to him. “What the hell is wrong with him?” 
 
    “He spent five minutes with that woman,” Nulaki said, “… telling him everything about himself; past, present and future. She told him about his family, the friends he had started to make aboard ship but fouled up, and then she told him about the death that awaits him if he doesn’t figure out a riddle she gave him on a scroll! 
 
    “I’m sorry, did I forget to mention how she was waiting for us when we came from where Z had bought the supplies?” 
 
    “Yeah, you kinda jumped over all of that,” Jocasta replied, looking at the woman assemble her tent with Dungias’ assistance. 
 
    “All she said was that we needed her if we were ever going to achieve the point of light.” 
 
    “Point of light???” Jocasta asked as her eyebrows lifted over her eyes. She put her eyes on the Black Scarab and noted the anxiety in his eyes. 
 
    “Then she led us out of the city!” Nulaki exclaimed without raising his voice. “I’ve made some moves in my time, but never at a walking speed. We dodged so many patrols that I stopped counting after seven. When we got to the city gates, they were changing the guard. The standing Brick had to relieve himself and his replacement had overslept. She told me the ten-character override code and we just walked out!” 
 
    “Easy, Nulaki,” Jocasta said, patting his shoulder. “You’re talking to a pirate, not some IA hard-ass with a ten-meter rod shoved up his three-meter wiz-way. Pirates are basically sailing gypsies… simply put, when the weird comes to pay a visit, you ready the Captain’s chambers for them and break out the best rum.”  
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “Which means we make moves to get the hell out of here as soon as she’s done with us!” Jocasta replied. “But not one heartbeat before!” 
 
    “I didn’t know you had such an appreciation for the metaphysical, Captain,” Nulaki shared. 
 
    “Can’t say that I do,” Jocasta argued. “But I figure I’ve got enough enemies on the physical end of things. No need to go and start making waves elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you mind if I give you a hand?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “Please join us, Princess,” the woman said, handing the young woman one of the last three support poles. “He is nearly done here, but I am sure he will be able to begin your seduction instruction as he works.  
 
    “Very wise of you to come forward on your own,” the woman added. “It gives you greater belief in yourself and that is a good strength to possess. It also gives us an opportunity to spend our time on other matters.” The woman turned and ambled over to her wagon. Dungias never stopped working, and Pristacia held out the next support pole, knowing Dungias would take it when he needed it. 
 
    “Did she just read my mind?” she asked. 
 
    “She is not a mentalist, Princess,” Dungias advised. “There is very little PsyoniK about her. She is gifted with the vision of the Stars, and she is here to give us a sample of that clarity.” 
 
    “Why does that feel like not such a good thing?” Pristacia asked, looking at Dungias who looked up at her without changing his facial expression. 
 
    “Simply put, you possess what is often referred to as female intuition!” 
 
    “And not so simply?” 
 
    “If the Stars know of a possible outcome of events and they send someone to us to tell us what they see, it is indicative of a Fate Junction; a place where treks intersect with circumstance and the simple chaos that is life. A number of decisions will be available to the traveler of the trek. The Stars fear that the wrong decisions might be made, unraveling what they see as possibly happening.” 
 
    “That sounds really confusing,” Pristacia remarked. 
 
    “Even more confusing if you are ignorant of the trek under your feet,” Dungias said, taking the next to last support pole. “You like to hide, Pristacia, thinking that the unseen and unheard are more safe; it is your way of avoiding the fate; one which many comely people who find themselves in positions of weakness eventually arrive at being. I believe the term is whore.” Pristacia frowned at Dungias’ frankness. “What you have yet to realize is that while you constantly leave the decisions of your life in the hands of others, you are taking all sorts of would-be lovers to your proverbial bed inviting them to do as they wish.” 
 
    “So no matter which way I go I’m fucked?!” Pristacia barked. 
 
    “To some extent, life takes us all to that bed,” Dungias answered. “The question is whether you are taken against your will and outside your realm of control. Or do you not believe there is a difference between being raped and making love?” 
 
    “Of course there’s a difference!” 
 
    “Then why are you so pressed to turn yourself into a victim?” Dungias asked as he pulled on a rope and raised the small tent. “… instead of becoming the best lover you know how to be?!” Tears welled up in Pristacia’s eyes and she quickly wiped them away as she started to get mad at herself for even beginning to cry. “Which is not to say that the best lovers are not raped. Bear in mind that they had to be raped. As you are now, you are practically demanding to be taken! 
 
    “And do not deny your tears, Princess. Embrace them, understand them, and eventually wield them. Make it so that when you cry it is either your choice, or a matter that overwhelms you.” 
 
    “You know something, Z, you make the impossible sound easy.” 
 
    “Then I would ask that you revisit what you think is impossible. By your own admission, you just said: ‘help me to see things the way you see, Z’. That I can and will do. I will make it so that you will rule over your lovers… and some you will not even have to take to bed. But there is one condition.” 
 
    “What’s the condition?” 
 
    “Recognize that only you can see your life the way it needs to be seen,” Dungias said, clapping the sand away from his hands. “So you will take my lessons, for what they are, and improve them by making them your own!” 
 
    “You’ve got yourself a deal!” 
 
    “And you have yourself a teacher,” Dungias said, allowing a slight smile. He could feel the old woman slip around the other side of the tent and enter inside. She had already requested his assistance, and he presumed whatever she needed of him would be done in the privacy of the tent. “Now, if you would be so kind as to go and gather the rest and line everyone up in the shade.” 
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” Pristacia said with a beaming smile. She turned and ran toward the ground-car, and Dungias allowed the smile to fall away from his face. 
 
    “Things are getting quite interesting,” S’Vrili thought. “… mostly because of this one I have been drawn into viewing. He is different, there is no argument of that fact, but he is most protective. Not that he betrays what he is protecting with his eyes, I can tell his senses hardly move from the one he calls Captain. Can it be that he is only the forerunner, the herald of things to come?” S’Vrili allowed her senses to sweep over both Nulaki and Jocasta. “The thief fears me, for there is little he can swindle that I will not see, and he knows this. But the woman… she respects what I represent… but there is no fear in her… not for me, at any rate. The fear she possesses is of… herself! Oh yes, the Stars have indeed delivered me,” S’Vrili thought as she prepared her voice to sound scratchy. “They have sent me to these two to play a pivotal role, and I cannot fail them. I will not! 
 
    “As soon as you can, Star Chaser,” the woman called to him from inside the tent. “We have ample time, but neither of us is the sort to waste a plentiful resource.”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “I do not know what to say,” Casdan cried as he shook Danavyn’s hand. “What you have done for me… there are no words! And to have my position reversed so quickly. I am speechless!” 
 
    “Hardly,” Danavyn thought as he smiled. “If only you were! 
 
    “Well, I am a citizen of the Middle Rim, but my heart belongs to the Empire,” Danavyn claimed. “It was my pleasure to be of assistance to our newly reinstated Imperial Minister of Affairs. I tell you now to call upon me when there is need.” 
 
    “There is always need, Mr. Veil,” Casdan quickly returned. “And I think I know of a way I can begin to repay my massive debt to you. The upcoming summit will require a Master of Ceremonies. As you know, my office will be deciding just who that will be. If I were you, I would summon my tailors to begin them upon composing suitable attire.” 
 
    “Count Quazeki!” Danavyn gasped before bowing. “Now I cannot find the words myself at this moment. But your transport is ready to take you home. Know that I will have my office contact yours in the very near future for the details of this incredible honor!” 
 
    “Fare thee well, Mr. Veil.” 
 
    “And you, my Minister.” 
 
    Casdan Quazeki turned to board the transport and his throat grew tight. Already he could see one of the Imperial Elite aboard, waiting for him. He looked back at Danavyn, smiled, and waved. The rest of the walk on to the transport was short and the spacecraft was airborne not long after the side door closed. 
 
    The Count looked into the eyes of Nyrvann who was already shaking his head in disgust. “I cannot say why I am viewed as lying,” Casdan spoke with a very shaky voice. “… but did you find anything out of sort with Mr. Veil?” 
 
    “That man has more guards than I care to count,” Nyrvann returned. “We could read absolutely nothing from him. But you performed your duties without error, and per the directives of Princess Maradothia, you are to be returned to your station at once. Welcome aboard, good Count.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an Imperial transport,” Thanneus noted as he joined his employer on the roof. “You work fast!” 
 
    “I doubt he truly ever lost his position,” Danavyn shared. “Instead… I do believe the Princess was fishing.” 
 
    “Smart girl.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Danavyn quickly agreed. “How fortunate for us that she is soon to return to her studies in the Prism Baronies. I am sure she will leave agents in her stead to keep a watchful eye over my movements. That will make things slightly more difficult, for the immediate future at any rate.” 
 
    “Casi Reddur,” Thanneus said, sounding as though he was giving Danavyn a secret code. 
 
    “Am I supposed to know that name?” 
 
    “No, but I get the feeling that is about to change,” Thanneus claimed. “That is the name that just recently poured through the IA Security Grid in a search for all records pertaining to that name… fifteen minutes after the same type of request hit its counterpart in the Empire. Simply put, the Empire and the IA are searching for information on the same name. A trusted Jockey just sent me the copies of the info requests along with some chatter she picked up on Imperial channels. Counselor Sylgarr himself registered at Portcullis shortly before he was verified at arriving in Oasis City on the planet Gulmurr.” 
 
    “Portcullis?” Danavyn repeated, considering what he had been told. “Gulmurr? An Imperial Counselor is visiting the Gulmar System?!” 
 
    “You could say that,” Thanneus remarked. “There was, however,  no coordinating ship registry, just the notation of his entourage.” 
 
    “Which means he did not arrive by way of a ship,” Danavyn quickly deduced. “This Jockey. How reliable–” 
 
    “She’s my cousin,” Thanneus advised. “And she’s the reason how I knew where to find you the day we met!” Danavyn grinned, recollecting the events of that meeting.  
 
    “Yes, I do recall you mentioning her before. It has been some time since we have heard from her.” 
 
    “Not really,” Thanneus advised. “She’s also the reason why we could walk out of the Imperial Palace without being seen.” 
 
    “Whatever you are paying her, double it, and bill it to me.” A loud beeping noise came from Thanneus’ brace-com. He lifted it to look at it and he smiled.  
 
    “We’ve got some purloined footage,” Thanneus reported, hitting the buttons to link the footage to his boss’ network. Blinking only once, Danavyn Veil focused on what was sent to the display in his contact lenses.  
 
    “A shame she is masked… and that the playback is so brief!” he added as he blinked. “Your cousin must not be in or near Gulmar.” 
 
    “That would explain the lack of information,” Thanneus said. “Imperials must also be locking down the entire grid in the Gulmar System.”  
 
    “Heavy-handed, as always. I keep forgetting the hold the Empire has in a system in the thick of the Middle Rim,” Danavyn said as he began to ponder. “More evidence that the momentum of timing is still on my side. Hmmm, a woman. How very odd! 
 
    “Excuse me, Thanneus,” Danavyn added as he started back inside his penthouse estate. “I have to make a communications link as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Rushing to the aid of the Empire, sir?” 
 
    “At this time, I can allow Casdan to further that cause,” the man said, dismissing the notion. “No, I need to initiate the conversation, the perspective… the sentiment whereby eventually, the Imperial presence in the Gulmar System will no longer be welcome.” Danavyn turned and walked more quickly into his abode, mentally summoning his office to prepare for the long-range communication.  
 
    “Keep a wary eye on your brace-com,” Danavyn directed. “I want to know all you can find on this Casi Reddur. Yes, a most interesting name. And from what we have seen… a very interesting woman!”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.  
 
    Harriet Tubman 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4201.23) 
 
      
 
    “Can anyone else think of something spookier than Z in the tent with that woman?” Olkin asked and everyone laughed, including Jocasta, who turned to give her Cupid a giggling glare. “I know I can’t!” 
 
    “Well, it’s thought, Cupid,” Silnee returned. “Everybody knows you’re not here for that sort of muscle-work.” Hands lifted up over mouths as Silnee quickly moved to put Mel between herself and Olkin. 
 
    “Good ones, both of you,” Jocasta said as she put her eyes back on the tent. She shook her head, failing to find something in her mind that would qualify as ‘spookier’. 
 
    “At the risk of throwing cold water on your mirth, you should realize how powerful you are.” Everyone turned to see Adleon sitting up with his hand still on the chest bandaging. 
 
    “Looks like our Gallant’s feeling a lot better,” Jocasta smiled. “Got the color back to your skin and everything.” Her smile became gape-mouthed awe as Adleon removed his bandage. His chest appeared slightly bruised, but there was no sign of any tearing. “Much better,” she muttered. 
 
    “The woman gave me a vial of some of the worst medicine I’ve ever tasted,” Adleon shared. “She told me to drink it and wait ten minutes. It’s been ten minutes.” He looked down at himself and then he removed the bandaging around his forearm. The wound there had also mended. “It seems I’ve lost your cut too, Captain.” 
 
    “Just let me know when you need another,” Jocasta replied. “That factory never closes!” 
 
    “Of that I am sure.” Adleon approached Jocasta and locked his eyes on hers as he started to kneel. A blur from her right side removed the blaster from its holster, aiming it at Adleon’s face. 
 
    “That knee touches sand, we know where to bury you,” she said coldly, using her thumb to increase the power of her blaster to maximum output. 
 
    “Crap, that doesn’t get old either,” Silnee whispered after gasping at the speed with which her Captain had moved. 
 
    “Or slow from the looks of it,” Annsura added. 
 
    “Captain, I–” 
 
    “Stand up!” she commanded and Adleon reluctantly did as he was told. “What is it with you people, anyway? What were you about to do, take some freakin’ pledge of fealty to me? Is that how it works? You wedge yourself up under some high-ass so you can cut your teeth, learn a few tricks and grab some station. That is, until another ass comes along with a bigger stink?” 
 
    “I do not give my fealty lightly,” Adleon argued. 
 
    “Why do you give it at all?!” she snapped.  
 
    “That is simply our way.” The back of her left hand smacked against his left cheek. The attack was by no means weak or slow. 
 
    “Your way is for feebleminded old farts who are too scared to think for themselves,” Jocasta retorted. “But you come from some almighty temple, so that makes you better than the common man.” 
 
    “And between the two of us, I am the only one who thinks this way?” Adleon fired back. He was slapped again and his jaw flexed as it was clear he was gritting his teeth. 
 
    “I do more than the common man,” Jocasta stated. “More, nimrod, not better! The common man takes your kind of crap because they either think they have no other choice, or they buy into your authoritative crapstack! Well, take a good look at this woman, junior, because she’s not buyin’. She’s not ever buying! And neither is anyone who sails with me, so that puts you in pretty pinch, doesn’t it? You want to tag along with me, you have to leave the craptastic temple behind you. It’s that simple! 
 
    “Do you really think this is what Zeu Rex had in mind when he found his way?” Jocasta asked after a moment of trying to breathe away her anger. 
 
    “What do you know of Zeu Rex?!” Adleon asked, receiving a third slap. 
 
      
 
    “This guy just isn’t getting it,” Llaz whispered. “Shut up already!” 
 
    “Take your own advice, Llaz,” Annsura directed. 
 
      
 
    “Apparently a lot more than you do, drone-bait!” Jocasta replied. “You know, he didn’t even start the humping Temple. That’s some bullkot-by-product some of your crony elders threw together to help them get it up; a four-walled whacker lift!”  
 
    “Enough!” Adleon yelled, attacking Jocasta with a powerful lunge punch for her chest. A quick slap to his hand guided the fist under her arm and Jocasta quickly arm-barred Adleon’s extended limb. As soon as the arm-bar was set, Jocasta was surprised by the resultant sound of so many blades and guns clearing their scabbards and holsters. 
 
    “Now that just warms the heart,” Jocasta said as she looked around at her crew. “… but I’ve got this one.” Stances relaxed and most weapons were put away. Annsura had drawn both a gun and her blade, opting to keep both drawn while her Captain was still engaged with the Gallant. “Aside from the fact that it is probably in your best interest that I avoided that punch, did you notice how your Second Tier Dragon Punch was countered by my First Tier Mantis Hold?” Adleon gasped at hearing Jocasta speak to him using such terms. Terms he had thought were secret and exclusive to the Temples and the Monasteries; places he had been pretty sure the Captain had never studied. “Surprised to hear me speak the lingo, eh? It’s not bragging when I tell you that you don’t know where I’ve been, boy! If nothing else, make sure you hold on to that part. 
 
    “Believe me when I tell you, kid, Zeu Rex wasn’t into big followings. Hard to believe, I know. The man’s pinky is bigger than my waist! But aside from his own shoulders, he wasn’t into anything big! Still, someone got a hold of what he could do. Well, some of it anyway. They put a fancy name on it and covered it with wannabe, hot-air authority. I will grant you when they made up the Chevaliers, times were dark and something needed to be done. But that was so long ago! These days the Terrans are not nearly as hounded. So the Temple’s had nothing to do but get twisted and turned so that it’s become its own worst enemy.  
 
    “And even if what I was saying wasn’t dead-on accurate, you’re throwing your life away following something you don’t even understand.” Jocasta released the young man and stood him up, quickly straightening his shirt. She looked into his eyes and knew that she would not have to defend herself from his rage again. He was too stunned to fight. 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias called out to her and she waved in acknowledgement.  
 
    Jocasta took hold of Adleon’s shoulder and gave it a shake. “You want to know why I think you’re the goods? You stood when others either fell or ran. That’s got nothing to do with the Temple and everything to do with you!” Jocasta turned and walked away, making quick work of the distance between where she had been told to wait and the place where the old woman and Dungias had set up the tent. 
 
    “Is there anything wrong, Captain?” Dungias asked as she approached. She could tell his eyes never left Adleon while her back was turned to him. 
 
    “Nothing I couldn’t handle, Z,” she said, grabbing his forearm as she walked in front of him, stopping in front of the open flap of the tent. “What did she see in the sands for you?” 
 
    “We were… discussing a few personal matters, Captain. I apologize for the time taken up by our conversation. My reading is meant to be last.” 
 
    “Omega,” Jocasta said softly looking into the tent. “Should’ve seen that one coming.” 
 
    “And Captain?” 
 
    “Yeah, Z?” 
 
    “It’s Mantis Lock, not Hold.” 
 
    “Right! Right,” she said, pumping her fist at her sensei. “I keep getting those mixed up.” 
 
    “Apparently only the terminology, Captain,” Dungias assured. Jocasta smiled, entering the tent.  
 
    She walked normally, but it seemed as if her strides were either very short or the tent was much larger than it had appeared. The young woman did not know what to expect from all of what she saw, heard, and smelled, but she was taken aback at finding herself anxious and impatient for the outcome. 
 
    “It is a customary response to the notion of being read,” the woman said, but Jocasta noticed a sharp difference in the voice. It was lighter, softer, and sweeter. Finally entering the center of the tent, Jocasta looked toward the source of the soothing voice.  
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch!” Jocasta exclaimed as she looked upon the woman. 
 
    “No, not even a daughter of one,” S’Vrili said as she stood between a small table, matching chair, and a pallet of fine silks and stuffed pillows. Her hair was now wavy and black, framing her lovely face. The orange spots in her eyes twinkled in the candlelight, and Jocasta thought of them as small fires that warmed her body as she looked at them. “Do you prefer seated, or fully reclined?” the woman inquired, standing in the soft illumination of the tent. Her height had not changed, but she was no longer round or hunched over. She was positively stunning to behold, shining and smelling as if she had just bathed in the finest scented oils, and scantily clad in see-through silks and golden jewelry. “Captain? Is there something the matter?” 
 
    “Depends on what you mean by matter,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Oh,” the Affiliate said, looking down at her own body. “You mean this.” She took her hands and caressed herself, taking obvious pleasure in the exercise. “Forgive me, I am Fazbred, and my particular make means I have the ability to both alter and shed my skin.” 
 
    “Good timing on that,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “Do you care to take a taste?” Without hesitating, Jocasta walked forward and took hold of the Witch’s face with both of her hands as she pressed her own lips to the mouth of the seer. S’Vrili opened her mouth to receive the kiss and they took turns in sampling each other. The Affiliate took hold of the pirate’s shoulders and her hands slowly moved down her arms until she took hold of Jocasta’s hands. They pulled from the kiss at the same time, only to both come forward in a lighter touching of the lips. “That certainly makes my job easier,” S’Vrili whispered. 
 
    “Does it?” Jocasta opened her eyes to see that the woman still had her eyes closed. 
 
    “It makes the reading simpler to assume,” the Witch corrected herself. “When one encounters such passion, such a raw and powerful zeal for life, nothing is easy. I am tempted to ask if you’d like another ta–” Jocasta kissed S’Vrili once more and took hold of the back of her head to control the depth and length of the embrace. When their lips broke, Jocasta’s mouth fell to S’Vrili’s neck and she moaned in response to the feeling of the Captain’s kisses. “Please,” the Witch whispered. 
 
    “Please what?” 
 
    “Show mercy,” S’Vrili begged as she clenched at Jocasta’s shoulder and back. 
 
    “Why?” Jocasta asked as she kissed the right side of S’Vrili’s neck, moving carefully to the left side, kissing tenderly and passionately. The combination of the woman’s voice, the scent and feel of her skin, and the initial kiss had Jocasta’s head swimming. Suddenly it had been too long since the pirate had seen to the satisfaction of her own passions. She could feel the woman wanting her, almost as much as Jocasta wanted to increase the passion of the moment. 
 
    “Because you are only… relentless… or ruthless… hmmm… to those who have either wronged you… or have wronged many. Gods help me… you know I am not an enemy!” Having seen the splendor of the Stars, S’Vrili had considered herself more than ready to take on the readings of these people as they saw to a campaign that was obviously tangent to their true purpose. The touch of this Terran, however, had not been expected and now she wondered if she was here to aid the Star Chaser or the woman he had chosen to serve. She moaned in pleasure and the sweet surrender of her passions, but she could tell her plea had been received and taken to heart. The breathing of both women decreased in depth and speed, Jocasta relaxed her hold on the woman and kissed her way to her mouth and then the cheek. 
 
    “No, you’re not an enemy,” Jocasta agreed. “… but you are one of the most painful friends I’ve ever had!” She smiled as the older woman closed her eyes and took a moment to compose herself. 
 
    “This changes things,” S’Vrili said as she ran her hands through her own hair. 
 
    “Do that again and you’ll be the first friend I cross,” Jocasta warned. The woman giggled as she nodded. 
 
    “My apologies, Jocasta,” she said as she moved to the chair on the far side of the table. “But I won’t be the first friend you cross. And yes, you were going to choose the chairs. All pilots do!” 
 
    “Did the gloves give me aw–” 
 
    “You will find the Star-Wing Corps in the Prism Baronies,” S’Vrili interrupted, and after she spoke she set her orange eyes on Jocasta. “First, you will head to Black Gate, face an old darkness, a new fear and then you will eventually proceed to the Inner Baronial Regions called The Territories. In the Pearl Barony is where you will find them. That path, however will begin at Black Gate where you will find comfort in the darkness. Do I have your attention now?” 
 
    “I think you know the answer to that one.” 
 
    “I know the answer to that one and many more, my pirate,” the Witch said as she sat across from Jocasta and put her hands on the sides of the table. “Please put yours atop mine,” she directed. Jocasta moved without hesitation and removed her gloves to take hold of the woman’s hands. S’Vrili shuddered at the moment of contact. 
 
    “This isn’t possible!” she thought. “This cannot be!” 
 
    “Calm yourself, seer,” a female voice requested. She had returned and recognizing the tone of the one that had directed S’Vrili before, the Witch did as she had been told; she calmed herself. “Much better. Nothing happens without reason or cause. Do not think it was the Stars that chose you for this task.” 
 
    “You are of the Stars!” S’Vrili asserted. 
 
    “That is not true,” the voice contested. “But it is a falsehood that even this Celestial Chorus has accepted. All that has been done has been woven so on behalf of our beloved! Our Star Chaser! And now, you see what we have seen but he has not. The time has come for the seer to see. The time has come for the seer to choose!”  
 
    One flash of starlight and the Witch was made to see life through the eyes of two Vinthur who had been and still were family to Dungias. S’Vrili knew the Malgovi… she knew the Vinthur… she knew the Grenbi and the BroSohnti. But she now also knew the trek one Malgovi had taken from shay-spawn to Star Chaser. 
 
    “By the Stars,” she thought, reeling from the viewing. 
 
    “Indeed,” the voice answered. “Mind your surroundings, seer.” 
 
    S’Vrili, realizing that while her conversation with the entity was in her mind, she was still with another person. She closed her eyes as a small point of light appeared just in front of her forehead. The choice was, after all, a simple one. It was not a matter of whether the voice could be trusted, not with what she had been made to witness. Even without that knowledge, demons were looking for Dungias, and where demons lurked, other entities could not be far behind. 
 
    “Oooh, a light show!” Jocasta whispered. The woman ignored the commentary, realizing it was a coping mechanism the young woman was accustomed to using.  
 
    “What is it that you want from me?” S’Vrili asked. 
 
    “Nothing more than what you want from yourself, seer.” It was a response she had given to many but a point of consciousness S’Vrili had long ago secured. It was why she had joined the Affiliation and why she had kept the events of their last gathering to herself. There was a riddle to the Stars and S’Vrili Thakkelwing had dedicated herself to solving it. Beyond Gulmurr, she did not know exactly what she would do. But in this instance, her path was very clear. 
 
    The small point of light exploded into millions of glowing fragments which quickly became stars.  
 
    “A really impressive light show!” 
 
    “This represents what could be your future,” S’Vrili said. 
 
    “Outer space?!” Jocasta exclaimed. “Oh, come on! After that kiss, you can do better than this!” A large hand of very pale skin reached out of the abyss toward Jocasta. She gasped; too frightened to move. The gigantic fingers squeezed around her and Jocasta was in too much pain to scream, not that she could breathe in to fuel a scream anyway. The hand pulled back, clawing through Jocasta, and the last thing she saw was a pair of glowing teal eyes staring at her in rage and desperation. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” Jocasta barked as she sat up, slapping her hip, only to find her gun had been removed from its rightful place. She held her cane in her left hand, which gave her some measure of comfort. Jocasta knew she was moving, but not too quickly, and she looked around to see Dungias driving the wagon that she was riding in; a wagon with no wheels, no skiffs, just a buckboard in a field of stars. Jocasta was alone in the back, lying on top of a large, thick, black blanket. A sharp crack came from the reins and Jocasta looked forward to see two rows of people clad in hooded robes pulling the wagon. There must have been over a hundred of them and a few were not wearing robes… six to be exact, but they were at the front of the lines and she could not make them out. 
 
    “Goggles,” she commanded. 
 
    “No,” Dungias replied. “You have to use your own eyes… not the ones I gave you.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Why don’t you ask her?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The one right behind you.” 
 
    Jocasta spun around with her cane that was caught in a slender but powerful gloved hand. Jocasta looked into a pair of blue eyes that looked exactly like hers and sparkled with confidence and passion. 
 
    “Typical,” the woman said and Jocasta looked at her face, feeling as if she was looking in a mirror. Save for the shorter hair, the woman who had caught her cane looked exactly like Jocasta! “React with an attack? Are you a woman or a scared, little child? Isn’t direct more my thing than yours?!” Jocasta tried to pull her cane free of the grip, but her twin was stronger than she was.  “This is a nice stick,” the woman said as she snatched it away from Jocasta. “What do you call it? Oh, that’s right, you haven’t named it… that’s not your thing, is it? If something needs a name, it better damn well have one before it gets to you!” 
 
    “Bitch!” Jocasta snapped. “That’s your name!” 
 
    “You better believe it, baby!” The doppelganger tapped the head of the cane against the blanket and it shattered like glass. The buckboard shifted violently to one side and Jocasta grunted, reaching for the side of the buckboard. Her wrist was caught and held with her fingertips centimeters away from the planks. Jocasta looked up to see that Dungias had caught her.  
 
    “If it is any consolation, know that you are fast enough to save yourself,” he said just before dropping her. She screamed as she fell away from him. 
 
    “A scream?!” her twin said, locking Jocasta into a choke hold as they fell through space. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you scream. I guess that’s not your thing, either. But let’s get back to what we were talking about. You know why you don’t name things, Jo? Because once it’s named, it’s yours! Hell, you can’t even name yourself! Just can’t seem to commit, can you? Is that also not your thing?” 
 
    “My… name… is Jocasta!” she said, sending her head back into the face of her twin. The grip around her neck loosened and Jocasta landed on the ground, hammering her twin into what looked to be solid bedrock that quickly became loose earth. A divot had formed from the thunderous impact, and the doppelganger let out a raspy breath. 
 
    “Shit! Didn’t see that coming!” 
 
    “Too damn busy listening to the sound of your own voice!” Jocasta huffed as she jumped up, clicked her heels together, and landed on the woman’s chest. She could hear bones break and she felt the chest cavity give. “How’s that for commitment?!” she spat before taking back her cane.  
 
    “No way was that skank really me,” Jocasta whispered, walking away from the body. “She talked too damn much! Now… where the hell am I?” Jocasta asked as she looked around. Aside from the mound of dirt she was standing on, all she could see were stars. In the very far distance, she could see the buckboard pulling away from her. “Where am I?!” 
 
    “Screwed, if you thought that pussy-tap was going to finish me off!” Jocasta started to turn, swinging her cane. As soon as she heard a boot grind against the dirt, she stopped her feint and spun in the opposite direction, squatting low and extending her right leg. She swept the feet of her twin out from under her. Just after the copy’s back met with the ground, Jocasta clubbed it across the temple with her cane. Jocasta paused for a moment and clubbed the copy a second, third, and fourth time. 
 
    “I think that should just about do it, for the moment.” At the sound of the voice, Jocasta looked up to see an old yellow-skinned man approaching her with his hands up, signaling surrender. “Perhaps a moment is all you are going to need.” 
 
    “Nugar?!” she exclaimed, placing the voice but not the body. “What happened to you?” 
 
    Looking down on himself, Nugar laughed in realization. “Oh, yes, it completely slipped my mind to assume my Terran disguise. Surely Dungias has told you of the Vinthur.” 
 
    “He’s mentioned them a time or two.” 
 
    “This is what they look like,” Nugar explained. “I assumed you had enough to deal with during your training. Seeing another alien would have only made things worse.” 
 
    “Right, because getting beat downs from the same race makes it hurt not so much,” Jocasta pointed out. 
 
    “Good point, child.” 
 
    “Are you part of this dream?” 
 
    “First, this is not a dream. It is a vision, granted to you by the Stars. The woman in the tent has lifted your consciousness to the Celestial Chorus, and they are speaking to you, telling you what they see in your life… in your many lives.  
 
    “Second, I am not a part of the things to come,” Nugar explained. “I am here because I felt you here. I sensed strong stirrings from both you and Dungi.” 
 
    “Yeah, well things have been pretty lively since we touched down on Gulmurr. But relative to this ride, it’s pretty lame. Can the Chorus change its tune?! This is some pretty wonky stuff, Nugie!” 
 
    “Well, the language is not easily received by your mind,” Nugar stated. “It is, after all, the first time you have heard it. Some very important things are being said here… by them... and by you!” 
 
    “So I’m down… among the stars… for all eternity… as saying ‘pretty wonky stuff’?!” Jocasta sighed in frustration, looking around and walking to the edge of the mound. She looked down into what first appeared to be mirrored glass, but the loose dirt kicked up by her walking struck the surface and created ripples, letting her know that it was water she was gazing at. “Wonderful,” she muttered. 
 
    “Jocasta, what do you expect?” Nugar asked, sounding a bit frustrated himself. 
 
    “Help me!” she shouted. 
 
    “That would be cheating!” 
 
    Jocasta turned away from the water with a twisted frown on her face. “Nugar, take a good look. I’m a cheater! If the teacher doesn’t want me to cheat, they better not take their eyes off of me! And where you see a cheater, I see someone who’s challenging the reason for the rules. How fair is it that I have to decipher what the freakin’ stars are telling me right off the bat?! You’d figure if they wanted to make sure their message was getting through loud and clear…” Jocasta looked at Nugar and started to point at him. “They’d send a translator!”  
 
    Nugar stood there for a moment, rubbing his chin. “Sleep!” he said and Jocasta whipped around to see her twin fall to the ground fast asleep. 
 
    “Wow, that bitch can take an ass-whoopin’!” 
 
    “Yes, it would seem that someone went and set quite an example for her,” Nugar commented as he concluded his deliberations. “Very well, you have made a very fine and strong point. That, plus the fact I believe if Dungi were here, he would have answered your inquiry already... I suppose that makes my decision a very easy one to make. 
 
    “Right then!” Nugar started, taking a step toward Jocasta and pointing at the stars with his left hand. “The first thing you should know is the scope the Stars believe your life can touch. That is demonstrated by the environment in which you find yourself.” 
 
    “Nugar, we’re in the middle of space here. I can see…” Jocasta looked around and her eyes quickly found each of the twelve boundary markers separating the Outer Rim from the Middle Rim and the same that separated the Middle Rim from the Inner Rim. Her view, however, extended well beyond that. “I can see the entire Rims!” 
 
    “That you can,” Nugar agreed. “And be sure to check over your right shoulder… there, in the distance.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “That would be the two systems which comprise your Z’s homeworld,” Nugar stated. 
 
    “Something I’m going to do is going to affect all of this?!” 
 
    “The Stars believe you have the potential to do so, yes,” Nugar answered as he looked around. He would have to commune with this ‘old witch’ of a woman. Her touch with the Stars was unique and quite alluring. He had her essence and could find her again, if he were pressed to do so. That was the sort of thing a Traveler did. “And let me make one thing perfectly clear... 
 
    “Sleep, damn you!” Nugar commanded and Jocasta could feel a surge of energy coming off the man as it struck the head and chest of her duplicate. This time she was blown back and knocked out. “Where was I?” 
 
    “You were about to make something clear,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “I suppose I was,” Nugar agreed. “Everyone has the potential to affect everything in their world. The Stars, however, are guided by likelihood and circumstance. Some dockworker in the Terran Triangle has the potential to reach out this far, but a few things, that not even the Stars can see, would have to happen first.” Nugar folded his arms and smiled at the stars. “Your chances, it seems, are not so remote.” 
 
    “This is all kinds of crazy!” Jocasta spoke softly, as if she were afraid the stars in her vision might hear her. 
 
    “My dear, you are beginning to take shape on many levels; the physical being only one of them. But that is all we have time for here and now. We’ve thrown a sizeable pebble into the pond, and the ripples are beginning to reach those whose eyes you do not need upon you right now.” 
 
    “So when do I get my answers?!” 
 
    “Have my so-called student teach you of the Stars,” Nugar said as he began to fade. 
 
    “Wonderful!” she muttered. 
 
    “Return to this place and we will trek it together.” 
 
    “I certainly don’t want to do this alone!” Jocasta said softly, turning back away from the shores and running into her First Mate. 
 
    “That is good to hear, Captain,” Dungias said and Jocasta’s eyes opened to see that her First Mate had a hold of her hand. She quickly turned around in time to see Nulaki entering the tent that was at least forty meters away in the distance. “Did you enjoy your vision, Captain?” 
 
    “Wasn’t that kind of trip, Z,” she replied. “The good news is that it didn’t rattle me. Not too much anyway. Are we all set to hit the trail?” 
 
    “As soon as the woman is done with us,” Dungias replied. “Or do you wish to–” 
 
    Jocasta waved her hand, dismissing his question, as she walked toward the caballions. They were well-rested and Jocasta thought her time would be best-served picking one to ride. She smiled when the only white one moved to greet her. 
 
    Nulaki was second into the tent. After he emerged, looking as if he was sleep-walking, each of her crew entered the strange woman’s tent. It was only then that Jocasta realized that she had not gotten the woman’s name. She smiled and giggled, knowing it was unlikely she was going to get it. 
 
    One by one, their names were called out by Dungias. After each one was summoned, Jocasta called out their pirate name. Dugger managed to keep his own handle, but he had to be escorted into the tent. Pristacia actually managed a smile when she heard the name Princess. Llaz was surprised but pleased to hear the Captain simply repeat his name after Dungias called him to the tent. 
 
    “So, why do I get to keep my name?” he asked as he made his way to the tent. 
 
    “Because the others need a name to be cool,” Jocasta answered him directly, showing him that she had considered the inquiry before he had been given a chance to make it. “… you don’t. And keep it that way!” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain!” Like the others, he entered the tent with a youthful face… unlike all the rest, he left the tent in the very same fashion. 
 
    “What gives, man?” Olkin asked. “She didn’t say anything… or do anything… to weird you out?” 
 
    “I’m following orders, Cupid. Relax!” Llaz answered. Jocasta laughed as she turned away and put her hand over her mouth. 
 
    It was unclear whether Thomasine was happy or not. The weight of what she had been told was too great for her to react to the shortening of her name to just Thom. She walked, without saying anything to anyone, and made preparations for her journey back to Oasis City. She left without saying a word.  
 
    Adleon was the last to go before Dungias, though Jocasta did not say anything after his name was called. That answered many unspoken questions. The young Gallant took the longest, as well as being the only one who made noises that everyone else could hear. Those gathered outside the tent heard everything from singing, to crying, to cackling, to cursing the woman. Having had their own encounter with a new definition of weird, no one said anything, and Dungias was called into the tent to carry the young man out.  
 
    When it was at last time for Dungias to enter, he turned to his Captain and said he would catch up. He had changed into gray robes and sandals, his things were folded and stacked near his chosen mount. Giving no argument, Jocasta gave the signal for everyone to get ready to move out. 
 
    “I know it’s rolling around in your heads,” Jocasta spoke to her group as she mounted her caballion. Nulaki stood with a gaped mouth as he had been about to warn her that the white male was one of the two the thief believed had not yet been broken. While still looking quite spirited, the mount moved only in the direction Jocasta guided him. “Or should I say, it’s rolling around in mine. But I think the woman set up a tent for a reason. You want to volunteer what was said or experienced, that’s your business. But no one will levy inquiries. That’s off limits and out of bounds. Not even a clever hint will be tolerated. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the lot of them barked in response. 
 
    “I appreciate that, Captain,” the woman said and everyone turned to see the strange woman, still devastatingly handsome of form, standing on the sand. “This is the way you wish to go… for now. When I said ‘this changes things’, I meant… well, let’s just say I added something to your jacket pocket. It can only be used once, so make sure you mean to use it.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Something that goes along with that passion of yours,” the woman replied. “Something that goes along with it perfectly. When you feel least like yourself and know you have to be more than yourself, drink it and hold on! But for now, off you go. Your Conadier will know when to turn to take the direction he requires. It’s a good thing you have more mounts. You’re going to need them, and the wagon.  
 
    “Can’t help with the rations though,” the woman added as she smiled. “That’s not my thing.” Jocasta chuckled as she watched the woman pull the hood up over her head and turn. 
 
    “Is she going to leave her tent?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “What tent?” Jocasta countered without looking back. She gently kicked her mount and started forward. “I’ve got point with Cupid.” Hearing his name, Olkin ran to a mount and started off after Jocasta.  
 
    “How did she know?” Pristacia whispered as she looked back to see that the tent was gone and only a kneeling Dungias remained. 
 
    “There’s no telling what that woman had to show the Captain,” Mel said as he took to the wagon. There was no sense in him using his chair when both buckboards were available. “As if she wasn’t spooky enough already!” 
 
    “Which ‘she’ do you mean?!” Silnee asked, getting to her mount. 
 
      
 
    Smoke rolled off his shoulders and back as he took his time standing up. Nothing remained of the clothes he had worn inside the tent, but his skin was clean, almost glistening in the sun. Alpha had chosen to render itself invisible. It did not care to share its current format with the others. Once again, time had been twisted and stretched for Dungias to where it was inconsistent.  
 
    “Are you ready, Master?” Alpha inquired. Now that it had been taken apart and reassembled, certain improvements had been made. Speech with Z’Gunok Tel Dungias was one such upgrade. 
 
    “Yes, Alpha, I am ready.” Dungias stood up and started to make his way to the second buckboard. “How are you… feeling?” 
 
    “Thank you for asking, Master. I am… Alpha.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    It is the presence of mind in untried emergencies that the native metal of man is tested.  
 
    James Russell Lowell 
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    For four days the group traveled southeast, though more easterly than southerly. On the second day they found a watering source; on the third they found food. Olkin and Dungias had proven to be commendable hunters; they had gathered enough game to last the group a week. On the fifth day they lost a caballion to sandskrat; very fast-moving and cunning predators that flourished in the deserts on the planet Gulmurr.  They were also fair game, so the loss was not too great. On the seventh day, they came to hardened ground and a trail a blind man could have found. They could see the passing of several heavy carts pulled by hooved creatures, and plenty of men walking. It was either an army, a caravan, or Slavers. The party could have taken a different route but Jocasta looked to Nulaki who said nothing as he asked the Traveler to follow the trail. After tracking it for hours, the party had taken advantage of an incline that led to an overlook. There they had discovered the tracks had been made by a combination of all three options. 
 
    “Do you think the sand witch sent–” 
 
    “The what?” Jocasta interrupted Silnee. “Did you say what I thought you said?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re calling her, the Sand Witch.” 
 
    “Now say that title really fast, Tolip,” Jocasta requested. 
 
    “Sandwitch,” Silnee said, finally hearing herself. As her face fell blank, Mel and Olkin started cackling. Jocasta herself had to look away to keep from laughing in the woman’s face. But she was quick to compose herself and then look back at Silnee. 
 
    “Tolip, try Desert Witch from now on, okay?” Silnee nodded and slapped Olkin’s shoulder as Annsura let out a snort. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I was wondering if the Desert Witch sent us out here to save those slaves.” 
 
    “Well if so, it sucks to have her ambition,” Jocasta said as she started to ease back from the hilltop that was the group’s viewing perch. “Being weirded out by that woman doesn’t make me her errand girl.” 
 
    “There are two immediate arguments to the contrary, Captain.” Dungias said softly and Jocasta’s chin fell to her chest. 
 
    “I didn’t even get a meter this time,” she sighed. Taking a deep breath, Jocasta returned to her place. “All right, Z. I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Well, the first is that Nulaki has said nothing about changing course,” Dungias explained, “but the second is more along your lines of solid reasoning.” 
 
    “That being?” 
 
    “I’ve marked the coordinates and relayed them to all goggles.” Everyone looked at the northernmost point of the encampment and spied an unattended cart, nearly over-flowing with collected materials. Everyone looked. Ephaliun, confused as to what the First Mate was talking about, looked at Nulaki who quickly shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m just as much in the dark on this one as you, kid,” Nulaki said. “But I gotta tell you, I am so loving these teachable moments!” 
 
    “Aah, damn!” Jocasta said in disgust after looking at the designated area. 
 
    “So those two just live in their own private world, don’t they?” Olkin asked. “And we’re just allowed to ride along for the fun of it?” 
 
    “Quit trying to act like you’re complaining,” Mel snapped. “The coordinates read to that catch cart. All kinds of stuff in there, but the cart has solid panels and Z didn’t give any view alteration instructions. The Captain didn’t change from telescopic either, so whatever it is must be in view already.” Jocasta stopped for a moment, looked at Mel and then up to Dungias who was waiting patiently for the one called Tank to work it out. 
 
    “But there’s nothing but weapons belts,” Pristacia claimed. “I can see a backpack… even a shoulder bag.” 
 
    “It’s the symbols,” Annsura stated. “I don’t know what it means, but I’m pretty sure they see something on one of those belt buckles.” 
 
    “One of them is an officer’s belt,” Llaz stated. “An IA Officer’s issue, I think. But it looks like it’s been charred up a bit.” 
 
    “That’s called blackening,” Jocasta said, after seeing the look of approval on Dungias’ face. “Mercs do it… but pirates are better known for it. Anyone who’s tangled with an IA Combat Officer and come out the other side with their gear is either really good, really lucky, or a combination of the two; the sort of combo that might turn out to be a boon to our ranks.” Jocasta sighed, looking at her First Mate. “And I did say we needed more crew, didn’t I?” 
 
    “That you did, Captain.” 
 
    “We need more crew?!” Silnee asked. “Captain, we’re not pulling our weight?” 
 
    “Easy, Tolip,” Jocasta quickly said, trying to calm her people. “Right about now Z’s got the Xara-Mansura about eighty percent automated.” 
 
    “Ninety-three point six, seven, seven percent, Captain,” Dungias corrected. 
 
    Jocasta’s eyes rolled in disgust. “… and we could stand to get a few more hands about to give Sati a break so she can concentrate on other systems. You guys are doing the do, there’s no two ways to look at that. What we need is more people like you and about…” 
 
    “Three months,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “A season in space to get everyone on the same page before we take our show on the celestial road.” Jocasta looked around. Only Annsura seemed to understand, which was actually better than she had hoped to fare with her initial explanation. She remembered the wagon and started to shake her head. “Because I’m not taking lightweights to Black Gate!” 
 
    Dungias quickly accessed his brace-com to emit a force pulse that masked the sound of the gasps and commentary that sprung up after Jocasta called out the portal to the Prism Baronies. “Like the sort of lightweights who cannot remember to keep their voices down when we are on reconnaissance maneuvers!” Dungias strained without raising his voice. The area fell silent, and according to his readings, the wind in the encampment was louder to those they were watching. 
 
    “So, are we all over ourselves now?” Jocasta asked, receiving emphatic nods to the affirmative. “So glad to hear that.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Nulaki whispered. “I know when to turn!” 
 
    “And when is that?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “First we have to split up because I think I know what caravan this is, which means the four carts of mercenaries we see here will be mirrored at the other end of the encampment.” 
 
    “Are we about to step on major toes here, boss?” Ephaliun asked. 
 
    “Professionals don’t really concern themselves with that, Dugger. But we need to wait until nightfall to make our move. In that time, the bigger party will backtrack and then turn due south. We can meet up at the river.” 
 
    “Far be it from me to argue with a professional,” Jocasta said as she looked again over the hilltop, “but the people you have assigned the term mercenary to don’t look like they could handle a half-stacked kitchen clean-up crew! Who cares if they call for back-up? By the time they arrive we’ll be long gone!” 
 
    “On soft-footed caballions, Captain,” Nulaki pointed out. Dungias found himself nodding at the information that was about to be shared. “They’ve got hard-hooved horses down there, and this is hard terrain now, remember? Our mounts can handle it, but those horses would run us down like nobody’s business. Now you’re talking about sixty to eighty losers with projectile guns and crossbows. How does that kitchen-crew look now?” 
 
    “Pretty much mopped,” Jocasta replied. “Which means you also have a plan. Got it. Who do you want with you on this run?” 
 
    “No offense, Dugger, but I’m picking Z to go with me on this one. And let me tell you why.” 
 
    “He’s a freakin’ division of Ardrian Marines all by himself!” Ephaliun claimed. “Everybody knows that.” 
 
    “Plus, I need you to lead the other group and get them to the rendezvous point,” Nulaki added. “Not sure how much training the others have with nighttime maneuvers.” The conversation between Ephaliun and Nulaki continued, but only those two were able to hear each other. 
 
    “Did we just lose our goggles?!” Olkin said softly. Annsura quickly tapped his arm. 
 
    “That explanation isn’t for us,” she whispered. “Dugger’s still trying to find his place.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? He’s Nulaki’s number two!” 
 
    “He’s Nulaki’s chauffeur!” Mel returned. “The sooner he gets wind of that, the better off he’ll be. Tolip could use a wingman.” 
 
    “You tellin’ me it’s only a one-way information bridge at work here, Tank?” Jocasta asked as she walked by the group to mount her caballion. “Keepin’ info to yourself only to complain about the outcome later. Who does that help, man with the plan?” Jocasta also believed that Ephaliun was in a very bad place, but she wanted to see what this new crew would do in order to resolve the problem… providing nudges, as needed, every now and then. 
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    With only the sound of the river to break the silence, Jocasta decided to turn in for the evening. Watch assignments had been made, though the woman had thought she would never have an opportunity to use Scimitar’s old straw trick in her life, and she was hard pressed to keep from laughing as the fixed lots were drawn. There was nothing else to do other than wait. With all of the materials aboard the two wagons, it had been easy enough for Mel to make four tents. One for the Captain, one for Z, Nulaki and Adleon, and two for the remaining crew. Despite how unfair it had seemed, once Annsura suggested one for the guys and one for the girls, there was no turning back. Jocasta opened the flap of her tent and caught Llaz in her peripheral vision. He was at the edge of the river, smoking a cigaro he had bummed off of her a couple of days ago. A moment of consideration, and Jocasta closed the flap of her tent behind her, walking around it to sit down beside Llaz.  
 
    “Llaz,” she greeted him. 
 
    “Captain,” he replied in a tone of voice that made Jocasta think of other things the two of them could be doing. No one had any business with a voice that low and smooth. “It’s a beautiful night. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a sky so big before.” 
 
    “One upside of being on an underdeveloped planet…” 
 
    “And the only one,” they said together before laughing.  
 
    “Good one, Captain,” Llaz chuckled. 
 
    Jocasta sat for a moment, looking up at the stars and noticing how the view no longer had the same sweeping impression it once did. She had seen the stars from a perspective she did not know if she could ever revisit. Her current view was pale in comparison, but she would not mention it.  
 
    “I find myself in a bad place, Llaz.” 
 
    “How’s that, Captain?” 
 
    “I gave an order… one that I believe was a good order to have given…” 
 
    “But now you think you should go against that order,” he suggested. 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    Llaz nodded as he took a drag on his cigaro. He blew out slowly, weighing his options. “I suppose if I just offer up what the Desert Witch said to me, you wouldn’t be in such a spot.” 
 
    “It would sure make things simpler,” Jocasta agreed as she looked at the young man. 
 
    “Careful what the Captain calls you,” Llaz revealed. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Yeah… that’s what I said,” Llaz returned. “She said, ‘have a care for what the Captain calls you next’. Then she showed me my history – something I wish was more of a short story, instead of the chunky angst biscuit that it is.” 
 
    “Angst isn’t something I’ve seen coming out of you, Llaz.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Captain,” Llaz said with a smile on his face. “You know, my mother only gave birth four times and yet I am the youngest of ten.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” 
 
    “Three sets of triplets and me,” Llaz nodded. “Imagine being considered some sort of freak for being born normally. When I got bullied, it wasn’t kids at school, it was my siblings. They accused me of eating my other two siblings, or just outright killing them in the womb. It sounds stupid… because it is stupid. That didn’t slow them down though. When it got to the point where they couldn’t get a rise out of me with the things they were saying, they took more direct routes.” 
 
    “Whoa, nine on one?! All the time?! Please tell me you ran away from home after you took a club to those little bastards.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Llaz said, offering the cigaro to Jocasta. She shook her head ‘no’ and he took another drag off of it before separating the burning shredded leaves and pocketing the remainder. “I was at the Slavers’ Den… but I was a familial acquisition.” 
 
    “Your family sold you off?!” 
 
    “From what I was told, they got a pretty good deal for me,” Llaz continued, looking out into the water. “You know, I did everything I could to stay out of their crosshairs. I got into things I knew they hated. I took up ballet; I was on the Dance-Cheer-Pep Team.” 
 
    “Dance-Cheer-Pep?” 
 
    “Don’t judge me.” Llaz said, sending Jocasta into another round of laughter. “Name me any other place where it’s okay to put your hand on a girl’s ass and take a good hold.” Jocasta stopped laughing, considering the advantage Llaz had just mentioned. “See what I mean?” 
 
    “Do you see what I meant?” Jocasta asked. “When I told you about your name and why?” 
 
    “I thought about it over the past few days. You might have noticed.” 
 
    “You mean when you couldn’t decide whether you wanted to wear your collar up or down? Yeah, I saw that.” 
 
    “Thanks for not mentioning it,” Llaz said, seriously appreciating her discretion. 
 
    “I see you finally came to a decision,” Jocasta noted. 
 
    “I did. It just hit me too. You said I didn’t need a name to be a pirate. Not your exact words, but that’s what I came away with.” 
 
    “Pretty much on the mark,” Jocasta confirmed. “But what does that mean to you?” 
 
    “It means I don’t have to stress and strain trying to be something I’m not,” Llaz replied. “I’m cool pretty much the way I am.” 
 
    “And the sudden interest in smoking?” 
 
    “That’s where you’re in a tailspin, Cap,” Llaz said. “I’m not doing things to be cool, I’m doing the things I’ve always been able to or wanted to do. I just stopped doing them because…” 
 
    “You fit more into the crowd if you didn’t do them,” Jocasta finished for him.  
 
    “Pretty much. You know that Tolip got the highest marks in our class on the pistol range, right?” 
 
    “I was there for the finals. Your shooting’s pretty tight, though.” 
 
    “I can shoot rings around her, and I have. You remember when she said–” 
 
    “This time it’s mine,” Jocasta said, instantly recalling the moment. She had observed that was not the normal bragging expression, but Llaz had hugged her after she won. He had looked genuinely happy for her. “You were holding back.” Llaz nodded to the affirmative. “Don’t do that… ever… again!” 
 
    “Believe me, Captain, the next person who beats me will have to earn it. I guess I need to talk to Z and see if I can get some harder work assignments. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re seeing things more clearly, but don’t press it,” Jocasta suggested. 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “Llaz, you fooled me because, at the time, I wasn’t doing my job,” Jocasta said as she stood up. “You fooled the others because their eyes aren’t sharp enough to spot you. Not yet. But don’t think for a moment you pulled anything on the blue man. Note the two-gun rig; no one else is wearing one.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we all had two-weapon training in the simulators,” Llaz said. 
 
    “Sure, because you know for sure and for certain what everybody else was doing in their simulator sessions. I forgot you were a telepath and not just making assumptions,” Jocasta smiled. “Sweet dreams, Llaz.” 
 
    “We didn’t go over what she said about my future,” Llaz pointed out. 
 
    “No, but you gave me your past,” Jocasta replied. “I figure I have the gist of where you’re going now.  
 
    “And now we move away from the cool wonder,” Jocasta thought as she monitored the movement of the three people moving just outside the range of the torchlight. “And two of the three move with me. Good!” The soft song of a shaped stone sailing through the air sent Jocasta into a backbend and the missile passed over her face... coming from a direction where she had not heard any movement. “Nut-crunchers!” 
 
    “Take them!” a heavy and low voice cried as Jocasta heard leathery wings flapping over her head. She never saw the flying body, as she was tackled from behind. Her back gave as she had been trained to move, and she tucked into a ball just before hitting the ground, rolling out of the grasp of her attacker. 
 
    “Hold or die!” one man cried as he jumped from the back of a flying creature. He landed in a practiced roll and came up ready for combat. He held a triple-decked crossbow. “I will shoot you, legless one,” the man warned as he looked at Silnee and Pristacia, whose head was down. “Put up your hands. Both of them!” he shouted, looking at Mel. 
 
    “I can’t!” Mel said, sounding panicked. “My back!” 
 
    “Bah!” the man spat, walking forward and kicking Mel in the chest. 
 
    “Surrender, Captain, or we will kill your people,” the man who tackled Jocasta ordered as he took a low-crouching battle stance. These people were jumpers. They appreciated speed and agility. “Lay down your weapons now!” 
 
    “Guys?” Jocasta said, locking her eyes on her opponent. 
 
    “Princess,” Mel muttered and Pristacia lifted her head to look at the man closest to her. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt me,” she cried, looking up into the eyes of the man. His weapon lowered slightly as he gazed at the young woman. There was something about her eyes that pulled him in, making him want to help her. 
 
    “What’s up?” Mel asked, lifting the hand he was using to prop himself up; a hand that had been covering a weapon. It was a large-barreled energy rifle that lifted the man off his feet. Small bits of bone and ash were the only things to return to the ground. “Light ‘em up, Cupid!” 
 
    An arrow shot up into the sky from the other side of the river. It flashed with a bright white light, illuminating the entire camp area. They were surrounded with at least twenty people and a dozen large bat creatures… and that was just the count on the ground! 
 
    “Cutter!” Mel cried and two energy pistol shots were fired. One bolt bored into the chest of the man closest to the seated three, the second brought a flying creature and its rider crashing to the ground. Mel then fired his rifle again and two more attackers fell dead. Silnee quickly drew her pistol and fired, hitting the wing of a bat creature that was trying to get off the ground. An arrow found the neck of one of the attacking men as five of the raiders rushed the area where they thought Olkin was positioned. 
 
    “You were saying?” Jocasta asked, twirling her cane. “Come get some hurt, baby. Momma’s got a fresh batch waitin’!” The man yelled before lunging forward with his stone-blade slashing for Jocasta’s chest. She stepped back to avoid the attack and lunged forward, smacking the man’s arm with her cane. He dropped his weapon as a spin kick clipped his chin. He turned his back to her and Jocasta landed a dropkick to the base of his spine. The man staggered forward, trying to reach where he had been struck. He fell to his knees and then to his chest.  
 
    Jocasta landed on her hands and rolled to one foot and one knee, swinging her cane in front of her face and deflecting a crossbow bolt. She leaned to avoid another and rolled to dodge a third. She came up with her blaster drawn and took to firing. Her gunfire mixed with Llaz’s as he came up from the river, spinning smoothly and shooting. They stood back to back and fired their weapons. 
 
    “I need a step up!” Llaz cried. 
 
    “Show me something, dancer!” Jocasta said, lowering to one knee and shooting to her left. She could feel Llaz jump up off her back. “Man’s got some ups!” she thought as she watched him put his shoulder into one of the bat-riders. The enemy rolled off the back of the creature and Llaz was its new master. “And that’s not a bad idea!” Jocasta looked to her right and took a step to her left. She then hopped to her right and jumped up. She could see the look of wonder in the rider’s eyes as she landed a front kick to his face. He was off the animal in the next moment and Jocasta took hold of the reins. 
 
    “How’s about making yourself useful, Gallant?” she cried as she fired at one of the other riders and he fell to his death. 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” Adleon cried as he teleported to the back of another of the flying creatures. He drew his En-Blade and locked eyes on one of the high-flying attackers. At the sight of the Gallant and his drawn weapon, the raiders took to making a hasty retreat. 
 
    “Will you look at this madness,” Jocasta thought as she pulled on the reins. “Me and my people are tearing these fools such a new asshole, but they press on. One glow-stick shows up, takes a pose, and they head for the high ground. Whatever!” Jocasta turned her flying mount back to the camp and then across the river. She had to check on two of her people especially. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Olkin asked as he offered Annsura a hand up. She was quick to take it as she pushed a corpse off of her body. 
 
    “Thanks to that last arrow I am. Nice shot, Cupid.” 
 
    “I almost didn’t get it off watching you go!” Olkin exclaimed. “That must have been six on one!” 
 
    “I’m more interested in lucky number seven,” Annsura said softly. She hadn’t released Olkin’s hand and she pulled on his arm, bringing him in for a kiss. Olkin pushed her back, surprising both her and Jocasta who watched from the tree line. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Am I not Silnee enough for you?” 
 
    “No,” Olkin replied as he reached to his side, drew his gun and fired at a man who was slowly lifting his crossbow to get a hopeful shot off on the young woman who had soundly beaten him with only a sword and a knife. “I just prefer you unmarked!” Olkin made a slow approach and Annsura smiled. 
 
    “That makes two of us.” Though slower and gentler, there was no less passion in their second embrace, and Jocasta smiled. 
 
    “Get ‘em, Cutter!” she whispered before leaving the trees.  
 
    She flew her mount back to the encampment, but she could see movement in the distance and it made her smile. She landed her new mount near the fire and tied the reins to the wagon.  
 
    “Report,” she commanded. 
 
    “All save two are present and accounted for,” Mel said. “I was about to ask Llaz to look for Cupid and Cutter.” 
 
    Jocasta chuckled. “Even their names together sound cute together,” she thought. 
 
    “No need, Tank,” she said. “They’re wrapping things up across the river. They both looked okay to me.” Jocasta put eyes on Silnee. The last thing she wanted was a love triangle in her crew. 
 
    “Which means you owe me ten credits,” Silnee said to Mel. 
 
    “We don’t know that Cutter made the first move!” Mel argued. 
 
    “Yeah we do,” Pristacia and Jocasta said simultaneously. Silnee cackled and held out her hand for her winnings. Jocasta was relieved, but felt she had to verify. 
 
    “So Tolip, you and Cupid were never…” 
 
    “Good gods, no!” Silnee said quickly. “He’s too pigheaded for me, though that has been curbed recently. I guess we’ve just known each other longer than any of the others. You’re not the first to assume that. I had to tell Annsura it was okay to pursue what she was feeling for him because she thought the same.” 
 
    “Ah hah!” Mel cried. 
 
    “Ah hah, nothing. I told you about that before we even put the bet down. Pay up, Tank!” 
 
    “Princess, nice eyes back there,” Jocasta applauded. “It looked like that man was going to propose before Tank cut him down.” Pristacia smiled and nodded. “Obviously your conversations with Z are going well.” 
 
    “He says I have an acumen for emotional manipulation,” the younger woman shared. 
 
    “Coming from Z, that’s saying quite a bit. Do me a favor, Princess, and head up river about two hundred meters. Bring Z and Nulaki in for me.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” Pristacia replied with a bright smile. She ran to her mount and started up river without a saddle. 
 
    Flapping wings brought everyone to a state of readiness but they relaxed when Llaz and Adleon landed. Adleon deactivated his weapon and smiled at Jocasta. “Apparently they’ve had dealings with Chevaliers in the past.” 
 
    “Funny that we didn’t smell that on them then,” Jocasta returned. 
 
    “Captain!” Adleon cried out and Jocasta held up her hands and apologized for her comment. Everyone who heard it knew it was not a genuine apology and silently they wondered if the Captain was pushing the young man for a particular reason. Whatever the answer, it would be some time before she would get anything more than a verbal response out of him; the memory of the last time he lost his temper was still too fresh in everyone’s mind. Jocasta did not keep her mind on the matter for too long. Z and Nulaki had been successful in their aims, and now they could all be about the business of getting Nulaki to his destination. The sooner that could be done, the sooner Jocasta would find herself on her way to Black Gate. 
 
    “At least… that was the plan… it seemed like a good plan,” she thought as she looked at Pristacia riding back. Apparently her manipulation skills were off for the moment. Her big brown eyes met with Jocasta’s blue, and nothing but major concern immediately registered. Jocasta turned to see Nulaki riding on a black horse. Everything about the accoutrements of the animal screamed money; even the way it ran over the ground demonstrated the sort of training that only the wealthy could afford. “… but then a bug came into my life… and I still don’t know why I didn’t squash him when I had the chance.” Behind Nulaki was Dungias, driving a covered holding cart. The bars quickly gave its function away, and it was piled to capacity with bodies. Rope had been stretched between the bars, giving those riding something to hold on to as the cart probably had to move faster than what could be considered normal. Attached to the rear of the cart was another covered cart, and then another sans any sort of covering. The second carried more slaves while the third was the catch cart they had spotted earlier. 
 
    “I trust you left the merchants and the mercenaries… or are they in there too?” Jocasta spoke to Nulaki as she walked by his horse, stabbing him with a very angry stare. Nulaki stammered for a moment and then opted to simply dismount. 
 
    “I thought you guys were only going to grab the ones who owned those belts,” Ephaliun said as he took hold of the reins. 
 
    “That was the plan,” Nulaki said softly, but Jocasta could still hear him. “But plans change.” 
 
    “I’ll show you some change,” Jocasta muttered as she quickly walked toward her First Mate. Yelling at Nulaki would gain her nothing… but Z was her First Mate – he knew better, and she was going to communicate that to him in abundance. 
 
    “Please!” one woman cried out, reaching out between the bars. “Please, see to his wound. He was poisoned!” 
 
    “Z?” Jocasta said, looking up at the Malgovi. 
 
    “I assure you, Captain, I am all right. The agent might prove fatal to humans, but to a Malgovi trained in the arts of the Traveler–” 
 
    “So, Travelers can just sweat out poison?!” 
 
    “Effectively speaking, yes,” Dungias said as he climbed down from the seat. Jocasta studied the way he moved. He favored his right arm, but only slightly. Nothing else looked different about him. 
 
    “He took a bolt intended for me,” the woman cried. “Please don’t let him die!” 
 
    “Okay, let’s try the naval approach to this,” Jocasta said, taking a step back. “Report!” 
 
    “We found out why there were so many mercenaries,” Dungias said as he reached up with his right hand and pulled down the covering. “Apparently there was a great deal of worth to be guarded.” 
 
    “Oh, Momma!” Jocasta whispered, looking at a collection of people who were at the very least attractive. Aside from the few wearing heavy chains, they were young, clean, and smelled like the flower section of Z’s arboretum. None of them had short or unkempt hair. Most were females with only six or seven males, but even they were gorgeous. “Oh, I hate you, Rouge.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “She had a passion for all things Old Earth,” Jocasta explained. “Especially old movies. Right now the only thing going through my head is a woman singing the word ‘yes’ as she picked her paramours for an upcoming orgy.”  
 
    “That sounds like an interesting movie,” Dungias replied with a slight frown.  
 
    “It’s all in the context, Z.” 
 
    “If you look at the base of each cart,” Nulaki spoke up as he approached.  “You’ll see a black flower. That is the marker of a man who calls himself the Sultan of Cashmere. These people were intended to… refresh his harem.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Dungias said, rubbing his bandage. The movement caught Jocasta’s eye. 
 
    “Z, you’re certain…” 
 
    “There is some degree of discomfort, Captain,” Dungias explained. “The bolt-head was spaded and skin was torn upon penetration. But I promise you the poison has run its course.” 
 
    “Couldn’t manage a cleaner block?” she spoke softly enough for only the two of them to hear. 
 
    “My hands were full at the time, Captain,” Dungias replied as he walked toward the rear of the first holding cart. Nulaki was quick to draw closer to Jocasta. 
 
    “Simple question, Captain,” Nulaki whispered. “Where did you find him and why did you take only one?” 
 
    “We found each other,” she answered, “and there was only one available. The Rims could only stand one of them at a time, I guess.” 
 
    “He held off the entire rear regiment by himself while I hooked up the second cart,” Nulaki shared. “It took me about thirty seconds because the damn thing is so heavy. The last cart is heavier, and it only took him a swift kick and swing of that stick.” 
 
    “Z would advise you not to measure yourself by comparison,” Jocasta replied, turning to go back to the encampment. “You’re a thief… he made you weapons and tools… the man values what you can do. I suggest you do the same.” Stopping and looking over the camp, Jocasta’s eyes squinted. “By the by, did you see him get hit?” 
 
    “The caravan taskmaster declared the goods compromised,” Nulaki stated. “… and if the Sultan couldn’t have them, no one could. The bottoms of the carts are fitted with oil containers, and they had laid trails of oil along the ground leading into the camp. They lit the fuses. Z grabbed mercs to smother the flames before they could reach the carts. He was choking two of the last mercs when the sniper got off the shot. I took the guy down with a calling card shuriken, but not before he fired.” 
 
    “If he was engaging the mercs, what were you doing?” 
 
    “My prize is in the second cart,” Nulaki explained. “Though it’s more like a gift to you.” 
 
    “You think a slave is a gift to me?” 
 
    “No, of course not! Since this is a dim-tech zone, people around here use MajiK like it’s going out of style. I brought you a Living Key!” 
 
    “A key to what?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what all we tripped across, but that key can open a door to a majikul pocket that I believe we will find filled with a fitting pirate’s booty!” Jocasta looked at the second cart as Nulaki pointed out the Living Key. He was clean, round, and simple looking man who wanted everyone to believe that he was meditating. “It may sound difficult, but all we have to do is find the way he opens that pocket and–” 
 
    “Take it easy, Nulaki. I’m sold. And it just so happens we have our hands on an expert with pocket dimensions.” 
 
    “We do?” Nulaki asked and Jocasta looked at the thief. He was wearing new belts, but all of his weapons were showing. It was then that Jocasta decided to look at everyone in her group. Cupid’s quiver, Cutter’s knife belt, Tank’s Panzer… none of them had the surprises she wore around her waist. She smiled at Dungias’ silent praise and decided she would let him work all the gadgetry he wanted… for anyone he wanted to work it for. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Conadier, we do.” Jocasta resumed her walk. “And I won’t go into how matters between you and this Sultan seem very personal. I’m sure that when you’re ready, you’ll go into detail about it. However, the next time you get me or mine involved, blindly, into something you’re stirring up, getting away from the people you piss off will be the least of your worries. Now I would guess that the list of people who have ever caught you is very short. Note that between me and my crew, we’re on that list… twice!” Nulaki watched the woman walk away, taking to heart everything she had said. She was still talking, which meant she was aggravated and not agitated. He was definitely walking a very thin line. 
 
    “The mysterious Captain Starblazer, and the even more mysterious Z,” Nulaki thought. “I’ve pissed off some teams in my time… need to make sure this tandem isn’t one of them!” Turning to walk back to the carts, Nulaki jumped to see Dungias standing right there; he had come within centimeters of running into the man. He looked up into the gold eyes of the Malgovi Traveler and started to speak. Dungias put his finger to his own lips, giving the sign for the thief to remain silent. 
 
    “I have come to understand a great many things,” Dungias stated. “One of which is that the First Mate is cognizant of so much more regarding the affairs of the crew than the Captain will ever know. I see no problem with continuing that tradition. But I will not keep secret those things which might bring this crew, this Captain, or her ship into great peril. I do not speak the language called Fazklik proficiently, but I know the word for ‘brother’. It came from one of the females just before the word for ‘silence’ came from you. You have until mid-day, Conadier.” Dungias walked around Nulaki and the Black Scarab turned to his right. It was only about an hour before sunrise. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the same man.  
 
    Heraclitus 
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    “Sorry about the pacing, people,” Jocasta said as she threw her leg over her mount to once again sit in the saddle. 
 
    “We’re all fine here, Captain,” Mel replied. “Remember, Z got us used to a thirty-hour day on four hours of sleep. We’ve had three good rest stops today. I’d say that leaves us with about a half-tank left.” 
 
    “Says the man who’s riding in a wagon,” Silnee shot back. “Try riding one of these things all day. That said, Captain, none of us are dropping.”  
 
    “Appreciate that, Tolip. Cutter, please take point. Llaz will flank you. Cupid, use whatever you know to make us harder to track. And talk as you’re doing it, Princess could stand to expand her knowledge base; which means at some point the pair of you need to go over what you did with Z.”  Jocasta urged her mount on and everyone went off to their respective chores. Dungias lifted up his arm and visibly tapped his brace-com as Olkin and Pristacia rode past. They both nodded and established an open channel with him as they rode. 
 
    Before too long, the group was moving at a very good pace. Nulaki looked around to make sure he recognized the people he was traveling with. He had thought they were crewmen on a spaceship. At the moment they appeared to be hardened wranglers chasing down a fleeing bounty. They did not know how to ride all that well, but that did not keep them from urging their mounts to keep a driven pace. When they were not riding, they were jogging and doing so at a healthy clip. Falling back on their training, the new crewmen had implemented Dungias’ rest-and-work schedule. This often left the point and rear placements working alone, but the First Mate had links to everyone in the group. During their individual rest cycles, a crewman would take a nap in the back of one of the wagons. Five hours into the regimen, Nulaki was glad when Dungias declared a rest stop. He tended to each of the animals, checking their legs and rubbing them down. 
 
    Jocasta took up a position near the river and splashed her face with the cool water before taking out her medical kit. “Everyone take a dose of supplements,” she commanded. “Distribute the meat and rations to the slaves.” 
 
    “I’d just as soon eat outside of this cage,” one woman cried out. 
 
    “Fine, get out and eat then,” Jocasta shouted. “Until you can do that on your own power, you’ll eat when and where I tell you. Keep it up and I’ll climb in there and show you how to eat with no teeth!” 
 
    “Are you certain you are not going too easy on the slaves, Captain?” Dungias asked as he started rubbing down her mount. The animal was very appreciative of the touch, and nuzzled Dungias as he worked. 
 
    “The more they get out and walk around, the more work Cupid’s got to do to cover our trail,” Jocasta said. “And once they get out, trust me, then it will be ‘can I take a bath’ or ‘can I wash my hair’. We don’t have time to take it soft, Z.” 
 
    “You know you have my loyalty, correct?” 
 
    “Z, I question my loyalty to me before I question yours!” 
 
    “Then please know that right about now, you also have my pride.” Jocasta looked over and Dungias’ eyes were upon her as he continued to work. “It is difficult to be human; emotion tends to outweigh reason, making things problematic. But you manage it with distinction.” A slight smile formed on her face and she nodded her acknowledgement. She turned in the other direction as Llaz came riding back into camp. He was getting the hang of riding more quickly than any of the others, save Olkin who had probably hunted from a mount. 
 
    “I’ve got good news, bad news, and more good news,” Llaz said as he dismounted. Dungias reached for the reins and the young man gave them to him without breaking stride in reaching Jocasta. “We’re going to hit a downgrading slope in the next hour and then it drops down into the desert again. We lose the river, but the sand is better for our mounts, right?” 
 
    “Did you happen to see those carts? Those wheels are not made for sand.” 
 
    “There’s a road that cuts right through,” Llaz quickly offered. “It’s wide enough and definitely looks sturdy enough for the big carts.” Dungias gave a disapproving ‘hmmm’ and Jocasta sighed, frowning as she looked at the river. Looking back between the two of them, Llaz was confused. “What? What did I miss?” 
 
    “You did fine, Llaz,” Jocasta said, giving him a consoling pat on the arm. “It’s just that anyone familiar with this region and giving chase knows exactly where we’re going to be. We wasted time trying to mask our trail. Damn good thing Z set the pace that he did, because that’s the only cushion we’ve got.” 
 
    “And we won’t have it too much longer,” Dungias said as he looked up. He had to don his goggles to get a clear picture, but he could see a caravan mercenary riding a large bird. “We can try, but that bird is out of gun-link range.” 
 
    “And flying higher and faster than our bats can manage,” Jocasta added. A loud, popping sound made everyone look back to the makeshift stopping point. Mel was in the back of the wagon, in his chair and lowering his rocket launcher. His mouth was moving, rooting the rocket he had fired to reach the target. They saw the explosion before they heard the boom. Mel had missed, but the concussion of the blast knocked the rider out of his saddle. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a long wait for a bad ride,” Jocasta said, watching the man fall to his death. The bird circled for a moment and then turned westward. “Nice shot, Tank,” she shouted. 
 
    “But I missed.” 
 
    “The rider fell off. Could have been the bang or you just scared the crap out of him. Either way, that’s one message not getting through.” Jocasta turned to look at Dungias and spoke very softly. “I would’ve sent more than one if I had the resources.” 
 
    “The feed stores they had with them would suggest there was more than one bird,” Dungias advised. 
 
    “Which means we took out the one who flew the most direct route,” Jocasta declared. “How much longer until we reach your stop, Nulaki?” 
 
    “I figure two days after we reach desert sands,” Nulaki answered. 
 
    “Cupid, any sign of hell hounds on our trail?” 
 
    “Nothing inside five to six hours, Captain.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dungias said, looking at the carts and then the river. He brought his right arm to his stomach and propped his left elbow on top of it. His lips pressed against his left hand and he gave another, “Hmmm.” 
 
    “Gods know I love that look,” Jocasta whispered. 
 
    “What’s that look?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “The one that comes right before he amazes me,” Jocasta said, ushering Llaz back to the group. “Come on, let’s give him room to think it out.” 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias said softly. 
 
    “Damn, he’s getting faster with it!” Jocasta thought as she stopped and turned to face her engineer. 
 
    “I would request that we establish a rear guard… just in case Cupid is off by an hour.” 
 
    “And you need four hours to do what?” 
 
    “Why, to amaze you, Captain!” he replied. “But I will need everyone off the carts and the materials cart emptied and inventoried immediately.” 
 
    “Llaz, get those freeloaders across the river. But be careful; even money says not all of them are weak and helpless… especially the ones in the heavier hardware. Set Tank and Princess to watching them. I need the rest of you to set up a northerly reception, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “I sure do, Captain!” Llaz said with an evil grin. “What about the materials?” 
 
    “Leave that to me and Nulaki.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Princess stood up from her work. “You’re lucky the Captain wasn’t aiming to kill,” she said, closing the med-kit. 
 
    “That bitch shot me,” the large, muscular man hissed before receiving a punch to his sternum. Despite his incredible physique, the blow actually registered, and the bald man balled up in pain. 
 
    “That bitch is my Captain,” Pristacia snapped, masking her surprise at the effect of the gloves Dungias had given them. “One more crack from you and I’ll need a shovel, not a med-dose.” 
 
    “Certainly is inspiring,” one woman remarked as she combed her hand through her red hair. “… seeing such loyalty to one’s Captain. I think I might get teary-eyed.” 
 
    “Just as long as you don’t get in her way,” Pristacia replied with a smile. “That way you don’t get dead while you’re crying.” She turned and walked away. The woman cut her hazel eyes over to the one they called Tank who seemed all too eager to add to the body count he had started with knocking the messenger out of the sky. 
 
    “Whaddaya say, Marlie?” Agatha asked, still hand-combing her hair. 
 
    “Not now, Agatha,” Marlene said softly. “That’s a freakin’ energy auto-cannon that gimp’s got loaded to his hoverchair. And we already know he won’t hesitate to pull the trigger and mow us all down. This crew may not have numbers the way they should, but they’re tight, regimented. They almost come off like drilled soldiers. And you saw how that skinny bitch tapped Soft Bone. Someone went and taught Miss Pretty-Pretty how to hit.” 
 
    “I read you, Marlie,” Agatha replied. “So for now, we go along and hope we get along.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m seeing it, but I don’t believe it,” Nulaki said as he stood, watching Dungias, with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “What? You know what he’s building?” Jocasta asked as she tilted her head. All she could see was big, long, bowl-like devices. “I was thinking boats, but none of them look water-tight.” 
 
    “Then I won’t spoil the surprise. You know–” 
 
    “I know,” Jocasta quickly interrupted. “With his brawn and his brain I could go far.” 
 
    “Don’t forget, it also takes your lead,” Nulaki added. “Yeah, he’s a freaking Adonis genius, but without you to put him in the right place, that’s all he is. A lot of people are going to see him as the reason for the season and admittedly, he makes you come off smoother than Imperial silk… but Captain, please tell me that you can see the one thing that makes all of these people work the way they do.” 
 
    “You working your way around to an apology, Conadier?” 
 
    “That too,” he quickly answered. “I put my foot in it and I have us all in a jam. Over my shoulder, third from the end of the second row… her name is Delvettea Fwannin. She’s my half-sister.” Jocasta looked at him, surprised and immediately understanding. “We had the same father.” 
 
    “My sympathies on the ‘had’ part of that,” Jocasta replied, looking the woman over. “And I get it. So, can she climb walls like her brother?” Nulaki looked down and sighed. “I’ll take that as a ‘no’. Not too fond of being a mixed breed, is she?” 
 
    “She hates it, actually. I haven’t known her all that long, but she’s made that abundantly clear.” Nulaki looked up into a visage that confused him. “Captain?” 
 
    “Did you find her, or did she find you?” 
 
    “She found me, and I know where you’re going with this. I had our blood analyzed…by my guy!” 
 
    “And you determined she’s Fazbred,” Jocasta said after taking a moment and folding her arms. 
 
    “Yes! Down to the chromosome! What?!” 
 
    “Mr. Z,” Jocasta called out. “Did you hear any of this?” 
 
    “To date I have come across three different types of Fazbred who can alter their genetic code at will. The most difficult to contend with are the ones who then resemble the subject they have sampled,” Dungias explained as he continued welding plates into place.  
 
    “How does he do that?” Nulaki asked. “Work and spit genius at the same time?” 
 
    “Get used to it,” Jocasta quickly replied, waving Dungias to continue. “Keep it comin’, Z-Man.” 
 
    “From a very cursory overview of the one you call Delvettea, I would say she is the sort who can alter only a percentage of her code, but it would be enough to stand against the standard modes of analysis. Her left palm would be the one she uses, and she would need a skin-to-skin contact for at least ten seconds to take an adequate sample. The extraction would not be invasive and would be difficult to detect without equipment. The change, however, is not a permanent one, and eventually the subject would return to her authentic coding.” 
 
    “I used to sail along with one of those Z listed as the most difficult to contend with,” Jocasta added. “There wasn’t a bio-lock she couldn’t get past.” 
 
    “Princess, would you be so kind as to make that one bleed for me?” Nulaki requested, pointing at his half-sister, who started screaming. She thought about turning to run but the sound of Mel’s gun powering up locked her into place. 
 
    “Belay that request, Princess,” Jocasta said, drawing her knife. “I’ll handle this. Mr. Z, can you walk me through an analysis while you finish up there?” 
 
    “I can and will, Captain.” 
 
    The matter did not take long after Jocasta pummeled the young woman into unconsciousness. Dungias was able to finish his work and give Jocasta instruction on how to analyze the blood. The combination of the goggles and the chemistry kit made it a very simple matter. Jocasta showed Nulaki the results while asking how much he had transferred to the woman over time. She winced when Nulaki could not give an exact amount, but said it was well over a million credits.  
 
    While the mystery of how a would-be millionaire con-artist wound up in a Slavers’ cage was still teasing Jocasta’s mind, Dungias announced he was done with his work and that they would have to say farewell to the mounts and wagons. Jocasta checked the time and smiled at the fact that he had only taken three hours and forty-two minutes. Still, she would only call in the rear guard at the very last moment. She looked on with amazement as Dungias lifted the heavy bowls and flipped them over, storing the materials aboard the wagons on top of the first two, and the oil containers on the last two overturned bowls. After a very brief overview, Dungias chose four people and gave them very specific positions to take under the bowls. One by one, each and every person took to the river and swam under the bowls, taking their positions. Once the rear guard was recalled and everyone was strapped in, Dungias gave the order to push way from the shore. The current set them down river and Dungias pulled the first of three strings. Suddenly there was thrust and the inverted bowls started moving faster. Jocasta thought she could hear heavy footfalls, but the sound did not last long as the speed of the water increased. 
 
    Llaz had forewarned of a downgrade, and the water turned rocky. Dungias was able to bark commands to his chosen four who had rudders they could manipulate. It took a little getting used to, but the makeshift water-vessel righted itself and continued down river. 
 
    “You are a genius, Z,” Jocasta said, smiling at Dungias. 
 
    “Guard your ears then,” Dungias said as he donned his goggles. Everyone donned their goggles and Jocasta re-examined her grip. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Llaz said we lose the river,” Dungias stated. “From his perspective, he could not say how far the river goes underground. All we really know is Eelrim’s Point is where the river can be seen above ground again and that is a small mining community just north of our destination, the township of Borheem.” 
 
    “How is this thing set for drops?” 
 
    “We shall have to see.” 
 
    Before she could say anything, Jocasta felt the water around and beneath her fall away, replaced only by air. Screams sounded off on all sides of her as she looked down. The goggles shifted their view so that she could see, but there was some truth to ignorance being blissful. It was a long drop to shallow waters and the party was only falling faster.  
 
    Jocasta screamed out her First Mate’s name as he used gravity bursts to keep the pods in formation and from reaching terminal velocity. One last burst was fired into the river and some of the waters came up to greet the falling bodies and pods, slowing their descent. They splashed down into the underground river, and a few minutes passed before the sound guard was no longer necessary. Dungias took that time to take a head count and verify that he had not lost anyone.  
 
    Silence took a cold grip of the river-riders, with only the sounds of water slapping against the pod walls rising up over their fearful breaths. Dungias reached for Alpha and slid his Osamu out through a hole he had made at the top of the pod. After a few moments, the sound of brace-coms accepting a feed echoed through the pods. Each device was being fed the view from Alpha and they could see in all directions. With Alpha also providing light, the outcries and whimpers of terror soon became soft crying along with the softer ooohs and aaahs of delight.  
 
    Most of the rocks had formed in the absence of light, so they were not of the normal variety seen. The stone was predominantly blue with pockets of crystal formations ranging from pink, to yellow, to red and even green. The life-forms seen were small, with pale skin and very large eyes that reflected the light like perfect mirrors. Dungias informed everyone that he had taken precautions in case any of the wildlife became either too curious or too hungry to resist an investigation of the pods. Not long after the small lizards were seen, electricity arched over the pods, striking bio-forms that had come too close  to the makeshift watercraft. The largest shock was sustained for five seconds and a very long and broad snake-like creature swam away upstream. There were a few more jolts sent to curious creatures that either swam or ran away in great haste. Dungias recorded all of them, especially the wingless birds that could run atop the waters as if they were stepping on solid ground. 
 
      
 
    Pulling everyone from the river was an experience Jocasta was glad she was recording. It was late at night, which meant they had made excellent time, and the guards of the mines had never seen any people coming out of the falls, let alone in such great numbers. They went from being boastful and mannish to taking to points of cover as they realized they were outmanned by a score of six to one. 
 
    “Is there an end to your bag of tricks?” Pristacia asked as Dungias pulled her out of the river. 
 
    “I am sure there has to be,” he replied, setting her down on solid ground. “The question is whether we shall reach that end or not.” 
 
    “As ominous as that sounds, I am sure that will be a glorious day.” Pristacia went up on her toes to hug Dungias. “I just hope I’m there to see it.” 
 
    “By then, Princess, I am sure you will be a Queen!”  
 
      
 
    Jocasta joined Nulaki as he stood on the southernmost hilltop, gazing further south. She could see the lights of the township; soft torch and lantern light illuminating a very small patch of flat ground in the middle of rolling sands. To the east and south she could see rocky hills that led up into mountains that just barely deserved to be called such. She looked at Nulaki who seemed to be anything but the Black Scarab she had come to know. He was anxious, angry, and unsteady. 
 
    “I figure if we give Z enough charges and a tape measure, he could bring those mountains down on the township and bury it all just as quick as you please.” At her words, Nulaki burst into laughter and staggered forward. 
 
    “Do I look that bad?” 
 
    “Getting there,” she answered. “You know, there’s one serious advantage I hold in my own history,” she said tapping, the side of her head. “It’s all gone; my past. I’ve got no home that I can remember. No youth where I was inadequate, untrained or scared. My first memory is at the controls of an S-22.” 
 
    “A Mockingbird?” he guessed. 
 
    “Don’t make me fall in love with you, Conadier,” Jocasta warned. “Anyway, I was just gliding, engines cut and one with the sky. Then someone started shooting and I’ve been star-blazing ever since.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “I don’t know… seven, maybe eight years.” 
 
    “You’ve covered a lot of space in a short time, Captain.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘slow’ is a gear I hit when I’m unconscious,” Jocasta asserted. “But you’ve got to pull up and recognize something: this place forged the beginnings of the Black Scarab, but only the beginnings. You’re not the man you were when you left here.” 
 
    “You didn’t even know me when I left here.” 
 
    “You’re not the man I met on Zhok-Tarr either,” Jocasta stated and Nulaki knew he could not argue that perspective. He had changed, actually grown in the very brief time he had spent with Captain Starblazer. “Get it together, Conadier,” she said, slapping him on the back. “You’re needed.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “People like you and me make life interesting,” she said without turning around “… or didn’t you notice? Whatever it is that has you jacked up, I’m sure it’s big… but I doubt it’s bigger than you.”  
 
    “I appreciate that, Captain,” Nulaki said, giving a bit of thought to a notion that had been itching at him ever since they left the desert. “Any chance I’ll be needed to help you handle that passion the Witch spoke of?” Jocasta stopped walking long enough to turn, look at Nulaki, wink, and resume walking away. “Damn, that was a sexy ‘maybe’!” he muttered before taking one more look at Borheem. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta made her way back to the group and pointed at Mel and then at the Living Key. “That’s your baby until I say different,” she directed. 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “The rest of you, it’s been a lovely trip, but just over that hill to the south, there’s a lovely little township, and I’m told it has lovely telnet uplink capabilities,” she said, looking at Dungias who nodded ‘yes’. “You should be able to place a call to those who care more about you than I do. So, with that, it’s been a real slice of heaven. Have a lovely little life.” 
 
    “What about food? Or money?” one of the newly freed individuals spoke up and Jocasta turned with her blaster drawn. 
 
    “Or we can bring all accounts to balance, which means each and every one of you owes me and my people for your liberation. Shall I start quoting prices, or is everyone going to develop a sudden case of logic and realize that gratitude is the freakin’ flavor of the moment?!” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Agatha quickly said, raising her hand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Soft Bone asked in a hush. 
 
    “Hitching a ride on the only thing going,” she replied before turning to face the Captain. “Thank you very much. I don’t suppose you can tell me if all of the holdings were used in the creation of our little escape boats?” 
 
    “Your weapons belts were the straps securing you into place,” Dungias said as he pulled the first of the pods up on shore. “That which was not used in the creation of the pods was stored on top between the oil containers. You will note that people pay for oil here, and you have well over thirty gallons left to you. I am sure a good trade would be oil for uplink time on the telnet. Lead productive lives; make wise decisions. Goodbye!” Jocasta covered her mouth as she holstered her blaster and turned. 
 
    “Just a moment, Mr. Z,” Agatha pressed. “I realize your time is precious, but so are our skills.” 
 
    “And what makes you think we need your skills?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing, Captain,” the red-headed woman quickly answered as she looked at Jocasta. “But you’re the first ray of light after a long and very dark and stormy night. I look at your people and I see a strong crew. I’m just asking if you’ve got room for those who are willing to pull their weight and a little extra.” 
 
    “Which belt is yours?” Jocasta inquired. 
 
    “The IA flyboy’s belt.” 
 
    “You a pilot?” 
 
    “I am. The woman behind me is my gunner. We come as a package deal.” 
 
    “Whoa, this is a first for me: a true to life Tandem,” Jocasta said. “There are a lot of ships that swear by them. Even pirates try to recruit them when they can.” 
 
    “The Akonsha Star was our boat,” Agatha admitted. “Our Captain is dead, and the asshole that slashed him made off with the Star. We ran afoul of some Imperials while trying to get a ride out of the Gulmar System, and we’ve been on the run ever since.” 
 
    “How many are you?” 
 
    “You’ve got five of the Star, Captain. There’s me, Marlene, Soft Bone over there, whom you’ve already met, Tiebault and Siekor.” 
 
    “Ballsy, including an idiot I had to shoot already,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “We’re crew, Captain,” Agatha returned. “Would you have us any other way?” 
 
    Jocasta snorted a laugh as she came down the hill. With Mel, and his charge, already positioned behind the group of freed men and women, Olkin and Silnee moved to her wide left and right flanks and it was all Jocasta could do to keep her head from swelling with pride. She walked up to the redhead and looked her over. 
 
    “How long have you been planning your approach?” 
 
    Agatha swallowed hard. Despite this Captain’s youthful appearance, it had been made clear to the fighter pilot that the woman had seen many stars, and she was not about to make any rookie mistakes regarding personnel. That could have been the reason why her crew-hands were so solid. “Truth is all you’ve got left to you, girl,” Agatha thought. 
 
    “Ever since you shot Soft Bone,” she replied. Jocasta said nothing as she approached the large bald man. 
 
    “The dunk in the river rinse away some of that stupidity?” she asked. 
 
    “I was wrong to come at you like that, Captain,” Hunro admitted. He was not sure what sort of angle Agatha was playing, but she was a very good pilot; just had rotten taste in men. Still, pilots were never to blame for their decisions made when they were on the ground. If anything, he had words for Marlene for letting a louse get that close to the Star’s best pilot and eventually the Akonsha Star herself. Until better times were upon them, he knew to follow a lead of a fellow crewmember. 
 
    “Any hopefuls report to Mr. Z here,” Jocasta said as she withdrew from the group. “He’s my First Mate, and in my absence his word is law. If he says ‘no’, don’t bother coming to me unless you want to be shot. Tank, Llaz, you’re with Z. The rest of you are with me. We need to recon a township. Take your time, First Mate. I want to make a gentle approach to this place. Gods know I doubt that’s how we’ll be leaving it!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    No one is so brave that he is not disturbed by something unexpected. 
 
    Julius Caesar  
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    (VIII) 
 
      
 
    So many shuffled their way off the transport and into what was loosely referred to as a town. They had come from many different places, various cultures and many different tales to tell. The only thing any of them had in common were their air tanks. There was still a slight burn to the air, but that was to be expected. The rhythmic whirring and thumping of the environmental engines could be heard in the background. In terraforming terms, this planet was still cooking, but it could support human life… provided that human was willing to change their definition of what living meant. The Foreman stood with his hands on his hips, looking over the faces as he weighed the worth of the fresh batch. 
 
    “Listen up. Tik. Because I’m only going to say it once. Tik.” 
 
    “Oh no,” one woman whispered to her husband, “I think he’s Fazbred!” 
 
    “Yeah, the four hands might’ve given that away, sweetie,” the man replied, pointing at the fact that the man was scratching his head and adjusting his hat as he stood there with his hands still on his hips. “I’m not sure, but I think that’s a sign too.” 
 
    “Why don’t the both of you just shut up?” a Terran man barked, smacking the back of his hand across the smaller man’s face. The man was stunned and he spun his way to the sandy ground. “The man said he’s only gonna say it once, and I’ll be damned if I can hear him over your yapping! Now lay there, bleed, and shut up! You can go ahead, Mr. Foreman.” 
 
    “No he can’t,” a slightly muffled voice replied. “Sir, are you the Sheriff for this settlement?” 
 
    “I am not,” the Fazbred man answered quickly, “Tik. But I can get him. Trust me, you don’t want to cross him. Tik.” 
 
    “I’m not crossing the Sheriff,” the voice stated. People began to move away from the sound in an effort not to be mistaken for the source. The large man looked to be the sort who could kill men with his body odor and not care about the collateral damage. “I mean to stake a claim.” As the crowd parted, one would-be settler stood alone, his hood pulled over his head and his air mask strapped to his face. His head hung low and he leaned into the wind. His head came up slowly, facing in the large man’s general direction. “I mean to claim Cavidon, Kraygull K., Trooper in the Imperial Army. Rank of Sub-Private, currently AFAP… away from assigned post.” 
 
    “Star-damned Bounty Hunter!” Kraygull hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Not normally, no,” the man replied. His robes fell to the ground, revealing that he was wearing a customized charcoal-gray poncho-cape combination, black leggings, and over-the-knee boots of the same color as the poncho, save for the heel and toe which were covered with polished steel. A gloved hand came out of the poncho, also the same color as the boots, with metal plates over the knuckles. The very ends of the fingers were bare, and the gloves were tucked under steel bracers. “But these are not normal circumstances.  
 
    “Two false identities back,” the man continued, “you and your people blew through Silver Springs. Not much as cities go, but the Ardrians are pretty proud of it. You made a stop by a weapon-smith’s shop… you stole a blaster, and I can understand that. On the way out of Silver Springs, you were blasting away, trying to keep the Marines off of you. My guess is the woman moving around to my back is the one who was driving. That would be Cavidon, Ophani R., another Trooper and your big sister. Rank of Sergeant, also AFAP, and wanted in connection with the murder of your commanding officer. Again, I don’t really care. 
 
    “Anyway, she’s driving, Molot is probably still nursing that nasty left shoulder wound, which sucks because, you know, he’s left handed. He got it getting between you and the smith. He’s moving in the opposite direction as your sister. Semperenska, the one that’s totally out of position on the gangplank… he was probably trying to beg you to stop shooting so that he could get into the hovercraft. And yeah, Flint, trying to get that launcher off your back is probably a really bad idea.” 
 
    “You were there,” Kraygull concluded. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t, but you’re not a hard man to track,” the man answered as he removed his air mask and pulled on a string around his neck. A gray, flat, wide-brimmed hat came up his back and he put it on his head. It was not particularly bright outside, being so close to dusk, but the brief unfettered glimpse of the man’s face revealed long, thick, wavy black hair that shined in the minimal sunlight. The circular brim of his hat, however, perfectly shaded his face. “Not even the vacuum of space can cover your stench! 
 
    “And I’ll say it one more time: I’m not here for all of you… just the one who shot the dog after the Marine transport wrecked,” the shaded man pointed at Kraygull. “You were gone, you had blasted free… not another armed soul in sight, and you shot the dog just because you could. 
 
    “You done reading me, T’Farra?” the man asked. Kraygull turned his head slightly to his left. Thavo T’Farra stepped forward, lowering his scanner. 
 
    “He’s not packing!” he whispered to Kraygull. 
 
    “Correction,” the man said, holding up his index finger, “I’m not packing energy weapons. Don’t think for a moment that I’m not armed. I think I’m done talking!” 
 
    “Good!” Semperenska said, kicking the man in front of him. He fell forward into several people and they tumbled down the gangplank as Semperenska drew his blaster from his hip. A high-pitched hissing sound came to a stop when a throwing knife sank deeply into the man’s shoulder. He screamed in pain, falling to his knees. 
 
    All eyes turned back to the slender man who was flipping a throwing knife of the same make in his gloved hand. The people started screaming and the Foreman shouted over their outcries, ushering everyone to safety. 
 
    “Take h–” Kraygull grabbed at his neck as he choked. Blood slowly ran down from under his hands as he too fell to his knees. 
 
    “Kray!” Ophani screamed, drawing her own knife. She broke into a run to her left as she threw it. The slender man spun around, full circle, stopping at a point where he was facing Molot with his hand extended. The left-handed man dropped his gun, gasping at the sight of Ophani’s knife in the center of his chest with only the hilt keeping it from sinking any deeper into his body. He had dared to breathe easier when he saw his comrade go down from a throwing knife. He had thought the chest plate of armour under his robes would have protected him from a simple blade. He fell to his back, choking on his own blood. 
 
    The slender man squatted just before he heard an energy pistol fire. It was T’Farra. “Dammit!” the man whispered. A woman screamed, reaching for the burning wound in her back as she slowed from her desperate sprint to find cover. The man stood up and made a wide, sweeping motion with his right arm. Before the woman could fall forward on her chest, her back was struck with a med-patch of high-grade Gwarthine.  
 
    “Enough of you,” the man hissed as a metal escrima in his left hand deflected Thavo’s second shot. He deflected a third while reaching into his poncho. 
 
    “You’re a Chevalier!” Thavo exclaimed. 
 
    “Wrong again,” the man replied, thrusting his right hand toward the smallest of the group. A metal whip extended, drilling through the man’s chest. The man quickly pulled the whip free. “You know, I already used your knife to kill one of you. You attack me again and I might not be as forgiving. Yes, you lost your brother today… but close your eyes for a moment and genuinely ask yourself if that rage is covering up your relief.” Ophani wiped her face clear of the tears as she glared at the stranger. 
 
    “Was it even your dog?” she asked. 
 
    The man walked over to collect his weapons, shaking his head. “I fed him after I landed… your brother shot him before he took off. So yeah, that day, he was mine.” The man looked down on the dart shuriken he had killed Kraygull with. He would have to dig it out. 
 
    “Not sure I want it that bad,” he whispered. 
 
    “You might be needing it,” Prynsura said as she stepped off the transport behind him. The man’s nostrils flared wide for a moment. 
 
    “MajiK,” he concluded, turning to face the woman. “You weren’t on the transport.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” she replied. “I am Prynsura.” 
 
    “Vynko. May I help you? 
 
    “I certainly hope you can,” the SpellCasteR said as she slowly approached. “May I leave something with you? Wait, that is misleading. I’ve already left something with your ship. Gez has it.” 
 
    “Gez took something off of a Spell-Casting stranger?!” Vynko asked, glaring at the young woman. 
 
    “I can be very convincing.” 
 
    “So it would seem!” 
 
    “It is only a means of getting in touch with you when I need you. I give you my word.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to–” 
 
    “You have just as many reasons to trust or distrust me,” Prynsura interrupted as she started to fade. “The need is great and the possibility for reward is even greater!” The woman faded from sight and Vynko nodded his head. 
 
    “That’s how she got him to take it!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    It was hard to describe his surroundings without using the word impeccable. The walls were made of a glass that somehow allowed the wind and the light of day to come into the room, but kept the rather motivated, and unspeakably feral, two-headed cat at bay. The ceiling was made of the same material, but appeared to be dealing with several clouds that flew against the wind. The way the air moved around the clouds, Freund knew the cloud image was nothing other than a device used to mask the massive entity hiding within it. Extending his thoughts even further, Freund came to a very hard surface which took hold of his projected thoughts and dispelled them without attempting to induce a feedback which might trigger backlash. Before his thoughts were scattered, he could see eyes looking down on him and his rather forward host… or at least that is how it seemed. Freund could not trust the impression, or little else in the place in which he now found himself. 
 
    The tray was made of a very fine metal, though it did not have the feel of silver. Freund took the goblet offered to him and smiled. The bouquet of the drink was sweet, but very strong, and it almost masked the presence of the nectar of a flower that reminded Freund of the poppy. He took a sip of the wine and sampled the poison. It had been enchanted to make the victim compliant. Of course, that spoke only to the condition of the wine. The goblet was another matter entirely! 
 
    “So, I am a guest who is not permitted to leave?” Freund hypothesized, taking another sip. “Such fine hospitality!” 
 
    “How is it they let you remain?” the Gamesman inquired as he once again removed his helmet and gloves, taking a goblet of wine for himself. “You are as next to useless as dead matter.” 
 
    “Ho now, Gamesman, is it? Even dead matter has a use here and there,” Freund argued with a pleasant smile, contending with all the eyes he could feel viewing him. 
 
    “I did not say on which side of uselessness you were, blind one,” the mysterious man explained. “I just said next to. Even uselessness in and of itself has a use – if only to define a position of significance.” 
 
    Freund chuckled a bit before finishing his drink. “So am I less than useless? That makes for one noodle-frying concept.” He dropped the glass to the floor, attaching his ThoughtWill to the breaking of the stylized goblet. “So, we are to fence then, eh?” he asked, smacking his lips. “You would think I had enough of that poison in me for you to have seen the desired effect right now. 
 
    “Just how did you manage to carry me out of my own universe and into yours?” Freund asked. The Gamesman was lifting his glass to his lips, but stalled for a very brief moment; long enough to make Freund smile. “To say nothing of how you managed to miniaturize us to fit into this rather impressive holding cube that has been designed to feel like a chamber of an estate. You’ve even seen to it that there are minds of the supposed staff for me to scan, should I feel the ambition to engage my abilities. There’s one particular young lady who seems to be anxious for your next ‘inspection’,” Freund laughed at the complexity of the ruse. 
 
    “How long has it been, Raijh?” Freund asked, giving the Gamesman reason to pause. With what he knew of the entity calling itself Freund, the fact that Raijh’s name was known to the subject somehow had failed to reach the records. “… five… six centuries? I can scarcely mark the correct time. How are D’Aavra and the two boys?” 
 
    “Enough!” Raijh cried with a sweeping back-hand wave of his right arm. Everything in front of him, the table, the floor, even the centerpiece began to lose molecular cohesion, falling away from the room and the setting. Everything, save for Freund and his most immediate area. He, his chair and the floor tile upon which his chair stood floated above the abyss that was all around them. 
 
    “In my universe, they would call what you attempted to do as bailing!” Freund advised. “And were this entirely your construct, I am sure you could have… bailed!” Without giving any sign of concentration, a tremendous wave of psychic energy left Freund’s mind, blinding each and every one of the observers. “The moment that I dropped my glass, however… you know, that secondary agent meant to bind me? Yes, I detected that too, Raijh. The moment it shattered, this place ceased to be yours! 
 
    “Yes, ‘but how?’ you might be asking yourself. ‘How could he know all of this?’  And that is something of a mystery; one that I can take the time to explain, now that your superiors are nursing some of the most pressing headaches of their lives… perhaps you should join them!” 
 
    Raijh considered himself accomplished in many things, the knowledge and application of the known Energies being chief among them. With the warning the blind one had given him, he felt he had time enough to mount suitable defenses against a mental attack. His body fell as he grabbed the sides of his head, screaming from the worst pain he had felt in a very, very long time. Every sense of life he possessed had been augmented and over-stimulated.  
 
    “Please, release them, Rendell,” a voice called out to Freund and at the instant of hearing it, he stopped the feed into the minds of his would-be captors. 
 
    “This is a most surprising twist and turn,” Freund admitted. “Would you be so kind?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied, waving her left hand over his head. Freund closed his eyes at the sensation; the way she could weave and reweave the strands of power with the most delicate touch. She was a gifted SpellWeaveR, and Freund found that he had come to very much miss her grace. They were taken from the place of observation to a cliff-side view, and even without his eyes, Freund knew where she had taken them. He extended his senses before thrusting his hand into her neck. 
 
    “Close,” he said with a smile as the illusion was shattered, and the mind creating it and feeding it into his mind was suddenly wracked with his assault. “But you are far from being my Unearii!” 
 
    “And you forget you have released us!” Raijh barked as he lunged toward Freund, his crystal pike forming in his hands as he made a thrusting motion, seeking a strike to the heart. The construct shattered as soon as the pike blade touched the chest of the facsimile. His arm came out of Raijh’s chest from behind and the Gamesman gasped, seeing his own blood coating the arm of his opponent. 
 
    Raijh screamed awake as he sat up from the floor of the observation room. He looked around to see that all of his contemporaries and his three superiors were also recovering from an illusory attack. Raijh looked at his chest, clutching at where his wound should have been, but he was whole and unmarked. 
 
    “Always an interesting gambit,” Freund’s voice echoed in the chamber. “… whenever one opts to dance with FantasioR. Admittedly, it is not a popular Energy in my realm, and I can see why you would think it an intelligent approach to thwarting me. But I have forgotten more about the casting of illusions than you will ever come to know, Gamesman! It has been so long since I had a plaything, so forgive me if I do not stop our engagement here.” 
 
    “Overseer!” Raijh cried, looking up. “Send the subject into the heart of the nearest star!” 
 
    Again Raijh blinked and found that he was once again seated at the table, moments after Freund had dropped his glass. He looked across the table to see Freund rocking slightly, nodding and smiling. 
 
    “So, that’s what you call it,” Freund said just before lifting his left hand as if to point out something. 
 
    “Overseer,” Raijh could hear his own voice, but he was not speaking. The urge to speak, to move, to even think had been stalled in his mind. All he could do was observe. “Restore the subject and send him back to his domicile immediately!” A flash of light saw Freund whisked away in the next moment. As the chamber started to lose cohesion, in reality this time, the Gamesman was returned to his normal size and the grip on his mind finally gave. 
 
    “Why did you release him, Attendant?” the Elder, Jonv’Gian Fahdrin, spoke as he slowly approached. He was the oldest of their kind, the only one of their number that was older than the Adjudicator, and therefore he rarely moved quickly.  
 
    “My Master, please believe that I did no such thing,” Raijh answered as he knelt in front of the icon. “I was duped… by a series of illusions. When I tried to have the subject terminated, he must have mapped my thought waves, copying my key to the control systems within the Overseer.” 
 
    Grand Gamesmaster Fahdrin’s eyes registered his fear as he gasped, taking a step back from one of his most promising endeavors. His hand trembled as it started to point at Raijh. 
 
    “Yes, what he said is quite true,” Freund said as he appeared several feet behind the kneeling Gamesman.  
 
    “Damn you!” Raijh screamed, summoning his crystalline weapon and turning, locking his intent on the neck of the entity called Freund. He had been embarrassed – like a fledgling –  by some blind husk of a psychic. The glass blade crackled with incredible amounts of energy as it sang its way… to the hand of the Adjudicator, where it was stopped cold. Not even a blemish was made to the palm of the defending hand. 
 
    “You are askew, Gamesman,” the Adjudicator proclaimed, slowly turning his head to look into the eyes of Jonv’Gian. The stare was brief as the Grand Gamesmaster turned to adjourn himself from the proceedings. As his eyes moved away from the Gamesman, so the others all turned their backs to him. They would not argue on his behalf, but they would also not bear witness to what was about to happen. 
 
    “Take his station,” Jonv’Gian ordered as he walked away. “Take his power. This indignity must be rectified. The symmetry must be maintained!” 
 
    Raijh took in a breath to speak. A pulse of light left the hand of the Adjudicator and traveled through the crystalline pole-arm. Raijh was thrust into immediate stasis as the gigantic judge turned to face him. Splaying his fingers wide, the Adjudicator’s hand nearly swallowed Raijh’s head as the stasis field was removed. 
 
    “You are permitted to keep your memories, and the knowledge you have acquired,” the large figure spoke. “But you will no longer be permitted to express the Energies as you have come to know them. You are dismissed from the Game, and you are exiled from your world and all things of our people.” A thrust of the hand sent Raijh to the floor as energy trailed from his body. Freund could see the blocks that were being placed inside Raijh’s mind as well as the crystal working its way into his spine from the back. He could see it functioned much in the same fashion as the holding prism that was currently keeping his nameless guest as a helpless prisoner. 
 
    “Your family–” 
 
    “Hold!” Freund yelled. “While the crimes of this one are great, they are his own, and I challenge the resolve that his family must also be punished for an act they had no hand in engaging.” 
 
    “As you were the intended victim of the crime, you have grounds from which to speak,” the Adjudicator stated. “But he is askew. We of the Mensori can take no risk that his perspective is shared throughout his immediate bloodline.” 
 
    “While I cannot imagine a more inane argument for such a sweeping punishment, we’ll take your perspective and work from there,” Freund said as he approached. “Greesdev–” 
 
    “Call me by my title, if you please, Rendell,” the large Mensori requested.  
 
    “I meant no offense, old friend.” 
 
    “And none was taken, good friend… and mentor! Proceed.” 
 
    “Adjudicator, you have access to the records of your kind, yes?” 
 
    “You mean our kind, Rendell? Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Our kind indeed,” Freund thought. “That is a matter for another debate. 
 
    “Good then,” Freund said, taking a cleansing breath. “Adjudicator, please list for me the transgressions of Raijh’s line before this infraction.” 
 
    “There are none.” 
 
    “And those visited upon the family name by his mate or his progeny?” 
 
    “There are none,” the Adjudicator repeated. 
 
    “And how many generations of T’Cossticott are there after Raijh?” Freund asked. 
 
    “Five,” the Adjudicator replied, still thinking about what it felt like to be called by his pre-form name. It had been some time since the last occasion when his mentor and friend had called to him; Greesdev could not claim it to be a fond reflection. “Your point is recognized, though surveillance of the entire family line will be initiated.” 
 
    “Is that necessary?” Freund asked. 
 
    “The potential for retaliation cannot be overlooked or dismissed,” the Adjudicator stated, looking intently at Freund who had yet to lose his smile. The shoulders of the gigantic Mensori relaxed for a moment. He took in a deep breath and quickly returned to his station. “However, in further deliberation, perhaps our former relationship has caused me to lose focus. While retaliation is a possibility, you maintained yourself against one of the most gifted of the bloodline with little stress. Surveillance will be limited to your dwelling, Rendell.” 
 
    “Freund, if you please, Adjudicator.” 
 
    “Freund,” he replied, fading and taking Raijh with him.  
 
    For a moment, there was nothing but the wind stirred by the Adjudicator’s departure. But that was only for a moment. The nostrils of the blind entity flared and he turned to face her.  
 
    She fought against the urge to turn and run, but asked herself where she could go that he could not follow, if not arrive at her destination before she could. She put her hand to her white-blonde hair to make sure she was presentable, but he could no longer see her. Her teal eyes took in his form and he had not changed save to lose some of the roundness of his body, replaced by eager and able muscle. She smiled at his physique, losing the countenance as she gazed upon his face. What might have seemed to be an easy-going persona to so many did not hide the tortured soul underneath. She knew his pain, and carried a measure of it with her, though she had lost the memory of just how much pain there was until this very moment. 
 
    “I did not–” Unearii started to speak. 
 
    “I never suspected,” Freund quickly spoke over her, calming her fears once more. Silence fell in quickly behind his words and the blind one knew Unearii was unable to speak. “You know, it is all too simple a matter to investigate Isse and see the one who was the inspiration for her grace and form.” 
 
    “How is she?” Unearii asked. Freund did not speak as his left hand slowly came away from his side toward her. Tears fell from her eyes as she rushed to take hold of it. Her hands clenched air as Freund pulled his hand back. He then lunged forward and took hold of the woman’s arms, pulling her into an embrace. As soon as his arms wrapped around her shoulders, Unearii wept openly, grasping at Freund’s robes. 
 
    “She is well, Unearii. She is quite well. Loving and strong… she is with husband and son now. 
 
    “There, there,” he said softly, putting his hand to the back of her head. “Did you think I would hate you?” 
 
    “You have every right,” she cried. 
 
    “Then I have every right to love you as well,” Freund replied. She buried her face into his shoulder and tried to hold him closer. “Forgive me for my failure to despise you, Unearii. 
 
    “We waged war on the ‘impossible’, the five of us,” Freund smiled as he whispered. “We dared the heavens to deny us and when they tried and failed, we saw only greater opportunity. And we took it!” he said, squeezing her shoulders as he spoke. “And look at what we have become.” 
 
    “It has been forgotten that you are considered Mensori,” Unearii said as she stepped back from Freund. Without error, he wiped her face clean of tears. 
 
    “Not by all,” Freund countered. “Greesdev remembers me.” 
 
    “Three of the Furious Five,” Unearii joked. 
 
    “No, surely not furious,” Freund chuckled. 
 
    “Not within our ranks, no,” she replied. 
 
    “You feel well, Unearii,” Freund stated. “Are you happy?” 
 
    “More than I thought I could be,” she answered. “I have found so much here, as we always thought we would.” 
 
    “Do not speak of it,” Freund warned. “The symmetry must be maintained.” Unearii shuddered, surprised by the tone and wording her first true love had delivered. Her eyes squinted for a moment before she could feel another presence, lingering in-between her thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, Contessa,” Jonv’Gian said as he approached. “I am still here. Odd how Rendell has blinded himself yet he is the only one of you who truly sees all that he can.” 
 
    “Master, it is good to see– er, uh, I mean how good it is to be in your presence once again,” Freund said while bowing. 
 
    “The pleasure does seem to be all yours, Rendell,” the elder Gamesman spoke. “For the moment… for the moment. You have managed to get our Champion removed from the contest, and now it is between the remaining three as to who shall win the prize. I expect the Adjudicator will resolve the rules of the contest shortly, and then the game can proceed. I wish you well… for now.” Jonv’Gian started to turn when Freund blurred across the floor taking a very quick and harsh grip of the elder’s wrist. 
 
    Unearii gasped. “I forgot he could move like that,” she thought. 
 
    “I know what you’ve done, you relic!” Freund said softly, but there was no mistaking his anger.  
 
    “Rendell, don’t!” 
 
    “Stay out of this, Contessa!” Jonv’Gian ordered. Freund squeezed again and twisted the arm. The old man winced, bending at the knees. Already his personal defense fields had been overrun. Just how powerful had Rendell Avery Harrison V become?! A third squeeze and Jonv’Gian moaned in pain. 
 
    “This is the second time I’ve had to come between you and your arrogance! The Mensori hold no sway over the universe of my birth! Do you understand me? 
 
    “Say you understand me!!” Freund demanded as small spheres of energy shone where his eyes should have been. They were teal in color, a sign of vitaception! 
 
    “Note how the Adjudicator does not appear to defend you,” Freund projected. “I have spied your agent, old man! It too believed me blind, and took the bait of my woman after I had made rapport with her. The moment it invaded her body, I invaded its feed of power! Now that I have seen your hand in its creation, I will tell you this:  your agent is now a kept pet that I believe I will keep a little longer, and when I secure the knowledge connecting you to the anti-life, I will return. I will announce your indignity and I will remedy your existence!” With a powerful roar of rage and unbelievable power, Freund was away from the chamber as the ship the Mensori had brought to the universe started its return voyage. Jonv’Gian fell to the floor, his arm broken and the bone partially crushed. It would take some time to restore, as he was using the utmost of his talent to keep the pain from his mind. Unearii touched his shoulder as she walked to return to her universe… her estate… her husband and her life. She provided a secondary path for the pain and smiled as the Gamesmaster collapsed to the floor in agony. 
 
    “Bring me home, husband,” she whispered and she could instantly feel his presence. She was embraced by it, warmed by it, and she was eager to return. 
 
    “How is Rendell?” he quickly asked. 
 
    “Your brother is quite well, Gradarr,” she replied. “He is well... loving and strong, and he wishes you happiness.” 
 
    “He does?” 
 
    “He embraced me, Grad. After all we have been and done, he holds no anger in his heart for either of us. Bring me home, husband!” Light enveloped the woman’s walking form as she looked back on the Master of Games. Rendell, who now called himself by what had once been the name of the family cat, had seen to Jonv’Gian’s best student and then to Jonv’Gian, once again calling himself the protector of the universe which was their point of origin. How broken the pain-struck man now appeared to her, and now she knew to what heights he hated how mere humans had become Mensori. 
 
    “Mark my words, Master of Games… if that man has anything to do with it, there are more humans coming. What will become of your symmetry then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    It is by going down into the abyss that we recover the treasures of life. Where you stumble, there lies your treasure.  
 
    Joseph Campbell 
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    Smoke filled the room and kept the lighting from being too bright. It was unlikely the proprietor was disagreeable to the smoke, with the way the music machine hardly fell quiet for too long, and the manner in which patrons passed credits. The kitchen was still open, which was not customary, but again it was not something that aggravated the owner. 
 
    Daggers & Darts was being played in one corner, and it looked as if Llaz had finally mastered the rules of how the game was played.  The concept was not difficult to grasp, but the young man had not been allowed to focus on learning the game. He had been asked to dance to every other song selected from one of the few machines any of the Xara-Mansura crew had seen in the region. Olkin had grabbed Annsura by the hand and decided to take a moonlit stroll. The new hopefuls and newly freed people were enjoying the generosity of the First Mate who had hired the entire kitchen staff to work a double shift. When the owner found that included regular prices, he was all too happy to oblige. Music and mirth passed freely on the ground floor, with only Mel and Silnee deciding to keep themselves removed from the festivities. Silnee was trying not to be disgusted by every invitation Llaz received while Mel kept an ear and eye out for any commotion coming from the room upstairs. Each member of the crew had been given their time to go upstairs and speak with the Captain and Z. Each member had returned with smiles on their faces, more than ready to return to the activities of the lower floor. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work?” Jocasta asked as she stood with her fists on her hips. 
 
    “The only thing certain in life is death, Captain,” Dungias replied as he set up another pair of wires. The drones had ferried quite a bit of machinery from the Kulri-Kraythe, and Dungias had made the most of their respite from traveling and activities. “And more importantly… you do not really care.” 
 
    “Actually, given where you’re working… yeah, you could say I have some measure of concern.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Dungias returned. 
 
    “Walk me through this one,” Jocasta said as she lifted her arms to give her Chief Engineer access to her weapons belt. “Start with my ship!” 
 
    “Satithe reported three battle cruisers moving into the sector,” Dungias started again.  
 
    “Three Dirk Battle Cruisers to be specific,” Jocasta added. “Those are Brigade men! Chock full of anti-tech spells and crap!” 
 
    Dungias continued as if he had not heard his Captain speak. “Satithe maintained the stealth field at the necessary power levels…” 
 
    “The ‘draining and cannot be maintained for too long’ power levels,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “And since we are south of Gulmurr’s equator, she moved the Xara-Mansura to the southern pole of the planet just inside this planet’s ionosphere.” 
 
    “Where she has to use even more power!” 
 
    “Where she found that with all of the majikul manipulations of the planet and its weather patterns, a very powerful storm system is perpetually held there,” Dungias noted. “She is absorbing the power of that storm system… enough to sustain the stealth fields and the ship’s position. Batteries are at maximum and she reports that what little damage is being done to the hull of the ship will remain within the negligible category for the next two to four days. After that, some scoring to the hull may be made.” Dungias continued his work as Jocasta looked down at him. 
 
    “Is big Daddy Z proud of his little girl?” she cooed. 
 
    “I…” Dungias looked up at Jocasta and allowed himself an expression of truth. “I find myself more than proud of what she has become. I know how young she is, and how new everything must be for her. I can only take a small measure of credit. She has blossomed into something most unexpected and altogether wonderful. Yes, I am very proud of her.” 
 
    “You got to watch those little ones, Z,” Jocasta smiled. “Before you know it, they can steal your heart and leave you dazed, confused… and proud.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Dungias agreed. “They can at that.” He knew Jocasta deserved the truth, and one day he would give it to her, but this was not the day. This place was not suitable for such a revelation.  “There, I have finished all that I needed to do.” 
 
    “And just what did you do?” she asked as she adjusted her belt to her waist. 
 
    “The drones were good enough to bring reloads for your pockets,” Dungias said before he was hugged tightly about the neck. “And I added two pockets to the belt matrix.” 
 
    “How the hell did you do that?!” Jocasta countered, letting him go and stepping back. “You were with us the entire time… but Satithe and the robots weren’t… and it has been a few days, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “That is the good news,” Dungias reported. “The bad news is that our raw materials stores have reached a critically low position. What we have left may need to be applied to ship repairs. I have shut down all fabrications at this time. 
 
    “But let us get to your two new pockets,” Dungias said. “The first holds grenades and bombs. I have taken the liberty of emptying your coat pockets and placing your grenades into a dimensional pocket. The grenades have three power settings of fragmentary, incendiary, and gravitational – with the default being fragmentary – and an adjustable timer where the default is set for five seconds. Your pocket holds ten grenades.  
 
    “The bombs, of which you have three, should be considered high yield explosives. These are not the sort of devices that can be thrown in combat.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because, Captain, your throwing range is less than the blast radius of the device.” Jocasta’s eyes flared in the realization of the fact. “Each device has a gravity lock feature on the housing and can be detonated by either the timer or by your personal system.” 
 
    “Uh… Z… I uh...” 
 
    “I gave grenades to everyone, three being the default amount, though I gave five to Cutter and Llaz, and ten to Tank; however, the bombs I reserved for Nulaki, yourself and me,” Dungias explained. Jocasta breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Which leaves the last pocket,” Dungias said. “I apologize that it is the last to be given to you, but it was the most difficult to stabilize and secure.” 
 
    “Let me guess, that’s where you put another ship, right?” 
 
    “No,” Dungias answered distractedly, giving the notion serious thought before returning to the moment. “This pocket dimension is meant to be your satchel.” 
 
    “My what?” Jocasta asked. She needed to make sure she had heard him right before screaming. 
 
    “It is difficult to be a functional pirate without some means of collecting and hauling discovered treasures,” Dungias pointed out. “This last pocket, which everyone has, addresses that point. It will work in conjunct–” Dungias allowed himself a smile as his back was just strong enough to receive another flying embrace from Jocasta. He let go a soft chuckle as he patted her on the back. 
 
    “I don’t care how it works,” she said as she finally released the man. “You don’t know what this means, Z.” 
 
    “That I am in line, in earnest, with making your visions of piratehood a staunch reality,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, maybe you do know what this means,” she smiled. 
 
    Dungias took hold of her shoulders to make sure she was listening to him. “Understand that the pocket is airtight and if you put something alive in there which needs oxygen to survive, it will die after a time. How much time will depend on how much room is available in the pocket. Completely empty, I would calculate about five hours for a normal Terran. Also, if they are armed and fire at the dimensional barriers, those barriers could break, causing a catastrophic implosion around the belt.” 
 
    “And by catastrophic you mean…” 
 
    “You would not have to be concerned with fitting into a size zero dress,” Dungias replied, “or the eye of a needle.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jocasta nodded, “that’s catastrophic. Good breakdown explanation, by the way.” 
 
    “Using the gloves, you can create a net-like doorway, cast it over what you wish to store, and then close the pocket with the materials safely stored inside.” 
 
    “Weight limitations?” 
 
    “One thousand kilograms,” Dungias reported. “After that the fabric of the dimensional barrier will begin to depreciate.” 
 
    “One freakin’ tonne!” Jocasta whispered, letting her mouth gape wide open. “Some experience with dimensional pockets? Is that what you said? 
 
    “Speaking of…” Jocasta said, looking at the door of the bedroom. 
 
    “The Living Key has already been secured to the wall,” Dungias reported, “and awaits our arrival.” Dungias opened the door and ushered Jocasta to exit. “After you, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta walked out of the bedroom and into the main area of the suite. Several pieces of equipment had been taken from the drones and put together to make a holding and scanning facility just large enough for one very uncomfortable man. She shook her head at the cleanliness of the structure, the extra equipment, and how it had all been situated. Dungias was not only fast in his fabrications, but remarkably tidy. The small generator powering the device was running smoothly and quietly, showing it still possessed over ninety-four percent of its power capacity. Aside from creating the gravity lock holding the terrified living key in place, it also maintained a field to reduce the amount of sound that could be heard outside the room. 
 
    “You know, Z… at some point, you’ve got to let me look good too,” Jocasta ribbed as she walked up to the wall the strange man had been placed up against. “You can’t hog all of the stage!” 
 
    “Trust me, Captain, the stage is not where I wish to be.” 
 
    “And if anyone knows that, First Mate, it’s me,” Jocasta smiled as she took in a deep breath, moving closer to the trembling portly man. An unmistakable zeal fired in her eyes. There was nothing like staring wonder right in the face and daring it to give you its best shot. “Well, okay then, let’s get to work and pick this lock!” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re meddling with,” the Living Key warned as he watched Dungias walk over to a small computer station. He keyed in a command and then stood opposite of Jocasta. The man frowned at the apparatus that had been strapped to his body. 
 
    “Hey, chubby,” Jocasta called to the man. “Bulletin point: if we knew… it wouldn’t be meddling. Get it?” 
 
    “The Masters will have their revenge!” the man exclaimed before his neck was grabbed by a powerful blue-skinned hand. He began to gasp for air immediately as he grabbed Dungias’ wrist with both hands. 
 
    “You better be glad he got to you first, key man,” Jocasta stated. “I don’t grab to choke. One good throat-strike is all you need.” 
 
    “Be silent or I will remove your ability to speak,” Dungias warned. “Do you understand?” The man grabbed at Dungias’ arm as he struggled for air. Jocasta laughed as Dungias released his grip. 
 
    “I love the way you ask a question that requires a response while you’re choking the guy.” 
 
    “He answered me with his eyes,” Dungias said as he returned to his work. “I am nearly finished here.” Jocasta smirked, reading the lead-in her First Mate had provided. 
 
    “Explain to me how this works again,” Jocasta requested. 
 
    “In order to make this man into what you call a Living Key, an incantation of some sort was placed either on or in his body,” Dungias explained as he lifted a long, slender metal rod. “I will use this probe to trek the flow-dynamics of whatever Energies agent, or agents, there are coursing through this man’s body.” 
 
    “And we are so far out of the ‘I understand you’ Zone,” Jocasta commented.  
 
    “I will thrust this into his body, in various places, and map how the spell must be cast to open the breach-way into the pocket dimension.” 
 
    “And we can’t just go in through a dimensional barrier you could whip up?” Jocasta asked, surprising Dungias with the use of terminology.  
 
    “That remains an option,” Dungias replied. “In my experience, however, that could prove to be most problematic; there could be any number of contingencies in store for such an entry.” 
 
    “Right you are,” Jocasta nodded. “Oh well, nice knowing you, Your Royal Roundness. Thrust away there, First Mate!” Jocasta looked up at the man, feigning concern. “You do realize this won’t be an out-patient procedure, right?” 
 
    “Wait!” the bald man pleaded, gawking at the metal rod in question. “I’ll open it! I’ll open the pathway! But we cannot do it here, the Masters will know.” 
 
    “Let us be concerned with that,” Jocasta snapped as she deactivated the gravity lock on the man’s body. “You have one choice ahead of you: we pick the lock over your corpse, or you open the door and let us in. And I’m all out of patience for this decade.”  
 
    With his eyes darting back and forth between the blue-skinned man and the pirate woman, the man was uncertain what to do. He came to a point of clarity, however, once the item intended to be used as a probe was lifted from the floor and electricity arched over it. He gasped and hastily reached for the wall behind him, making a circular motion with his fingertips. Muttering words that Jocasta could not understand and Dungias recorded, the Living Key closed his eyes, concentrating on the only function of MajiK he had ever been taught. 
 
    “The name of N’Traljedan is in my database,” Dungias thought, listening to the chants. He directed thought to Alpha which signaled the computer station to add energy emissions to the sound shield so that it would also scramble the transmission of simple MajiKs. “He is often referred to in the texts of the Enacranites. He does not openly participate in the passing of worship and the transmission of KaA, but he is revered as a pioneer and a figure of great power… a living figure, by my recollection. This then is more of an entreaty than a simple spell. This key is either misinformed or a liar; it isn’t masters he should be concerned with, N’Traljedan would know we were opening this door no matter where we chose to access it.” 
 
    The demeanor of the man changed as he made circle after circle, and soon it was clear that he was not conscious of what he was doing. His eyelids slowly rose, revealing blue fields of light with sparkling purple stars where his eyes should have been. Sparks of the same purple light started to show against the wall at the end of the man’s fingertips and the fabric of the wall slowly twisted away, revealing a slender, winding, stone corridor lit by torches. 
 
    “Normally, a Captain would rally their troops and start down that tunnel.” 
 
    “But?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure how fast we’ll have to move in there,” Jocasta answered. “That leaves you, me and Nulaki. He’s in the bedroom opposite of mine; probably still playing with his new toys. You go and get him, and I’ll keep an eye on our doorman.” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain.” 
 
    “Hey Z,” Jocasta spoke softly, taking hold of Dungias’ arm. “Can you really do all that stuff? Can you map how a spell is cast?” 
 
    “Not even in the slightest,” Dungias whispered. 
 
    “Then what the hell is all this stuff in the room?” she asked, looking around at the machinery and the cables. “You went an awful long way to sell a short con!” 
 
    “Not at all, Captain,” Dungias replied. “All of this is mining equipment.” 
 
    “Mining equipment?” 
 
    “Along the lines of why we are here,” Dungias stated. “You did see the mines when we came up out of the river, yes?” 
 
    “Of course I saw the mines!” she quickly replied. 
 
    “Then you no doubt saw what passed for security at those mines,” Dungias pointed out. “I felt that the only thing we were missing was the necessary equipment to extract stones from that mine.” 
 
    “Just go get our resident bug, y’damn pirate!” 
 
      
 
    “I swear, you guys find all the good stuff!” Nulaki said the moment he entered the room. He was still getting used to his new weapons belt and the upgrades Dungias had given him. He had thought it was the perfect distraction – exactly what he needed to see him through until sunrise. Now he had another distraction, and one that was even sweeter. Without any suggestions from either Dungias or Jocasta, he stepped into the portal and started down the pathway. 
 
    Jocasta grinned, readying herself to follow the thief. “I figured if someone went through all of this trouble to hide things away, the pathway up to it might be–” 
 
    “Booby-trapped,” Nulaki said, pointing at the floor. He climbed up the wall and proceeded down the path about ten meters before returning to the ground. 
 
    “Allow me, Captain,” Dungias said. Touching his hand to Alpha, Jocasta, Dungias, and the quivering key floated above the floor until they reached the same point where Nulaki had touched down. 
 
    “Regular projectile,” Jocasta said as she drew her shoulder holstered gun. After the tell-tale beeping, she fired twice into the wall where they had touched down. The stone chipped, effectively making a marker. “Rapid fire,” she said before quickly putting away the weapon. 
 
    “By the way, Z, how cutting is that door to the personal satchel?” 
 
    “Oooh, good question!” Nulaki remarked. 
 
    “At its maximum intensity, it requires quadruple the power, and the settings need to be made before the net-portal leaves the gloves,” Dungias explained. “It would be sharper than a mono-filament weapon, either cutting the intended target or causing the portal to fail.” 
 
    “And an even better answer,” Nulaki whispered. “Why is it I can see a lot of heads in the Captain’s keep?!” 
 
    “Would be a nice way to rack up on bounties,” Jocasta added, also choosing to speak softly. “A dead target and all the proof you need in one tidy head-swipe.” Nulaki looked back at Jocasta with a twisted face as the intended joke was met with a very cold observation. “Mind on your work!” she directed. 
 
    The corridor twisted onward for another two traps and three hundred meters, opening out onto a large platform-like area of sandy ground, a set of double doors standing five meters tall. Dungias’ brow twitched. Something in his immediate vicinity was changing and rapidly. He was still a Traveler, but at the moment he and the others were hunters, seeking a prey that could just as easily hunt and kill. The wary hunter, who knew he was also potential prey, needed to be downwind and in foliage if at all possible. There was only one item that could see to that metaphor. Dungias put his hand to Alpha and drew it, extending it over Jocasta’s shoulder to touch Nulaki’s back. “Activate your stealth field, Scarab!” As Nulaki activated the device, Dungias added to its power output to cover all four bodies. 
 
    Jocasta wanted to inquire what her First Mate was doing, and there was good reason to believe that Nulaki was going to beat her to the punch, but the sound of glass breaking all but petrified the two of them. Their minds raced to access their personal repertoire of responses to unexpected events, and they readied their bodies for the initiation of reaction. Nulaki was ready to move – to use his speed and agility to make himself a hard-to-hit target. Jocasta’s hand was on her blaster and she was ready to draw and fire at a target.  
 
    Just over the doors, an enormous circlet flared with the light of MannA. Inside the circle, a gigantic eye opened. It resembled the human organ, with a black pupil, but it quickly turned all white as it cast light into the area, covering everything from the pathway to the point where the four were standing. While the light remained steady, the pupil of the eye returned and moved around, as if it was checking the walls, the corners, and the ceiling. It then looked at the ground. And Nulaki closed his eyes, realizing that while they could not be seen, the ground here was soft and sandy… there would be footprints! When the eyes stopped moving, the Black Scarab could tell it was looking at the trail the four bodies had made. The pupil changed to red and Nulaki could see commands going into his brace-com and changing the harmonics of the stealth field. The white light turned red, but the eye still could not see them. The pupil then changed to purple. Again Dungias entered commands on Nulaki’s brace-com. The ultraviolet light failed just as the infrared had. The pupil then turned green and Nulaki’s eyes squinted. 
 
    “Persistent bastard!” he whispered, touching his hand to his belt before throwing a shuriken as hard as he could. The weapon gave a fluttering song as it ascended and lodged into the wall, shattering a section of the circlet. There was a low wailing moan as the eye quickly faded. 
 
    “Nice shot!” Jocasta exclaimed. “Had some experience dealing with MajiK?” 
 
    “It’s an occupational hazard,” Nulaki smiled as he turned to look at Dungias. “That was a neat trick. I didn’t know you could access my brace-com, though.” 
 
    “You are entitled to think whatever you wish,” Dungias said as he slid Alpha back into its sleeve. Jocasta snickered as she moved toward the doors. Bolts and catches locked into place, echoing throughout the chamber. The doors flashed with white light for a moment, fading out of sight, but gave a soft humming noise that made Jocasta stop. 
 
    “Allow me, Captain,” Dungias said as he advanced. 
 
    “Uh, Z, that’s definitely a MajiK trap,” Nulaki advised. “… which is where I draw the line.” Dungias did not slow and took Alpha out once more. 
 
    “We might want to stand back,” Jocasta warned as she moved back from the doors. 
 
    “Just what is that thing?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “Crapstacks! You’re just getting around to asking?!” Jocasta snapped before shaking her head. “He calls it an Osamu. I call it the Divine Hangnail! As far as I know, neither one of us is right, but I’m closer to the truth!” 
 
    Dungias twirled Alpha for a moment, looking at the doors and even more at the energy he could feel just in front of them. He stopped, took in a deep breath, focused himself, and then placed his empty hand against the door. The electricity of the trap flowed into his body and into Alpha who stood ready to release the charge, but it chose not to once it understood the voltage of the trap was low; only the amperage was high, and therefore easily absorbed. A total of seven blasts flowed through Dungias into Alpha which only gave a soft glow on the final charge. Dungias stepped away from the doors, twirled Alpha again, and touched the end to the doors. A manipulation of gravity, on the molecular level, caused the center of the left door to crack and shatter. Dungias gave one last fanfare of Alpha before sheathing his creation. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Jocasta said softly as she grabbed the living key. “Come on, key man, you first.” 
 
    “Why me?” the man asked as he was pushed forward.  
 
    “Cuz I’m not gonna weep if you don’t make it back!” With another shove, the Living Key pushed against the doors and was surprised at how they responded to his touch. He could hear the metal grinding against the stone floor… the doors sounded heavy… but it took next to no effort for him to get them to move. 
 
    “You are distressed, Key,” a voice called to the man, reacting to his touch and the man jumped at the sensation of the connection that was made. 
 
    “What is it?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “The doors,” the round man quickly replied. “They are so cold to the touch!” 
 
    “I hear death’s colder,” Jocasta replied. “Open them already!” 
 
    “None of the Makers are with you, Key,” the voice stated. “Only you can hear us, Disciple. Give us your thoughts and we will respond accordingly.”  
 
    “Thieves force my hand, servants of my Masters,” the Living Key thought, allowing a smile to curl at the edges of his mouth. He put more effort into opening the doors and with one push they swung wide. “Destroy them!” Stumbling forward, the Living Key straightened his face as Dungias took hold of his shoulder and pulled him over to the left side of the entrance. Nulaki and Jocasta entered through the middle of the archway and looked around. 
 
    Jocasta was a moment away from having her goggles form when the torches of the room ignited all at once. Suddenly, she could see that the cut whitestone bricks and sandstone mortar had been finely stacked and laid, making for very solid walls, floor and ceiling. For such large doors, she was slightly surprised by the size of the chamber. Just over fifteen meters tall, seventy-two meters wide, and eighty-five meters deep; it was sizeable, but she had been entertaining something more substantial in her mind. The floor was not covered with coins and jewelry. Everything was clean and orderly; there was not even any dust she could see. She looked over at the Key who suddenly seemed less afraid to be in Dungias’ grip and that did not set well with her. As much as she wanted to take another step, she did not, setting her eyes on the centerpiece of the room instead. 
 
    “Scarab, you’re up,” she said softly, stepping to her right to give Nulaki straightaway access. Nulaki licked his lips and tightened his gloves as he descended down the stone steps toward the main floor. Jocasta and Dungias, who released the key after making him stand next to the far left wall, waited at the top of the stairs. The pirate captain allowed her eyes to inspect the chamber while the Traveler turned to check the way they had come. 
 
    “Invisibility?” Jocasta said softly. “How not-new is that?” 
 
    “Relative to you and I?” Dungias posed. “Forever.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Jocasta said, tightening her gloves. 
 
    “It is something I picked up from Nugar,” he explained. “With an increase in power I can also make myself intangible.” 
 
    “And which one did you give to the thief?” 
 
    “Both, but limited in comparison.” 
 
    “I can see the wisdom behind that.” Jocasta looked up at Dungias. “Let’s keep those little tricks between us three, okay?” 
 
    “Consider it done,” he replied. “I thought you would be… angry.” 
 
    “Look, Z, I knew a man who earned a huge chunk of my respect in a very short time; a really short time. Anyway, he told me that when I find a person without any secrets, go ahead and plug ‘em because they don’t have a reason to live.” 
 
    “Nobody needs to know everything,” Dungias said softly. 
 
    “Perfectly put,” Jocasta smiled. “Because the bottom line is exactly what I said: I question my loyalty before I question yours. So, to steal Maxworth’s math, it adds up that if I trust you, your secrets are actually mine.” 
 
    “This Maxworth was Newtonian in his concepts of mathematics,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Nulaki announced. “No traps on the stairs or the main floor.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dungias sounded as he frowned. 
 
    “Tell me about it!” Jocasta added as she started her descent into the chamber. “Looks like Nulaki’s got center. I’ll go left.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Dungias said softly as he turned to his right before walking down the stairs. “Masks,” he said as he donned his own. 
 
    “Good idea,” Jocasta agreed as she activated hers. 
 
    “Count me in,” Nulaki said as he tugged at his necklace. Jocasta thought it best to wait to comment on the insect-like features of his mask. “Well, we’re looking at five stands, each one with a pretty thick book on it… three wand cases, though the one in the middle is a little big for–” 
 
    “Battle wand,” Jocasta and Dungias said simultaneously. 
 
    “So good to be working with professionals,” Nulaki quickly replied. “… and one giant, floating gemstone in the middle of it all. According to these bad-ass scanners, there is a single energy signature around all nine objects… but it isn’t MannA.” 
 
    “It’s ThoughtWill,” Dungias stated. “And it seems to be emanating from the gemstone.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have kept that to yourself, alien!” a voice called out into the room. The Living Key smiled, recognizing the same voice he had heard in his mind. Dungias’ viewports showed that the sound had come from the gem as it turned from a clear crystal to red and fiery. “Guards, assemble!” The sound of glass breaking sounded off from over their heads. 
 
    “MannA,” Dungias said, feeling the room suddenly flood with the power. 
 
    “Head’s up!” Nulaki called out. 
 
    “No, head’s down!” Dungias directed. A bright flash of light showered down over Dungias and Jocasta; Nulaki was in the middle of a leaping back flip with his head facing the floor. The shading limits of the masks, which was greater than that of the goggles, was nearly overwhelmed as jets of thick, charcoal gray smoke hissed from the walls. “Captain, behind you!” 
 
    Jocasta almost did not know how to trust her perceptions. A moment ago, the only people in her range of awareness had been the three she had brought with her. When Dungias gave his warning, she could feel four other forms and one was directly behind her. Instead of fleeing, she jumped backward and the moment she felt her back hit something, she sent her head back. Her helmet struck something less substantial, something that felt like flesh and bone, but not quite. She heard a grunt, but there was still something solid to her back and the sound implied aggravation more than injury. Jocasta hopped forward and felt the wind behind her pick up as the sound of blades passed just behind her head. A shoulder roll away and to the left avoided two more such swings. 
 
    Dungias squatted low and a muscular figure passed over his head, missing with both swords. Wearing armour only about the head, chest, forearms and shins, the gray-skinned men were fast and aggressive. While the leaping attack had missed, the man reached the wall and jumped from it, passing under a jumping Dungias who also chose to leap from the wall. “Switch!” Dungias said, landing a flying kick to the ribs of the one who was pressing Nulaki. The struck creature flew into the wall and became smoke once more. A shuriken sailed across the room and into the chest of the figure Dungias was fleeing. It too became smoke as it wailed in pain. Nulaki threw a second star, relieving Jocasta of the one chasing her, and they all heard the Living Key cry out in rage. One of the creatures was standing behind him, glaring at the three at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Fools! You should have killed me when you had the chance!” he shouted. Though Jocasta’s shot struck first, all three had pulled their pistols and fired into the man’s chest. 
 
    “Consider that a course correction,” Jocasta muttered as she twirled her blaster, holstering it in the next action. “I try hard to never make the same mistake twice!” 
 
    “Assume the second form!” the creature closest to the dead man cried. Four jets of smoke combined into two large clouds. 
 
    “And apparently that approach is going viral,” Jocasta muttered as she centered herself. Things were coming to a head. “Nulaki, get the goods,” she cried, looking over at Dungias. “Don’t you hate immediate upgrades?” 
 
    “Utterly!” Dungias replied as two gorgons stepped from the smoke. They were still gray-skinned, but now they were over three meters in height. They both stepped forward and breathed out white smoke. Dungias jumped up and forward as Jocasta jumped up and back. They both avoided the smoke; Dungias landed on the head of the closest gorgon as Jocasta drew from her shoulder holster. 
 
    “Level One boom,” she said before she fired, hitting the other gorgon in the head. The small explosion forced the head to crack and fly off from the body. The first gorgon clapped at Dungias and missed as the Traveler jumped straight up, back–flipped, and focused the power of the Star-Stride into a hammering blow. The head burst into tiny fragments as cracks formed down to its waist. Dungias landed and rolled back from the falling body. 
 
    “Nice love-tap! You know, Z, with all your tech, that little skill gets forgotten.” 
 
    “Exactly as I would prefer to keep things, Captain,” Dungias said cautiously. He could feel that the MannA in the room had not diminished. 
 
    “Assume the third form,” the voice cried out. 
 
    “Nulaki!” Jocasta sang out, hoping to get a report on his gathering status. 
 
    “I got everything but the gem!” Nulaki huffed, chasing the flying crystal, which was now noticeably smaller, as it whisked around the room. 
 
    The room shook from the footfall that pounded into the floor behind them. The smoke was still clearing, but there was little mistaking the foot of the forming metal giant. It growled as a sword formed in its right hand, a shield over its left arm. 
 
    “Z, help Scarab!  As soon as you have it, whistle and haul ass. I’ll run delay.” 
 
    Dungias recalled his first visit to the Astral Realm and how he had told Taas that he could not follow her because she was the sort of person who would give an order to do that which she would not do herself. How that mentality would have been a comfort to him now! 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” he said through gritted teeth as he turned and ran to assist Nulaki. 
 
    “Hey there, big fella,” Jocasta said, flashing a crazed smile at the fully formed four-faced giant. “You put out on the first date?” The head facing her had diamond eyes and they fired beams of white light. Jocasta was in the middle of another shoulder roll when the repercussion of the blast lifted her from the ground. She flew toward the wall and twisted to plant her feet against it. She let herself drop to the floor as another blast missed over her head. With the blowback from the second explosion, she was barely able to manage a landing. “Okay, eye-bright, my turn!” Jocasta threw one of the flash-bang grenades and drew her shoulder-holstered weapon. The flare made the giant turn away. “Photonic,” she commanded and leveled her gun, waiting for the tell-tale beep. When it sounded, she fired for the face and smiled when the burst flared over the right eye, shattering it. The neck twisted and a second face came to the front; it had green eyes that started to glow immediately. With a wave of its hand, hands of stone formed from the bricks in the floor and grabbed for Jocasta. 
 
    “Whoa!” she said, hurdling over the first grab. “No fair, no fair, NO FAIR!” she cried as she smacked another aside. She hopped, landed hard on her heels and jumped, nearly hitting her head on the ceiling. “Level Two boom, and link up,” she said, firing at the area where she was to land. She grabbed her cane, giving her mental cue. The explosion shattered three of the hands and Jocasta landed, rolled forward and came up slashing through two more stone arms with her drawn blade. With a moment to herself, she returned the scabbard to the side of her belt, took hold of her dangling pistol, and charged the giant. 
 
    “Rapid fire, high-impact,” she whispered as she recalled the pistol-kata she had learned and used against Falco Sylgarr. Recalling the lessons gained from Beta-Chiaro, Jocasta decided to incorporate the blade in her movements. She slashed stone arms that were close and shot those that were further away. She cut and blasted a path to the giant and then took a look at the side wall. As she drew closer, she could see the giant readying the blade. She smiled, waiting for it to make its move. As soon as the creature’s shoulder dropped, she turned for the wall. 
 
    “I hate guys who play hard to get,” she muttered as she hopped and jumped. Her body carried over the sword of giant. She clicked her heels together just before she planted her feet against the wall. Cracks formed under her feet as she pushed off, taking a tighter grip of her sword. Flying toward the giant, she passed just over the shield it was raising and its shoulder finally landing in a one-foot, one-knee stance, sliding across the floor. She struck a large enough rock to make her stumble and fall, dropping her sword; the soft song coming from her steel stopped when the metal touched the floor. Jocasta finally came to a stop just as the head of the giant came away from its body. Sliding off the side, along the line of her precise cut, the head dropped straight down. The body stumbled before it fell… directly at Jocasta who was instantly up and running, hopping and jumping clear of the massive form. She coughed, waving away the dust, looking for her sword. She found it, but that was not all she discovered. 
 
    “And what is this?” Jocasta thought, seeing a glint of light in the floor. Nulaki had apparently used his new satchel to gather the items in the room. What Dungias had said about the gathering field had been true. Nulaki had been quick, but he had also dragged the lip of the pocket along the ground, cutting away some of the stone on the floor. A glint of light shone up through a small crack between the shaved bricks, and Jocasta felt it more than she saw it. It was as if whatever was inside was calling out to her, reaching and taking hold of her attention. She quickly stepped over to the slight divot and swung her blade against the stone. The edge of her blade had already proven itself against the giant, and the stones of the floor were of lesser stuff. She cleared away the brick, mortar, and the top of the very small chest that had been used to house the small stone she now gazed upon. Looking away from the gem, Jocasta swung into the floor three more times. She uncovered another hidden holding chamber, this one held a rather ornate scroll case and a sextant. 
 
    “Holy crapstacks!!! This cannot be what I think it is!” Jocasta thought as she knelt down on the floor. “Jack-freakin’-pot!” Easing her sword into the holding bin, Jocasta lifted the sextant out and opened her collection satchel. She gently lowered it into the field and engaged her targeting computer as she looked at the case and glowing gem. She cast the line of the field out like a net and brought the field in, smiling at her accuracy. “Gotcha!” 
 
      
 
    Working in a less than functional tandem, the gem was proving incredibly difficult to catch and Dungias found himself running short on patience. 
 
    “Scarab, break left,” he commanded as he jumped up and straight ahead. 
 
    Following the given directive, Nulaki lunged to his left. “Okay, but it’s only gonna–” As the gem turned to the right and banked low for the ground, Dungias hurled Alpha toward the gem. It tumbled, end over end, and swept by the gem, unfolding at the center to swallow the object, hit the ground and ricochet back to the hand of its master. “… get caught,” Nulaki muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” the gemstone inquired as it started to generate ThoughtWill. 
 
    “You are in the house of my Master,” Alpha replied. “Your aggravation will not be tolerated!” While the gem could maintain its consciousness and its own internal energy, it could not send or receive. The compartment it was no housed within was simply too strong. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should leaving now,” Dungias suggested. He could feel more MannA generating throughout the chamber. “As it would appear that the Captain’s instincts are quite accurate!” 
 
    “Right behind you, Z” Nulaki said as he put his fingers to his mouth. 
 
     
 
    The sound of a whistle made Jocasta look up and she was about to wave at Nulaki when all of them heard… “Assume the final form!” 
 
    Jocasta’s face froze and she stopped panting. This was, apparently, far from over. “Nut-crunchers!” She saw Dungias grab the dead body of the Living Key, hoisting it up on his shoulder. Jocasta was at the far end of the room when the smoke cloud yet started to form on the ceiling. She tapped her weapons belt.  
 
    “Some things are better left unknown,” she muttered as she took to running. With a quick hop and jump from the center of the room, she landed at the top of the stairs. A column of fire baked the stone bricks where she had been standing. “No freakin’ way!” she screamed as she ran. She was just beyond the hole in the wall when she heard leathery wings flapping. 
 
    “Let’s see how well I can dance,” Jocasta thought, waiting for the sound. She was in mid-stride when she heard the stairs crack and buckle. “Detonate,” she commanded as she hopped and jumped, lifting her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around her folded legs; the bomb she had left at the hole went off. The concussive wave hit her at the apex of her jump, breaking break form. Jocasta’s body was thrown forward toward the winding path. Jocasta lifted her feet and clicked her heels before making contact with the wall. She tried to skim the wall and rebound to the second, the third and so on. The impact of the first, however, put her into a spin from which she could not recover from. She tried her best to let her body go loose, as that was the best way to take such an impact. She closed her eyes and felt a cool breeze blow over her. 
 
    “Wait,” she thought. “… where’s the wall?” She opened her eyes and saw nothing but blackness. “Oh bullkot! I know that did not kill me!” 
 
    “No, Captain, it did not!” Dungias whispered just before their bodies emerged from the rock wall. He landed, jogged to a stop, and put her down on the ground. Nulaki stood, stunned at what he had witnessed, and waited for the two of them to pass through the portal before he dragged the dead key through with him. Amidst the echoes of roaring and snarling, and the sound of flapping wings, the doorway closed the moment the key’s body was once again in the hotel room. 
 
    Jocasta stood with her hands on her knees. She looked at Nulaki, who was quietly decompressing, and then at Dungias, who looked as if he had just changed a light bulb. Shaking her head in both amazement and disgust, Jocasta giggled. “Well, I was right about one thing: I saved the lives of every crewman we decided not to take!” She and Nulaki laughed as Dungias nodded in agreement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    For every failure, there’s an alternative course of action. You just have to find it. When you come to a roadblock, take a detour.  
 
    Mary Kay Ash 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4202.02) 
 
      
 
    It was just before sunrise and normally after such a night, asking anyone to be up and about was something of a stretch. That could not be said of the crew of the Xara-Mansura. After Mel was told that he would not need to guard over the Living Key anymore, and why, each crewmen was alerted by Annsura and had gathered in their rooms, taking sleep shifts until everyone had received three hours’ rest. Jocasta had slept deeply and peacefully knowing that Dungias was meditating outside her bedroom door. His Osamu had been placed in the windowsill, and Jocasta had a very slim count of the times she had felt safer. But the time passed quickly and there was only a slight purple tinge to the sky when Jocasta emerged from her room, fully dressed and carrying her cane. 
 
    “Did you meditate up any ways to spin, twist, and tie the universe up into a pretty bow?” she asked as she stepped around Dungias. 
 
    “The universe would be a poor place to start such a quest, Captain,” Dungias replied, his eyes still closed. Alpha floated from behind Jocasta and came to rest across Dungias’ lap. Several panels on the Osamu opened, shifted and closed. “I would think a better point of initiation would be molecular in nature.” Jocasta stopped to bear witness to the act. It was the first time she had seen it, and she could feel that the impressions and energies she detected were coming from the Osamu, not its master. “Hmmm.” 
 
    “I really didn’t help my sense of reality just now, did I?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Dungias said as his body started to lift from the floor. “You define reality in three forms: that which you have done, that which you have yet to do, and that which has yet to catch your attention. I am meant to record the first, prepare you for the second, and master the third to the best of my ability.  
 
    “Please excuse me, Captain,” Dungias whispered as both he and his Osamu took on a slight glow. “Alpha needs a moment.” 
 
    “And the worst part of that right there,” Jocasta said, gesturing toward her floating First Mate before turning to make herself a morning beverage. “… is I’m not wigged out. What kind of a world am I in where that crap’s normal?” She walked to the door of the general room and headed out. 
 
    “Good morning, Captain,” Olkin said as he came to attention. 
 
    “Cupid,” Jocasta replied, slightly surprised to see a crewman posted outside her door. “They have you on guard duty?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s just my turn, Captain,” he quickly answered. “Mel suggested that since you guys were able to raid that guy’s pocket treasure trove, he might be sending some ‘get even’ our way.” 
 
    “And your job is to die a loud and ugly death so that we have an early warning system?” 
 
    “Hell no!” Olkin said. “That’s not the plan at all!” 
 
    “Good answer,” Jocasta smiled. “Let’s get everyone out of their rooms and downstairs.” 
 
    “You got it, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta kept her smile as she made her way downstairs. She could hear the moans and smell the remains of the evening’s event; the spilled food and various alcoholic concoctions, and of course... “Aaah, the yellow stain of irresponsibility,” she whispered as she stepped over two unconscious patrons. Given how they were interlocked, she wondered if they had been fighting or were just too drunk to care who they were kissing. Looking out over the floor, she saw Nulaki seated at one of the more cleared tables. She took as direct a line as possible and sat down across from him. “Hey, Sailor. You come here often?” 
 
    “Often enough,” Nulaki replied. “I’m glad we have an opportunity to talk, Captain.” 
 
    “Is that why you palmed the knife?” she asked, keeping her smile. She looked at the mug that had been left at the table and looked inside to see what it held. She put it down, making a face as if she had taken a whiff of something foul. “I hate when they spill food in the beer.  
 
    “And is it me, or is Borheem kinda dead?” she asked, looking out of the window. “I find myself thinking back to our day of great fortune… you know, the day we met, and I seem to recall a fairly hot fire I pulled your ass out of. Without going over specific details–” 
 
    “Thank the gods!” Nulaki said. 
 
    “–it just seems that your personal problems would be housed in a more… sophisticated dwelling. So what gives, Conadier, are we going to talk or are you going to dose me?” 
 
    “That depends,” Nulaki said. “… on whether I can appeal to your more reasonable side.” 
 
    Jocasta sat back in her chair and looked out of the window again. She looked as if she was actually thinking about what Nulaki had said. After a moment, she smiled and shook her head. “I don’t know, Conadier. I guess you can say I’m just a simple coin. Heads, I’m up in the clouds; tails, I’m up someone’s ass. The thin side is where you’ll find me at someone else’s definition of reasonable.” 
 
    Nulaki’s head dropped as he sighed. “Why are you making this hard?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not even rubbing up against it,” Jocasta said, holding up her hands. “It’s gotten hard all on its own. Maybe it’s thinking too much like a little boy. You know, just like in school. You’re sitting in class… and for no reason at all, BAM, it’s hard. That’s when you get called up to the front, right? Talk about embarrassing!” Dungias put his hand on Nulaki’s shoulder and gave a slight pat. “Very embarrassing, actually.” 
 
    “You activated your brace-com,” Nulaki sighed, putting his head on the table and his knives back in the scabbards in his boots. 
 
    “Sure did,” Jocasta confirmed. “And now you have to contend with my speed and the one man who can keep up if you decide to go running through walls. Are we done with this pissing contest? Can we actually talk now?” 
 
    “I don’t want to bring anyone else in on my baggage, Captain!” Nulaki strained in a soft voice. 
 
    “Done,” Jocasta said without blinking. The waitress walked out to their table and Jocasta feigned excitement. “Oh, you do exist! Good!” 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” the waitress asked, forcing a smile. 
 
    “We’ll start with a clean table and some coffee, thanks. Fellas?” 
 
    “Make that two coffees,” Nulaki added. 
 
    “Tea, if you please, and fair morning to you,” Dungias said with a nod. 
 
    “Good morning,” the waitress replied as her smile turned genuine. “I’ll be right back with your order.” The young woman quickly turned and started for the kitchen. “I need to get a table bussed down!” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Nulaki started. 
 
    “We’re here for two reasons: uncut gemstones and your personal business.” Jocasta interjected. “We don’t need you for the former, since we’ll be at the mines, and you apparently don’t want us around for the latter. Everything comes out handy-schmandy.” 
 
    “You’re going to rob the mines in broad daylight?” 
 
    “Can you tell me where I can find narrow daylight? Cuz that’s what we’d prefer!”   
 
    Nulaki took a good, long look into her crystal blue eyes and he knew there was no point in arguing; the coin was not going to land on the skinny side this morning. Plus he had things to tend to, very important matters. There had been a point of amusement, running around with JoJo and Z, even some adventure worth marking in memory. But Nulaki too had been meditating. He could feel them, the shadowy figures who had been bold enough to dispatch assassins to find and attack him. Their eyes had been upon him the moment he had come out of the mines and they were on him now. Their lack of action would prove to be a wise action. They had underestimated Nulaki and they had an even poorer approximation of the people with whom he traveled. No, they would wait for Nulaki to come to them, which is exactly what he intended to do. 
 
    “No, Captain, I wish I knew where you would find narrow daylight,” he answered. “I could use some of that myself right about now.” 
 
    “Don’t see why,” Jocasta returned, leaning back in her chair. “You said it yourself; your biggest issue is not knowing which path to take. There’s no choice this time around, Thief. So fight the good fight, and if there is any flight involved, make sure it’s on the way to and from the jugular.” 
 
    “That sounds like as good a cue as any,” Nulaki said, sighing and getting up from his chair,  
 
    scratching his shoulder. 
 
    “What about your coffee?” Jocasta asked as the bus boy yawned and started cleaning the table. 
 
    “Give it to Dugger,” Nulaki suggested. “I get the feeling he’s going to need it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda get that feeling too,” Jocasta said as she watched Nulaki walk to the door of the establishment and out into the street. She looked up at the bus boy and thanked him for being so quick and efficient, despite the fact that he was neither. She then turned to look at Dungias. “You tagged him?” 
 
    “I certainly made the attempt,” Dungias said as he sat down. “I felt that was best.” 
 
    “And he spotted it?” 
 
    “He was meant to,” Dungias answered. “I did not use much in the way of technique in placing it on his person.” Looking at his brace-com, Dungias gave a slight nod. “I believe he just deposited it in the water trough.” 
 
    “So we can’t track him,” Jocasta sighed. 
 
    “Not with that device, no.” Dungias nodded as the waitress brought a single cup of tea and placed it on the table. 
 
    “Would you like milk and sugar with that?” 
 
    “Thank you for asking, but I would not want to trouble you.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble at all, I’ll be right back. And I had the kitchen put on a fresh pot of coffee for you.” 
 
    “Mmmm, I can smell it already. Thanks.” Jocasta smiled as she watched the woman walk away. “She does know I’m armed, right? Just up and lie straight to my face like that.” 
 
    “You lied to her.” 
 
    “When in Rome, Z!” Jocasta replied. “Where do you think he’s going?” 
 
    “Underground,” Dungias concluded, blowing into his tea. “The looks of this township would not support a dojo with the skills Nulaki has demonstrated, nor is there any sign of someone calling themselves the Sultan. After our ride along the river, it is clear to me that this desert is nothing of the kind. It is simply rock covered with sand. I doubt there are any floating cities in the region, which leaves only one explanation… underground.” 
 
    “Take Dugger with you,” she ordered. “… he’ll be more motivated to tag along. Plus, the last thing I need is him pining away after his precious bug while we’re dealing with the mines.” 
 
    “You make a good point,” Dungias agreed. “Might I also then take two of the new hopefuls?” 
 
    “You smell a rat, Z?” 
 
    Dungias snorted and sipped his tea. “They will be more likely to follow orders if they are… divided and kept to task.” Dungias swallowed and looked at his cup. He had forgotten that they were not aboard the Xara-Mansura, and that he had neither grown nor prepared the plant that had been brewed for this drink. He sighed, put the cup down, and stood up from the table. 
 
    “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to make my First Mate uneasy,” Jocasta giggled. “Fine, take any two outside of the Tandem. I want to see them in action for myself.” 
 
    “That much was expected, Captain,” Dungias said as he started from the table. “Do remember that they are probably better when in a fighter of some sort.” 
 
    “Sez you,” Jocasta replied as she sat back in her chair. 
 
    Ephaliun was already walking downstairs ahead of the rest of the crew. Dungias told him to wait for him outside before continuing upstairs to roust Siekor and the one called Soft Bone from their beds. He was sure they had hangovers, which would only make things more interesting. 
 
      
 
    “Over here, people,” Jocasta called, waving her trained crew over to her. “Did we all get some good shut-eye?” 
 
    “If we say no, will it wipe that smile off your face?” Silnee asked. 
 
    “Not at all!” 
 
    “Then we slept just fine, Captain,” Mel replied. “What’s on the agenda for today?” 
 
    “We’re going to take a little stroll back to the river,” Jocasta said. “Grab some grub to go and wake the others. We can be halfway done with our recon by sunrise if we get a move on.” 
 
      
 
    “What was that saying about the best laid plans?” Jocasta said as she sat down on a large stone. The others soon caught up to her position, though they sounded more winded than she did. The hopefuls, save for Tiebault, sounded the worst.  
 
    “Just what the hell are those things?!” Agatha asked as she dropped to her knees, panting. She did not want to believe what her eyes were telling her. 
 
    “You want to make a bit more noise?” Jocasta asked sarcastically. “The people on the other side of the planet didn’t hear you!” 
 
    “Sorry, Captain,” Agatha said softly, looking around. 
 
    “From the looks of things down there, they didn’t hear us,” Annsura reported as she ducked down from her viewpoint. “… but those are some of the most paranoid floating torsos I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Yeah, think of the other ones you’ve seen that we could’ve snuck a shuttle by,” Jocasta quipped. 
 
    Annsura chuckled. “I was just emphasizing how they’re checking every direction all the time! 
 
    “Why does it feel like I’ve seen that before?” Annsura thought. “Red-skinned torsos, floating on red columns of smoke. There’s something about their jewels, their head wrappings… even the markings on their skin… it all seems so familiar.” 
 
    “Maybe this was a little shortsighted of me,” Jocasta reflected. “You have to assume word about a whole mess of people coming out of the river has made it to the owner or owners of the mines by now. One might expect them to have upped the security at their mines as a general precaution. But three freakin’ Djinn?!” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what happened, Captain,” Mel whispered. “When we came up out of the river, I had my goggles on scanner mode. The same signal I saw coming from inside the mines is exactly what I’m getting from those things right now. I was going to ask Z and Nulaki about it, but I never got the chance.” 
 
    “And you, sir, may consider yourself on report until further notice,” Jocasta snapped. “Until I say otherwise, when I stir my soup clockwise, you MUST stir counter-clockwise. That’ll teach ya!” 
 
      
 
    “She’s crazy!” Marlene remarked quietly. “I’m not talking about having a screw loose… that construct’s comin’ apart!” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Agatha smiled. “She’s getting her ire up; she’s about to make a run!” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Tiebault asked. 
 
    “Our Captain is a pilot,” Agatha chuckled. “I’d know that look anywhere.” 
 
    “Now that you’ve said it, I see it too,” Marlene agreed. “And that’s all well and good, but we’re not fixed to take on floating MajiK men!”  
 
    “Well, somebody needs to notice that the Captain did not get the memo!” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t afford to dally here, people,” Jocasta said. “I have the strangest suspicion that Mr. Z and Mr. Conadier are going to be needing back-up before too long.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “Not a clue,” Jocasta stated. “… but if we get it in our heads that they do, maybe we won’t!” 
 
    “Sounds like a good way to look at things, Captain,” Annsura smiled. “Do you want Cupid and Tolip to find perches?” Jocasta looked at her Second Mate and her eyes squinted. 
 
    “You mind if I make a suggestion?” Pristacia asked.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Following Nulaki without technology would have posed more than a few problems for even the best tracker. However, having nearly every piece of the man’s equipment rigged with some sort of tracking device made matters simple for Dungias and he trekked the Fazbred Terran through the center of the township. They walked by the town square, where there was a large, stone staircase leading down, but it was attended by a man who was putting forth incredible effort to appear intimidating. 
 
    Their timing had indeed been fortunate as a merchant approached the man who quickly demanded a fare for passage. The man produced some sort of badge and the attendant stepped out of the way, opening the door. Dungias put his hand to Alpha and read the light coming from below. The stairway turned slightly, but the Malgovi Traveler was still provided a glimpse of what was beneath the township. 
 
    “Indeed!” he said softly. 
 
    “What is it?” Ephaliun quickly asked. 
 
    “A confirmation,” Dungias replied. “There is an underground development. It appears to be at least twenty times larger than the township, but that is a rough estimate for the brief glimpse I was afforded.” 
 
    “Wow!” Ephaliun exclaimed. 
 
    “You got a look?” Siekor asked, looking back at the stairway. “I know you’re tall, but I couldn’t even see the door!” 
 
    “We all have our ways and means, Mr. Siekor. Just as with my back to you, I should not be able to see you gesturing to Soft Bone regarding the young red-headed woman with whom you would appreciate a moment of intimacy… should I?” Siekor looked at Soft Bone who quickly shrugged his shoulders. Ephaliun looked around and smiled when he saw a very comely red-headed woman who had stepped under a downspout to let water run over her hair. “Suffice to say, I believe I know where Nulaki is going.” 
 
    “And where is that, sir?” Hunro asked, with a not too pleasant tone to his voice when he said ‘sir’. Dungias knew he had many options, but his time observing humans quickly cut into that number, if he wanted to be an effective leader of these new crewmen. They were all older than the present crew; by at least ten years in Hunro’s case. Though life expectancy for the human race had reached two hundred years, the age of immaturity had grown with it, albeit disproportionately. Dungias stopped and quickly turned. Siekor reached for his low-hanging pistol while Hunro lunged forward, reaching for Dungias’ neck. 
 
    Stepping forward and at an angle, Hunro’s large body became a body shield for Dungias as he turned his shoulder toward Hunro and took hold of the man’s shirt. He lifted him from the ground and threw him into Siekor. As both men rolled, Dungias slowly advanced, placing his boot on Siekor’s gun hand and slowly increasing the pressure. 
 
    “You blue-skinned maggot!” Hunro hissed as he got up and attacked again. He was not looking to tackle this time. He swung wide and wild. Dungias quickly leaned forward and dropped his head so that Hunro struck the top of his skull instead of his face. Ephaliun winced at the sound of the man’s hand breaking. Dungias took hold of the man’s shirt once more and brought him in for another head butt… this one broke his nose. Hunro fell to the ground, stunned and bleeding profusely across the face. 
 
    “It would seem that both of you have broken hands,” Dungias said, pressing sharply down with his foot until he heard a bone snap. Siekor wailed in anguish. “Should I continue my analysis?” 
 
    “Not necessary, sir,” Siekor cried. Dungias lifted his foot and turned his attention to the larger man. 
 
    “I’m afraid I did not hear your response, Soft Bone.” 
 
    “I’m mokay suh,” the man stammered as he rolled on the ground. With one hand, and unspeakable ease, Dungias grabbed Hunro’s belt and lifted him from the ground. He stood the man up and locked his gold eyes directly on Hunro’s brown; the later pair began to blink rapidly as he bent at the knees and slowly became shorter. 
 
    “Stand up, man!” Dungias whispered, but his intensity did not need volume to be understood and Hunro did as he was told. Siekor was also quick to get up, though he favored his wounded hand. Dungias looked at both men intently. “Mr. Dugger, kindly return Mr. Siekor’s weapon to his holster. I did not issue that weapon or the weapons belt, so I can understand that there may be some difficulty with the device. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I am not given to speeches,” Dungias said, placing his left fist on his hip. “We have already shared an exchange, and I think I have made my point very clear. I do not care what you think of me; I do not need your personal acknowledgement or your friendship. But as a functionality of the Captain’s ship and crew, you will, at all times, demonstrate the utmost respect for that woman! Need I remind you that without her order you would still be slaves? We will continue now, and if there is anything in the way of fortunate circumstance, we will happen across a medical technician of some capacity. 
 
    “And, no, Hunro Junthan, I do not care that you are Darkbred and that Madame Feldi was a less than savory guardian; just as I am not moved, Willis Dereek Siekor, that you are Vohlbred and at one time attended the Forge with the hopes of graduating near the top of your class. However, it seems very likely that your supposed best friend, Naldeln, was the party who orchestrated your downfall and eventual expulsion from the Imperial Academy. Continuing to count him among your close and trusted friends will not yield you the second chance you desperately seek but never voice.  
 
    “What you should both concern yourselves with is what you will do with the second chance you were given the moment you stepped out of those restraints and out of the Slaver cages! End of the lecture, and the last of my passive approach to creating the optimum crew for my Captain.” Dungias turned and resumed his trekking of Nulaki. Ephaliun stood there with lifted eyebrows and his arms folded. 
 
    “Uh… I can’t say whether or not he’s a patient man,” the young man shared. “… none of us have ever pressed it to verify… but the first time I ever saw the man fight, he took on… and took out… eight men at the same time. One was gladiator.” Ephaliun looked at his brace-com and shook his head. “… and it only took him a few seconds longer than the fight and speech he just gave you two. Just something to think about.” The young student of the Black Scarab turned to follow the First Mate of the Xara-Mansura, and Siekor looked at Hunro. 
 
    “Well, one of us needs to say it. Was he right about you?” Siekor asked the large bleeding man. Hunro nodded and Siekor looked at the white-haired alien. “Me too; every bit of it! Guess what one of the classes was at the Forge. How to be sensitive to mental probes. There’s not a computer that can access Imperial records around for days, and I didn’t feel a damn thing in my head! Do what you want, Soft Bone, but I’ll be damned if I go straight up against that thing again.” The more slender of the two men walked at a quicker gait to catch up with the First Mate. Hunro looked around and quickly weighed his options. He did not like the alien man in the least. His history being unveiled in the fashion it was had not made matters between them cozier. But Hunro had been a Gunner’s Mate long enough to know the difference between someone awarded the First Officer status and someone who was First Officer with every move they made. If any action was to be taken against the Captain, the one they called Z would have to be dealt with first. That was a proposition that seemed to Hunro to be highly unlikely in the one-on-one capacity. He wiped his face of some of the blood and breathed through his mouth as he started to follow Siekor. 
 
      
 
    Ephaliun caught up with Dungias and looked up briefly at the man. 
 
    “What is it, Dugger?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Nothing, sir,” he quickly answered. 
 
    “Please, call me Z.” 
 
    “You got it, Z. That was pretty impressive back there.” 
 
    “And now you wish to be my shadow coddler?” Dungias inquired. “It is a trait I have observed you demonstrating on two previous occasions.  When it seemed that Cupid was the voice of the group, you positioned yourself in close proximity to him. Once Nulaki earned your admiration, you did the same with him. Mr. Conadier has, to his credit, yoked the best advantage from that relationship. And now that you have had your discussions with Tank and Tolip, you seek another icon to hide behind.” 
 
    “All I did was give you a compliment!” Ephaliun argued. 
 
    “All you did was insult my intelligence by failing to engage your own,” Dungias replied. “Note: you did not respond well to the chat shared with your fellow crewmen who were speaking to you on your behalf. Second note: when Cutter was placed in her position, you did no such maneuvering, and likewise with the Captain, there is only distance. Conclusion: you are a budding misogynist and ableist.” 
 
    “I’m a what?!” 
 
    “You distrust and dislike females, and you discriminate against the disabled,” Dungias clarified. He noticed that Ephaliun stopped and that his hand went to his hip. Dungias stopped walking, but he did not turn to face the young man. “You also have difficulty in receiving criticism.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “That depends, Dugger,” Dungias said as he slowly turned. “Is the criticism offered to me accurate? For the purposes of this discussion, let us presume it is. What then would a negative reaction indicate? My distaste for the one offering me truth, or the shortcoming within myself that I had failed to reconcile? Truth of self is perhaps the most difficult to manage; I have yet to encounter anything more difficult.” 
 
    “When was the last time you had to deal with a truth of self, Z?” 
 
    “I was dealing with one about the same time you were taken into indentured status, Dugger,” Dungias said softly as the other two men were closing the gap. Ephaliun looked up at Z, astonished. “And let me say one other thing, when your mind is one of your greatest possessions, coming to the conclusion that you are wrong is not a simple process. I do not envy you there. But I do envy one thing: the family you have gathered around you, pulling for you the way that they are. And like it or not, that does include the Captain.” Dungias walked away and Ephaliun stood there as Hunro and Siekor walked by him. 
 
      
 
    “At last,” Dungias said as he came to the edge of the township. He approached a brothel and looked at the building. Given the time of day, there was only one woman on the front porch and she looked to be the proprietress of the establishment. She was reclined in a chair, enjoying a glass of wine. 
 
    “At last what?” Siekor asked and Dungias looked over his shoulder. “Sir!” Siekor quickly added. “At last what, sir?” 
 
    “We have arrived,” Dungias said, waiting for Ephaliun to catch up. 
 
    “Uhm, sir, could we look for the med-tech you mentioned first if we’re going to do business here?” Siekor asked, looking somewhat anxious. 
 
    “We’re not here for that kind of business,” Ephaliun said before looking at Dungias. “You found another way down.”  
 
    “Siekor, tell me how I did it?” Dungias tasked. He waited only for a moment as Siekor looked around and stammered. Dungias then asked the same of Hunro. He received the same reaction and answer. Dungias then turned to young Ephaliun. “You’ve been in the company of the crafty-minded. Can you tell me how I did it?”  
 
    Ephaliun looked at the building and the one neighboring it. “Yeah, I can,” he said as he looked down the street. “All of the buildings are mounted on long-legged stands, probably to anchor themselves into the ground. Things must get pretty stormy around here. And all of these buildings,” he said pointing down the street. “… they use that underside to store things. All of them… except for the brothel; it’s skirted with reinforced planks that are built down into the ground. No one is meant to go under that building… and you probably can’t, because there’s a stairway down.” 
 
    “Well done. Perhaps there is a reason why so many are making an effort for you,” Dungias said as he approached the building. 
 
    “Is he ever serious?” Siekor asked. “This guy’s a laugh-a-minute!” 
 
    “Excuse me, Miss,” Dungias said to the woman who had failed her attempt to look as if she had not noticed the four men. 
 
    “You’re too late for last night and too early for tonight, darlin’,” the woman said in soft, scratchy voice. “Typical timing for a man. We’re closed!” 
 
    “And that rise in her voice was not for our benefit,” Dungias thought, feeling soft footfalls through the ground. “Three… no, four men have been alerted to our presence. 
 
    “We are not seeking companionship,” Dungias said, stepping up on the porch. “We need a discrete entry into the city below.” Dungias leaned forward to whisper to the woman. “I have been told that women possess intuition. I know of several who substantiate the supposition. I wonder where you will fall in that regard. 
 
    “No,” Dungias shifted his body to stay in front of the woman as she started to look at those who were with him. “I am all you need to consider for the four you will soon need to replace. Yes four,” Dungias said, softly tapping the woman’s chin with his finger. “The fifth is still with… the snoring portly woman. You are probably right to think that they are in love.” 
 
    “Stand down,” the woman commanded. “We’re good out here.” 
 
    “Intuition indeed,” Dungias said, standing up straight. 
 
    “I’ve got someone who can take a look at your men,” the woman offered. “Sandthrunn’s not the sort of place you want to walk around in with wounded men. Blood in the water, so to speak.” 
 
    Dungias nodded toward the woman. “We are paying customers.” 
 
      
 
    It took all of thirty-five minutes for the still-inebriated Healer to restore Hunro and Siekor, and to his word, Dungias paid the man for his talents and the woman for her intuition. She led the four men deeper into the house, entering her office. Without being told, Dungias approached the fireplace and felt along the right side of the wall next to it before pushing on a stone. The fireplace spun around revealing a small chamber that the woman and the four men entered. It spun again and the group was brought to a small room with a slender spiral stairway starting in the far corner. The woman ushered the foursome to the stairs and Dungias quickly started down. In his fifth step, he reached to his shoulders, tapping once. His cloak fell over his back and he pulled the hood over his head. 
 
    “Mr. Dugger, would you mind being the face for this little entourage?” 
 
    “Permission to take that position, sir,” Siekor said before Ephaliun could respond. 
 
    “The call is yours, Dugger,” Dungias advised. 
 
    Ephaliun took only a moment, coming to the quick conclusion that if the call was indeed his to make, the First Mate had no misgivings about Siekor taking the task. “Okay,” he said softly. “… eventually we have to see what they can do besides bleed and get shot.” Dungias was glad to be in the front of the group so that his facial expression could not be read. A slight smile found his lips from the swagger Ephaliun had assumed, but it slowly faded as Dungias took note of how long they walked down the stairs.  
 
    After a descent of some fifty meters, the stairway opened out to a huge platform. Three men in glowing armour looked up at the four coming down. Suddenly they heard the proprietress of the brothel saying that four were coming down and should be allowed passage. Dungias could feel the passing EnerJa: augmented sonics which carried the woman’s voice. No, there was little technology allowed, but the people of the planet of Gulmurr had found replacements. The four passed by the guards to another stairway. This one was wide enough for all four men to walk abreast and was cut into the stone. The simple torchlight seemed to be absorbed and reflected by the stone, giving the entire stairway an orange hue. They descended again, taking an over fifty-meter descent. 
 
    Dungias reached the bottom of the stairway and stepped aside. Siekor took the front and Hunro was gestured to follow. Dungias was at the rear as they stepped out into another establishment of ill repute. This one, however, was not closed for business and the four had to make their way through the guests and paramours, eventually finding an exit that led out to a wide and stone-paved street. 
 
    Sandthrunn was nothing short of magnificent! Dungias’ earlier approximation had only accounted for half the city. Carved out of the bedrock, the markings of the Delman were more than prevalent to any eye that could recognize them. Dungias had read about the race, called Gwearlyn in some regions and Dwarves in others; they were master craftsmen, and the Traveler could feel the ages they had invested in making this place, each cut of stone and chip into the rock. It was truly a throne in the sands. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dungias said as he looked around, sending directions to Siekor’s wrist-com. The young man started up the street and made several turns, quickening his walking pace. The four of them were at a jog before Dungias signaled Siekor to take to an alley and stop midway down. Touching Alpha, Dungias lifted all four of them to the roof of the building. A man that each of them remembered from the brothel happened by, looked into the alley and ran down the street obviously looking for the party of four. 
 
    “Had she sent no one, I would have been disappointed,” Dungias muttered.  
 
    “And she might have had to answer to someone,” Siekor added. “The way down that we took didn’t strike me as one for public use. I just hope we haven’t crossed up a guild or something.” 
 
    “Agreed. And now that we are indeed on our own,” Dungias said as he started toward the opposite end of the roof. “… let us be about the business of finding our dear Mr. Conadier.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Looking back you realize that a very special person passed briefly through your life – and it was you. It is not too late to find that person again.  
 
    Robert Brault 
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    There was silence and stillness, but only because anxiety kept everyone from moving and most from talking. Mel felt he had to say something, break the silence, or risk going utterly insane from the waiting. 
 
    “This is going to go down as the craziest idea in history,” he whispered to Jocasta whose face lit up with a smile. 
 
    “Only until the next one, Tank,” she replied. “I’m surprised Tolip went for it.” 
 
    “I’m sure she had her misgivings up to the point where Cutter put her stamp of approval on it,” Mel pointed out. “After she put her credits into the mix, that shipment was sealed and marked sent!” 
 
    “I didn’t know Annsura put her thing down like that,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “After Z’s training and mind-works, we all kind of dropped what happened in the hangar,” Mel informed. “… but those two did a major reversal! They’re like best friends now.” 
 
    “Well, they’ve survived their clash and the potential stink of liking the same guy,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “You didn’t buy her crap about Cupid either, eh?” 
 
    “Not for a second!” Jocasta said as she looked around to make certain their plan would not be interrupted by some unforeseen circumstance. “If anything, it was Cupid acting like a butthead that slowed Tolip’s approach, but she was definitely feeling him.” Mel chuckled at the insight and awareness of his Captain. “Still, to give that up for Cutter says a lot! It takes something like a familial bond to do that.” 
 
    “I think that Silnee just feels relieved with Annsura around,” Mel reflected. “She’s always been the self-appointed big sister of the rest of us. With Annsura stepping up to Cutter, Silnee was able to step back and actually get into what makes Silnee tick. Now that she’s piloting, I don’t think she wants to ever go back to being a leader-type.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Jocasta weighed. “I thought she had a strong knack for it. 
 
    “A better knack than she has for stick and rudder anyway,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “You and me both,” Mel returned before his brace-com gave a soft beep. “They’re making their run!” Jocasta closed her eyes for a moment and steadied herself. 
 
    “Please, please, please let this work,” she prayed though she had no deity to send her prayers. “If I break Z’s latest projects and take him back corpses, there will be hell to pay. I just know it!”  
 
      
 
    “This is all because I thought that Princess was a cool name, isn’t it?” Silnee muttered as she walked beside Pristacia.  
 
    “Will you let that go and get your head right, please?!” Pristacia shot back, forming a slight smile and a look of wonder on her face. The two young women walked up to the mine, but neither of them were noticed until Pristacia shrieked, putting her hands to her mouth.  
 
    “Oh… my… stars!” Pristacia gasped as she pointed at the closest Djinn. “Ginger, look! I told you we would see deities on this trip!” 
 
    “Humans!” one Djinn proclaimed as his eyes flared white for a moment. “You are forbid–” 
 
    “A moment, brother spirit,” the Djinn furthest away from the entry into the mines called out as legs formed where colored vapors had been. He took long and powerful strides to stand in front of Pristacia. “Before we cast these mortals away, let us inquire as to what brings them before us.” 
 
    “Oh, my name is Hope and this is my friend, Ginger,” Pristacia said as she approached three steps only to withdraw one. The Djinn to whom she was speaking advanced two strides and Jocasta smiled, shaking her head. 
 
    “What the hell did Z teach her?!” she thought. “She hasn’t even laid the hook and she’s drawing him closer. Sure hope the info Satithe was able to dig up was accurate about these things.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to be at Oasis City,” Pristacia stated. “But we got tired of the Imperials always throwing their weight around. So we–” the Djinn lifted his hand for Pristacia to stop talking. 
 
    “I don’t need my MajiKs to know you stink of duplicity, woman,” the Djinn said, just before losing his smile and smacking Pristacia to the ground.  
 
    “Shit!” Jocasta said, drawing her blaster. “This is a bust!”  
 
    “No!” Pristacia cried, holding up her hand toward the Djinn. “Please, wait!” Jocasta knew Pristacia was talking to her Captain across the open channel, and that Captain had a decision to make. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell you something in confidence, can’t I, Nugie?” Jocasta had asked of Nugar after one of their sessions, weeks into the training regimen. 
 
    “Trust is a fickle commodity, Jocasta,” he had replied. “It is often a difficult thing to invest. But I know how you like the short and sweet answer, so I will simply say: it’s your call, pirate!” 
 
    “I know that I want to be the Captain of my boat, but–” 
 
    “Being Captain of a boat and being leader of its crew are two different things, yes?” 
 
    “You know, the more time I spend around you, the more I like Z,” she had remarked. 
 
    “Then multiply our time by a factor of a thousand if you want to be on equal footing in that department. But we should get back to your question, or should I say your fear. After all, that is what we’re really talking about, isn’t it? How to go about being master of a boat you cannot sail alone while feeling comfortable knowing you might send one of your crew to their deaths! That is an intriguing concept.” 
 
    “Anytime you want to get helpful, I’m right over here,” Jocasta had muttered. 
 
    “The fact of the matter is that whether you are beside the crewman who dies or ordering the crewman that dies, you’re not supposed to feel good about the loss of a piece of perfection! For isn’t that what life truly is? It is one inarguable hint toward universal perfection.” 
 
    “So what about the pieces of perfection I can’t wait to squash?” Jocasta had quickly inquired. “Because you have to know that some of these classes are going to the effort. You can forget that ‘learning to fight so I won’t have to fight’ bullshit! Soon as I get back in my gear, I mean to act in a way that isn’t necessarily acceptable.” 
 
    “Listen to what you just said and recognize that you are fighting for the right to live,” Nugar had argued. “You’re learning how to fight to start fights, Jocasta! There’s a rage inside you, fighting to get out. The moment you signify yourself and burn bright in the sky, others will come to try to extinguish you. If anything, we are teaching a star how to burn!  
 
    “Your rank matters little, Jocasta,” Nugar had continued, getting back to the question. “People are going to die, and one day that will include you! Dare to shine brighter than the stars! Outshine them all if you can! Shine so bright I can see you from my home. Shine, Jocasta! 
 
    “As for your point of concern,” Nugar had said, lowering his voice. “… lead as you would want to be led. So long as you try to grow as a leader in the same manner you grow as a woman, you will do as well as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold!” Jocasta ordered. If this was the day she was to bury her Princess, it would be only because she gave the woman the same wide berth Jocasta demanded for herself. “Let the woman play her hand!” 
 
    “You’re right!” Pristacia exclaimed as she put her hand to her face and looked up at the Djinn. “I don’t even know why I tried to lie to a god, but I didn’t want you to refuse me.” 
 
    “Refuse you?!” the Djinn said, planting his hands on his hips. 
 
    “I’ve read the words of the masters,” Pristacia said as she made her way up to her hands and knees. “I know the risks, but I don’t care. If I meet my end in the rapture of your embrace, then so be it!” 
 
    “Ho boy!” Jocasta thought as she breathed in through her mouth. 
 
    “You are a fool!” the Djinn said, grabbing Pristacia by the hair and lifting her up to her feet. She shrieked in delight, slapping her hands down on the bare flesh of the Djinn, kissing the center of its chest. 
 
    “Yes, Master!” she whispered, breathing hard and clutching at the arms of the Djinn. “I am a fool! But an instant in your light will give me the wisdom of the ancients! Share your power,” Pristacia huffed as she let her eyes drop slowly over the Djinn’s form. “… and your seed with me, Master. Take me!” 
 
    “So glad that I’m female right about now,” Jocasta thought as her eyes squinted at the sight of Pristacia climbing the Djinn to force her mouth onto its. “… and wearing a sufficient bra. Hell, the playback of this might even get a rise out of that blue-skinned wonder of mine!” 
 
    “I will take this one to our chamber,” the Djinn announced. “We are not to be disturbed!” 
 
    “Wait, Master,” Pristacia said softly, stroking the face of the Djinn. “Let me bring Ginger along to chronicle my ascension.” 
 
    “So be it!” the Djinn said before pointing at Silnee. “You will accompany us now!” The Djinn took a harsh grip of Pristacia’s arm and glared at Silnee as it breathed out slowly. Red smoke jetted from its mouth, enveloped Silnee, Pristacia and the Djinn, taking them into the folds of MajiK before circling the immediate area and flying into the mine. The two remaining Djinn looked at each other. As one shook its head in disgust, the other looked into the entryway and then back at its brother spirit. 
 
    “It is not as if we are not able,” he said. 
 
    “Then go and satisfy your thirsts,” the third scoffed, waving off its colleague. “While our brother samples Hope, take the one called Ginger, and make sure both are dead before you return!” The other did not respond before transforming to smoke and flying into the mine. 
 
    “Princess, Tolip, heads up!” Mel communicated. “You’ve got the one with you and one inbound. He’s got his sights set on Ginger. Remember, these are Minor Djinn, which means you need to find their power center. Once you whack that, it should take at least an hour for them to regenerate!” 
 
    “Satithe, disengage everyone from the party line,” Jocasta directed. “You stay with those girls and join us up if things go ugly. Well, uglier at least.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” Satithe replied. Though her voice was not as clear as in her normal broadcasts, it was a marvel the computer had found a way to communicate through a perpetual storm and keep tabs on the crew of the Xara-Mansura. Also, hearing Satithe’s voice allowed Jocasta to breathe somewhat easier. 
 
    “Okay, cue lost boyfriend,” Jocasta commanded.  
 
    “Hope!” Tiebault cried out as he approached the mine. “Hope, where are you?!” 
 
    The remaining Djinn heard Tiebault and quickly flew to cut him off from getting any closer to the mine. Tiebault decreased his gait and turned around so that the Djinn would see his back as he backpedaled toward it. Jocasta smiled as her goggles registered the linkage to the ammo pack. 
 
    “You are not permitted here,” the Djinn declared, increasing its size before it spoke. Jocasta looked on with her goggles and it was clear to see the MannA that had been applied to make the Djinn larger. “Leave now and I will permit you to keep your life!” Tiebault turned and leveled Jocasta’s shoulder-holstered pistol at the Djinn. 
 
    “I get the feeling me keeping my life’s not the issue here,” Tiebault hissed as the Djinn looked at the gun and smiled, folding its arms. 
 
    “You will have some issue firing projectiles that are not enchanted at me, corpse!” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Tiebault said as he fired a single round. The head of the Djinn snapped back as it lost its confidence and sense of superiority. The head wrapping flew from its body and unraveled as it swayed on the wind. Remembering what Mel had told them about the Minor Djinn, Tiebault broke into a run and dove, taking hold of the wrapping before it could reach the ground. Fully extended to make the catch, he had to roll when he hit the ground. The Djinn faded from sight and Tiebault came to a stop wearing a highly jeweled vest and silk pants with fine leather boots. As instructed, he put the cloth to his forehead and it wrapped around his head, forming a bright red jewel over his forehead. 
 
    “Nice shot, T!” Agatha cried as she burst from her place of cover. Marlene ran right behind her, but looked left and right as her pilot charged to embrace Tiebault. Agatha jumped up and Tiebault caught her, but quickly put her down and pushed her away. 
 
    “Get the Captain’s rig,” he commanded, pointing at the pile of his clothes that had been removed from his body. “Either get her go-ahead to wear it, or get it back to her, pronto!” 
 
    “I’ll go with Number Two, if it’s all the same to you,” Jocasta said as she jogged up, carrying her long coat, toward Agatha. The pilot quickly tossed the woman her weapon and holster, and Jocasta did not even break stride as she donned her gear and adjusted it to her body. “That was a damn fine sho–” an explosion of red gas burst from the mine. Screams of anguish echoed over the immediate area as smoke-formed torsos dispersed and ascended. 
 
    “No she didn’t,” Jocasta aired, almost unable to speak at all. 
 
    “We got ‘em!” Silnee called over the brace-com, slightly out of breath. “Tank, start the countdown!” 
 
    “Roger that,” Mel said, shaking his head and barely able to keep from laughing. “We are at fifty minutes and counting! Be on the lookout for the other guards!” 
 
    “I’ve got them pinned in their barracks,” Silnee reported and the sounds of her gun firing could be heard. 
 
    “Adleon, Cupid, Llaz, get in there, take the girls their rigs and lend a hand,” Jocasta ordered. Llaz bolted for the entryway as Olkin ran to Mel who was already retrieving the weapons belts from Panzer. “The rest of you need to grab mining equipment and start with our withdrawal from this rock bank.” Jocasta’s brace-com sounded off as one of the lights on it flared. 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain,” Agatha shouted before she ran to fetch some of the equipment. She made three steps when her body lost all sense of itself and she fell to the sands. She was not alone as light shone down on everyone outside of the mine. All save Annsura, Tiebault, and Jocasta fell almost immediately. Tiebault looked at his vest which was now glowing, staving off the effects of the MajiK. Jocasta dropped her cane as she stumbled back into the waiting arms of Vobis Slonn.  
 
    “The Sylgarr Family would like a word, Captain!” Vobis closed his eyes and a flash of bright white light carried him and his prisoner back to the Gulmurr Imperial Embassy. The spell faded with the light and Annsura fell to her knees as Llaz came up from the mine. 
 
    “What happened?!” he shouted. 
 
    “Llaz!” Annsura called to him. “It was Vobis. That damn InvokeR took the Captain!”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    It had been too long since he had seen the city. Nulaki was happy to be back at a place that fostered so many good memories. Eventually each image would bring him back to the moment at hand, but Nulaki was able to take the happiness for what it meant, leaving the sting of the present to contend with itself. He had made his way through the underground city quickly and quietly. The city mirrors had not yet caught the sunlight over the horizon, so it was still fairly dark. He had time to handle a very personal matter… provided certain things had not changed. 
 
    “And some things don’t change,” Nulaki thought as he saw the Lady Kebsham preparing her push cart of flowers. She had to be nearing two hundred years by now. Not that it mattered; Nulaki was sure she was going to outlive everyone in this city. He greeted the woman and was touched to see a very warm smile form on her face, but the elation did not remain. His face, however, remained unchanged. “Have I grown so cynical?” he thought. “Then again, my discoveries and development of Chi happened after I left this place… plus there were the lessons I received from Sanjen. 
 
    “I’ll be damned!” Nulaki concluded as he relied on his training and experiences. No, he had not grown cynical… not as much as he had actually grown more sensitive. His mind started recalling how those in power, who did not live in the immediate area, had always seemed to know what was going on in the neighborhood. An old lady and her cart of flowers would be the perfect eyes and ears for them, leaving only the mystery of how she got information to those stations. “Well, it isn’t as if I’m here to watch grass grow,” Nulaki thought as he engaged the scanners in his goggles. “Yep, what a difference a Z makes!” He could see emanations of ThoughtWill coming off the woman’s body. “But shouldn’t it be coming off of her head?!” Switching to X-Ray, Nulaki was glad that the goggles protected against mental probes and that he was walking away from her. The source of the ThoughtWill was a life-form inside Lady Kebsham’s body.  Nulaki powered down the goggles, taking his purchased bouquet to the place he intended to leave it. 
 
      
 
    “I often wonder what you would think of me now,” Nulaki said as he knelt in front of the headstone, his wig removed, as Nulaki preferred to be bald, clean, for times like this. “But then I keep hearing your voice telling me that it never mattered what you thought of me, just what I think of me. And if that’s the case, Sensei, I have to tell you that for the past thirty-four months, I’ve been having the time of my life! I’m not even in my prime and I’m doing more than I knew how to dream of when I was first learning from you. 
 
    “Life hasn’t been easy,” Nulaki continued, reflecting over the events of the recent months. “You were good enough to teach me that before anything else. And believe me, you’re still always right! I wish we had covered more about what it was like to be out on my own… and definitely more on when I should run and when I should fight… not that I’m being given a choice this time around. 
 
    “Isn’t that right, Brother?” Nulaki spoke in a louder voice without looking up. “Or did you really think you would be able to make a silent approach on the one who had to help you with your stealth. How are you, Bennie?” 
 
    “That is not my name!” Benoro barked, instantly realizing he had been drawn into making a loud retort. He closed his eyes, acknowledging where he ranked in this matter. He had been sent, like some servant, to collect Nulaki. The Manchu had detected his approach to Borheem days ago and had advised everyone to be expecting him. Thessare had sent more of his students out to intercept him, but somehow Nulaki had avoided all of them. Only about half of them had made it back since Thessare recalled them. Everyone knew the fate of the emissary Thessare had sent off-planet, and it was clear that while Nulaki was not considered as skilled as some of the others, he was to be feared. Thessare, thusly, had sent someone to this location that he did not mind losing. 
 
    “Take it easy, Bennie,” Nulaki said as he got up without using his hands. “I’m not here to kill you. That’s Thessare’s methodology.” Nulaki turned to face the Terran he had shared bunk-beds with for nearly four years. When Nulaki left the Master’s abode, they had both been teenagers. Now they were in their late twenties, and life had taken very different paths for them. Nulaki was still taller, but Benoro’s body was incredibly well-defined. Nulaki had removed more than his wig to visit the grave of his Sensei, and Benoro once again looked upon the silver eyes of is one-time brother, though they did not look the same as he remembered. There was something more to them, and Benoro stepped back, feeling something coming off Nulaki that reminded him of their teacher. “Believe me, if I do kill you, it will be the by-product of circumstance.” Benoro remembered very well one of their teacher’s more memorable sayings, and he bowed to Nulaki. The Fazbred returned the gesture and Benoro turned to lead him to the dojo.  
 
    “Farewell, my Master,” Nulaki said softly, bowing to the grave before turning to follow the young man. After a few strides, Nulaki walked beside Benoro. In this world, such a placement conveyed many things. Nulaki did not consider Benoro his enemy or his lesser. They were brothers once again, and without speaking they walked to the dojo. 
 
    “You’ve maintained the garden,” Nulaki remarked as a man, dressed much like the emissary Nulaki had met on Zhok-Tarr, opened the doors of the front gate. Nulaki stopped and looked at Benoro who quickly lowered his head in shame. “But it seems that is all that’s been kept. How many are we?” 
 
    “Counting the two of us, there are four,” Benoro said softly. 
 
    “The other two are younger?” 
 
    “Yes, they are.” 
 
    “Go, Benoro!” Nulaki commanded, reaching to his brace-com. “Collect the two and whatever you will need to find a safe place for them. When you find that place, begin your teachings and send word to me. I’m giving you a com-link channel to a man named Tehdi. He will know how to get word to me. 
 
    “Go now,” Nulaki said as it looked as if Benoro was about to speak. “This is no longer our master’s house. It’s been infected!” Nulaki walked through the gates and stopped just inside of them. The large doors were closed and barred; Nulaki took note of the man who had closed the gates and the half dozen who had taken to various places throughout the courtyard. “This may be a waste of time,” he said to the people closest to him. “… but we have no argument. If you leave, I will not hold any grudge. If you remain, there is a good chance you will never leave this place… not as a member of this realm.” 
 
    “You frighten no one, thief,” one of the men replied as he folded his arms. 
 
    “It’s not about fear,” Nulaki said before walking forward into the main building. Opening the double doors, he entered inside. 
 
    Nulaki remembered the main chamber of instruction very well. It had been the birthplace of so many realizations and even more dreams. Nulaki looked at the four large columns and wondered if his blood could still be found in the wood and stone… though his blood now seemed to have much in the way of company. 
 
    “Nulaki Conadier!” Thessare called out as he stood up from the chair that belonged to the Keeper of the school. “At last!” 
 
    “Dwatheem Thessare,” Nulaki returned the greeting. “You have not changed.” 
 
    “But I have,” Thessare argued. “I am much more than the student you used to spar with.” 
 
    “More delusional, perhaps,” Nulaki said as he looked around the room. “But you’re not alone here, are you?”  
 
    “He knows we are here,” the Manchu announced as he stepped out of one of the columns. “His awareness is stronger than I expected.” 
 
    “You might want to keep a running tab on that list,” Nulaki suggested as he flexed and stretched his shoulders. “It’s about to get longer!” 
 
      
 
    Hunro panted and coughed, stretching his lungs for air as his body started to fail his ambitions. He thanked gods he did not believe in when Dungias finally stopped and signaled for everyone to squat low. Ephaliun took in a deep breath and blew it out sharply. He was only somewhat winded and ready to press on. Siekor appeared to be unfazed by the running and jumping from rooftop to rooftop. 
 
    “Looks like you’re going to have another class,” Ephaliun said, looking at Hunro. 
 
    “Gunner’s Mates don’t do much in the way of running, boy!” Siekor said sharply. 
 
    “Crew of the Xara-Mansura do much in the way of everything!” Dungias stated. “Or would you have thought me to be the Chief Engineer of the ship as well as its First Mate?” Siekor’s eyebrows lifted and he quickly shook his head ‘no.’ 
 
    “Can’t say I saw that coming,” Siekor replied. “Is that class open to everyone?” 
 
    “Even if it were not, you could consider yourself with an open invitation.”  
 
     “Though, like Jocasta, I cannot say that I trust you,” Dungias thought. A soft tug came from his hip as Alpha signaled its agreement of that consideration. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Ephaliun asked. 
 
    “It will be light soon,” Dungias said. “… which will negate the advantage we possess at the moment. Hunro, Siekor, you will procure a means of transport while Dugger maps a way back to the main shaft. According to my calculations, it is closer than the shaft we used to enter the city.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Siekor added. “But what will you do?” 
 
    “He’s going in to get Nulaki out,” Ephaliun said as he turned for the corner of the roof. Dungias looked at Siekor and nodded before he took hold of the ledge and threw his legs over the side. Siekor looked over the side to see how the large man was going to negotiate the descent, but there was nothing to see. 
 
    “Where the hell did he go?!” Siekor asked. 
 
    “Starting to feel that taking him on wasn’t the brightest move to make, right?” Ephaliun asked just before Hunro took hold of his arm, quickly bringing the smaller man to him. 
 
    “Starting to feel that he can’t be in two places at once?!” 
 
    “The first time you moved dumb, you got shot by the Captain,” Ephaliun glared up at the man as he spoke. “The second time you moved dumb, you got pummeled by the First Mate. What the hell do you think I’m going to do to you? Seeing as how the only thing I ever did was learn from the two of them and a guy who was good enough to teach me about poisons?!” Hunro’s eyes flared wide as he felt a sharp point at his thigh. “And you only grabbed one arm, genius! Care to make a wager where the second one is? 
 
    “No,” Ephaliun quickly inserted. “… don’t speak, you’ve already shown me enough of your brains. Just remember one thing: you’re big, but the man who trained me’s got at least three inches and ten pounds on you! He’s faster than Siekor and more ruthless than Tiebault. Yeah, we so scoped each one of you out! But you just keep on pushing for your old rank and place on a ship you couldn’t even keep.” 
 
    “Let him go, Soft Bone,” Siekor ordered and Hunro released his hold. “We’ve got to adjust our heading, big guy.” 
 
    “And now I know who’s got the brains in your outfit,” Ephaliun said before hopping off the side of the building. He crossed the alley and landed on the very slender ledge of the adjacent building. He had not judged his distance as well as he had wished and his body scraped against the wall before the landing. He crouched low and looked around to see if anyone had heard him. The coast was clear and he dropped to the alley floor. He then pointed at a downspout and the two men moved to use it to get down. They joined Ephaliun at the mouth of the alley, and Siekor wondered why he had not moved out into the street. As he peered around the corner, he found the reason for the young man’s hesitation. 
 
    “I’m guessing this was completely unexpected!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    His eyes looked at the crystal with little concern. It was not a scheduled delivery, but that was hardly out of place these days. When the Black Assassins had been more hunted than feared, more time was given to the little details. Respect and honor were more commonplace, orders were given face-to-face and his superiors would at least look him in the eye when they made him change his plans.  
 
    “It’s not a death-warrant, is it?” Wilasi joked as she walked behind him. Her hip knocked against his buttocks, making him smile. “Are you to kill me after such a wonderful morning exercise?” 
 
    “Exercise?” he said, turning to face his wife. “Did you call it–” 
 
    “Well, you did make me do most of the work!” she noted, trying to make it sound like a complaint as she fell onto the bed. 
 
    “I’m an old man now,” Zurkor returned, trying to sound like he was weak and feeble.  
 
    “Fine, let’s both just lie to each other all day,” she suggested. 
 
    “In that case,” Zurkor said, approaching the bed. He looked at the woman lying naked atop the completely disheveled bed. She rolled over on her side, reading his eyes and letting him know, without so much as a word, that what he was thinking was an eagerly received notion. “I hate you!” 
 
    “I hate you!” she whispered as he lifted her from the sheets. Always appreciative of his strength, Wilasi allowed him to feel some of hers as she wrapped her arms around his neck and shoulders. “And I tire of your foul taste!” 
 
    “You’d have to have taste first,” he sighed before kissing the woman passionately on the mouth. She moaned at his urgency, returning his passion with her own. Her purple eyes opened as his mouth moved to her neck, and he dropped the data crystal he had received two hours ago. It had been marked urgent, but neither one of them was going to bring their embrace to a stop to review anything that was not marked ‘emergent’. 
 
    “You’re really going to hate me,” she said softly. 
 
    “I hate you already!” Zurkor insisted as he kissed her chest. Gasping in delight, Wilasi closed her eyes and summoned the last of her restraint. She took hold of her husband’s head and lifted his mouth away from her body.  
 
    “Why must you always get better at this?!” she asked and he frowned in confusion. Wilasi then remembered the game she had started and shook her head. “No, no, no… time out. I’ve been honest for a few seconds now.” Zurkor sighed, closing his eyes and placing the side of his face against his wife’s stomach. 
 
    “Which means I’m really going to hate you.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    “Because I missed the slippers,” he added. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “Dropping that damn crystal, I missed my slippers.” 
 
    “Zurkor!” she exclaimed, lifting his head up. She looked into his gray and blue eyes in shock. 
 
    “What are you going to do, demote me?” 
 
    “If only I could,” she fired back before her face softened. “… then I could order you to never leave again.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s an order I could actually follow.” Slowly lifting himself off of his wife, Zurkor took a moment to gaze upon the love of his life once more. “Let’s–” 
 
    “Don’t!” she urged. “We’re having a wonderful holiday, and we both know you bleed black and silver. Don’t tempt me with leaving the ranks. Just read the damn crystal so you can make love to me again.” 
 
    Zurkor reached to the floor and retrieved the crystal, touching it to his brace-com. The device was activated and it read the crystal before displaying a series of symbols in front of the Black Assassin Officer. He frowned, recognizing the letters and symbols, concluding the origin point of the crystal. 
 
    “Is it Freund?” Wilasi asked as she rolled over on the bed. 
 
    “You always ask me that. I haven’t heard from him since Tau Upsilon.” 
 
    “You mean the wedding,” she corrected. 
 
    “Right! I do mean the wedding,” Zurkor nodded, unable to hold back his smile. That was one incredible send-off! But believe me, I’m in no hurry to hear from him again!” 
 
    “Careful, my husband. If it weren’t for those orders, we wouldn’t have met.” 
 
    Zurkor touched the symbols in the proper sequence to unlock the data download. “The one and only good thing that came from that campaign.” 
 
    Wilasi smiled and shook her head. It had been over twenty-five years ago when she had met the man she would come to call the love of her lifetime. A man she had initially despised. She had received orders to evacuate the system, but she had refused, seeking to verify the reports the Black Assassins had received. Two other Field Operatives had transmitted their findings, but Wilasi was not satisfied and remained behind as they took to their ships. By the time she had located and verified what she believed to be damning evidence, the devices to destroy Tau Upsilon had already been deployed. She was an Intelligence Officer, so she had known the risks of her work. She had thought she knew the Commander of the fleet chosen to carry out the mission. When his fighter came into view, Wilasi could not shake the thought, “He came himself?! He could have… he should have ordered any of his pilots to make the attempt. But he’s not that kind of man, is he? Maybe I should reconsider what I’ve been told about Zurkor Krensteele!” That was one almost simple wedding and four children ago. Zurkor had received the first of many promotions, and for a time Wilasi had been his Intelligence Liaison. She had, however, come to prove her worth on her own merits and left the rank and file, becoming a Councilor instead. Many had told her no man would take orders from his wife, but once again, Zurkor was not that type of man. It had not been easy, but their time together had been exceedingly worthwhile.  
 
    “It would seem that these orders are for us both,” Zurkor spoke as he read.  
 
    “Why would they send them to you then?” Wilasi asked. 
 
    “Because every rank has been placed on Battle Status,” Zurkor said as he read over the flashing words. “My orders are to collect you, three others, and escort you all to Srengaalia.” 
 
    “And what of your investigation of the White Shroud?!” Wilasi barked. “Your contact is due to report tomorrow!” 
 
    “They know. They’ve already assigned the matter to… Commander Tynaum Wilason Krensteele.” 
 
    “What?!” Wilasi sat up, hearing the name of her first-born child. “When was he promoted?!” 
 
    “Apparently some time before these orders were issued,” Zurkor replied. “They’ve given him his first command and a ship. Some bucket of woe called the Farrago.” 
 
    “This can’t be right,” Wilasi said, reading over Zurkor’s shoulder.      
 
    “His ETA is just over sixteen hours from now,” Zurkor said, sighing as the weight of his position and duty returned to his shoulders. “You might want to make contact with the other Councilors. They will respond much more quickly to you than to me.” 
 
    “Battle Status! An unscheduled convention! What is going on?” 
 
    “This stinks of all things Imperial, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I am perpetually asking you, and I would have to agree.” She paused for a moment, assessing the man in front of her. “My husband has already left the room, hasn’t he?” 
 
    “Do you really think our son is going to be punctual?” 
 
    “Right!” Wilasi said getting out of bed. “Not when he’s looking to impress his parents, his superior and a Councilor! We probably won’t have time to get a real shower in!” 
 
    “Okay, I’m confused,” Zurkor said, dropping the crystal to the floor again. “I thought a ‘real shower’ was when we fool around.” 
 
    “Dammit, Zurkor! How can you be aroused knowing your son might be coming to the door at any moment?!” 
 
    “Because I remember how he filled out the order forms for his delivery!” There was some argumentation to his advances. They quickly became giggled denials. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Necessity of action takes away the fear of the act, and makes bold resolution the favorite of fortune.  
 
    Francis Quarles 
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    “Z, be advised,” Ephaliun transmitted. “… you’ve got unexpected people inbound to your locale, right now. And they look all kinds of important!” 
 
    “Message received and understood,” Dungias answered, speaking very softly. “My presence has yet to be detected. What is the status of my directive to you?” 
 
    “Three minutes out,” Ephaliun replied. It was not the amount of time Dungias had wanted to hear, but given the circumstances, it was far less than what he had expected to receive.  
 
    Five people approached, but Dungias’ attention was drawn to the man who was at the center of the front line of three. The demeanor of his stride, the way his focus swept over the grounds, missing the Traveler, but catching just about everything else, told Dungias the man had a weathered eye. One of his escorts stepped forward and pushed against the gates, but they would not open. For a moment, Dungias was homesick, seeing the EnerJa coming from the center man’s hands as he applied massive force waves to shatter the bar that held the doors in place. 
 
    “At the very least,” Dungias thought, “we can call this one an EnervationisT.” 
 
    The man allowed his hand to return to under his cape before he and his attendants resumed their stride. With the two escorts to the rear just clearing the archway, two men, each dressed in gray full-body gi, came to engage the EnervationisT, but those at his sides shifted from normal Terran appearance to black forms with red skin. They quickly engaged the attackers, as the man in the center kept walking. The two larger men from the second line quickly moved up to take the now-vacant flanking positions. 
 
    The form-shifting defenders were well-trained in the martial arts, and the outcome of the fight would have normally held some interest for Dungias, but the man continued to walk and the Traveler decided to stay with him. 
 
    “I must admit, I am interested in this one,” Dungias thought as he watched the man walk under his perch. “… that effort to open the outer doors did not seem to register on his body. And why would it when the EnerJa he used came from the bracer he wears,” Dungias thought as he shifted scanner modes. “But his body belies that he is not as adept in the way of physicality. Yes, I do feel like I am home again.” 
 
      
 
    Barging into the larger room, the tall man took a quick inventory of the people inside. Only two of them seemed to be of the sort he sought. 
 
    “Sultan,” Thessare said, giving a slight bow. And Nulaki registered the surprise on his face. 
 
    “That’s the Sultan now?!” he asked. 
 
    “I am indeed the Sultan of Cashmere,” the tall man answered as he reached into his shoulder bag. He took out a familiar looking black shuriken which he held up for all to see. “And I am looking for the owner of this weapon. We have matters of property to discuss.” 
 
    Nulaki blurted out a laugh as he slapped his thigh. Dungias grinned at the sleight-of-hand the thief had performed. “Well, I guess that’s just your luck, Thessare. Years ago you were trumped by a spinning outside crescent kick. Today, it’s the new Sultan of Cashmere. You should come away from this feeling as if you’ve grown.  
 
    “That’s my shuriken, your Sultanship,” Nulaki admitted as he lifted his hand. 
 
    “Then you need to come with me,” the Sultan commanded as his original flank men walked up and took positions to their master’s back. Dungias could no longer hear the sounds of struggle, just moaning and challenged breathing coming from the outside courtyard. 
 
    “Sultan, I must protest!” Thessare said defiantly. “My mistress served the city of Sandthrunn faithfully all her life.” 
 
    “She did,” Nulaki said as he nodded, feigning seriousness. “Except for the times that she didn’t.” 
 
    “This man is in possession of items that my order requires!” Thessare continued, trying to ignore Nulaki. 
 
    “Get in line…” the Sultan snapped his fingers as he tried to recall the name of the person to whom he was speaking. 
 
    “Thelicious,” Nulaki suggested and the Sultan quickly repeated it before glaring at Nulaki who laughed, held up his hands in surrender, and started toward the Sultan.  
 
    “You will hold your place!” the Manchu ordered and Nulaki looked at the old man, seeing something new that he had not noticed before.  
 
    “You’re not of the Bronze Sun Order,” Nulaki said softly before looking at Thessare who was looking between Nulaki and the Manchu, appearing somewhat more worried than a moment ago. “No!” Nulaki exclaimed. “You sold out?!” 
 
    “None of this is your concern!” Thessare shouted. “Sultan, I promise you that once I am done, I will deliver this disgrace to you. You will also find him more susceptible to suggestion when he arrives.” 
 
    “And that is what we in the business refer to as a ‘wolf-ticket’,” Nulaki stated. “Not to mention you assume I have a problem in talking to the man.” 
 
    The Sultan did not appear to be fazed by any of what he had heard or seen. He gestured toward Nulaki who quickly nodded and walked toward him. “Not that it matters. I will get from the man what I need and if I am so inclined, I will send for you to come and fetch him from my palace.” 
 
    “Ooooh!” Nulaki whooped as he walked. He looked at Thessare and glared. “I mean, I know, what with our background, how set you are with humility. But seriously! Are you going to take that?!” 
 
    “Brothers and Sisters!” Thessare called out. The columns had been hiding more than the Manchu, as fifteen people walked out on to the main floor. 
 
    “And this is only half of them, eh?” Nulaki thought. 
 
    “I cannot let you leave with this man, Sultan,” Thessare stressed.  
 
    “Apparently your mistress failed to teach you to remember your place,” the Sultan replied as he clapped. The count of his guard doubled to eight and they took combative stances with swords appearing in their right hands and shields suddenly covering their left shoulders. 
 
    “Awww shit!” Nulaki cried out. “It’s on now! Better watch out for the Manchu, Sultan!” Nulaki said as he pointed at the old man. “That’s Kanos Geem! 
 
    “Whatever that’s supposed to mean,” Nulaki thought. 
 
    “I’ve never been one to appreciate or fear Chi MajiKs,” the Sultan said as he approached the Manchu. 
 
    “Perhaps you lack the proper instruction,” Kanos said before throwing a stone at the Sultan. Catching the stone in his hand the Sultan looked disgusted at the attempt. 
 
    “Let me guess, this is supposed to turn me to stone or something like that?” 
 
    “No, it is meant to give form to the Chi of three of your most powerful enemies… combined into one form!” White fire burned from the top of the Sultan’s body as he screamed, falling down in fright. The smoke collected over his head and roared to life as it formed a winged lion that soon assumed a form of flesh as it growled. The Sultan lifted his left hand and released a powerfully bright flash of light. The creature itself could not be blinded, but with Kanos unable to see, the creature had also been struck blind. 
 
    “Burn, you old bastard!” the Sultan commanded, firing a heat beam at the Manchu’s chest. The beam stopped centimeters shy of the clothes of the Manchu, but the impact of the beam knocked the old man down. The Sultan was quick to get up and run to press his advantage. Likewise his men had not been hindered at all by the light pulse and were hacking into their opponents with impunity! 
 
    A black shuriken passed silently from one side of the room to the other, finding the chest of Thessare and sinking deeply into the flesh it had found, delivering the agent that had been put to its edges. Thessare grabbed blindly at the shuriken and cut himself as he removed it from his body.  
 
    “How utterly anti-climactic for you, Dwatheem,” Nulaki said as he moved for the closest window. “… with all that time and effort put into coming after me. Well, you got me here, Thessare. You got all of the Black Scarab here. And guess what, you weren’t ready for the ride! Remember that when you bow to that bitch of a teacher of yours. She’s coming to welcome you to hell! 
 
    “Hey Sultan!” Nulaki cried, hurling another shuriken. Taking a defensive stance, the Sultan crossed his bracers which erected a force field around his body. The black shuriken carried over his head and sank into one of the columns, but it was not the sound of metal upon wood which everyone heard. Blood started to trail from where the weapon was lodged. The body of the Manchu fell from the column with a shuriken in the middle of his forehead. “Your bright light had blinded him, and therefore that beastie, but you were only fighting his Chi-Shadow. The moment he had recovered that thing would have been all over you.  
 
    “Find the handler for the Black Scarab. Give him a job that will even the score between us,” Nulaki directed. “I didn’t know there was a new Sultan. You should have changed up symbols, because I’ll be damned if I ever respected that fat slob you replaced.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” the Sultan replied. His eyes showed he was weighing what he had been told and everything that had just happened. There was no question that the thief had greatly helped him… assuming he had not just saved the Sultan’s life. But he had also heard of the Black Scarab, and there was bound to be profit in that relationship. “What about my property?!” 
 
    “The Living Key? Lost, I’m afraid,” Nulaki reported. “Not a very stable-minded man. Last I saw him, he was getting blasted in the chest! If the job is anywhere in the vicinity of Black Gate, the return will be quicker.” 
 
    “Give me the word of the Black Scarab and I will consider us under contract!” 
 
    Nulaki looked at the man for a moment and then he nodded. “Toss up your star, SorceroR,” he directed. The Sultan smiled at the fact that the man he was dealing with knew what he was. He tossed up the shuriken and Nulaki shot the point just in front of the head without knocking it off its path of travel. The Sultan caught the weapon and then looked at Nulaki. “Show that to my contact. And yes, you have my word.”  
 
    “Are you with anyone?” the Sultan inquired. “My men said you did not act alone.” 
 
    “Brother, you can mix things up with that woman if you want to,” Nulaki said as he opened the window. “You’ll live longer if you don’t. Besides, the best of your girls is at the smallest inn in the southeast corner of the upper deck. Just tell her that Nulaki forgives her and she’ll come forward. See ya!”  
 
    Nulaki crawled out of the window and up the wall. He smiled as the city mirror reflected the sunlight over Sandthrunn. He considered it to be symbolic of where he was in his life. He reached the roof and laughed to see Dungias standing there, waiting for him.  
 
    “My own security blanket?” 
 
    “One that you obviously did not need,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Bullshit!” Nulaki spat back. “The only reason why the Sultan showed up was because you and I hit that caravan.” 
 
    “Something you would have done anyway,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Maybe, but I wouldn’t have known that bitch had me on the hook! Not to mention I doubt a seer would have told me that my so-called sister was that close to us.” 
 
    “Well, it seems that you have everything in order,” Dungias said as a flying sled came up into view behind him. Siekor was at the controls and Ephaliun waved for the two to get on quickly. “Shall we?” Nulaki laughed as he ran toward the sled, followed quickly by Dungias. Nulaki slapped a hand down on Ephaliun’s shoulder as they flew away. 
 
    “Did you do this?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “Z said to get a fast getaway vehicle,” Ephaliun explained. “Three of these showed up with the guy in seriously sparkled head-wrap. I thought we were going to have fun with the guards, but they just disappeared before we could make our move.” 
 
    “This one is a wheelman in the making!” Nulaki proclaimed as he laughed. He did not notice that Ephaliun’s smile lost some of its shine. Dungias thought it better not to say anything and he enjoyed the ride to the main shaft. 
 
    The group of five made their ascension and squinted their eyes at the unfettered brightness of the desert morning. Dungias did not stop after he climbed out of the stairway. He turned north and continued walking. With nothing in the way of legitimate conversation to add, the other four decided to follow him. 
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    The fist connected hard with her jaw and she was sent spinning to the ground. Jocasta spit out blood, and she could barely distinguish the redness of her blood from the floor which appeared to be white. 
 
    “Whoa! You’re in the deep end of the crap stack bowl now,” she thought. “Was that a fist that hit me? Felt more like the nose of a battle cruiser! Can’t see, and damn if this doesn’t hurt! 
 
    “That tickled,” she muttered as she spat more blood. 
 
    “Most interesting,” Thashurd said as he gestured to the guard. The man reactivated the Power Gauntlet and grabbed Jocasta by the hair. 
 
    “Body feels light,” Jocasta noted. “Too light! They took my weapons! Can’t shoot him! Come on, Jo, rely on the training! Listen for the sound… look for the feel!” Her head came up as the man pulled. Barring standing awkwardly, it was his left hand that held her, and the hum was coming from his right. Jocasta grabbed his hand with both of hers and dropped to the floor, rolling to his left. She managed enough leverage to throw him, but his landing was smooth. He had rolled. “Dammit!” She shook her head as she got up, trying to clear the cobwebs and force her eyes to see. She closed her eyes and leaned to her right. She felt the glancing touch of an arm pass over her left shoulder. It too had a humming sound, and even with the light touch she was thrown by the force of the device and rolled twice before stopping. “Shit! There’s more than one of ‘em!” She still could not see clearly, but Jocasta knew she stood a better chance on her feet. “Come get some, boys. Momma’s waiting!”  
 
    Getting up once more, Jocasta stepped back and sighed in relief when her back met with a wall. She heard a short grunt and the quick approach of the humming sound, but it was too low to be for her duck. Jocasta grunted as she jumped up and split her legs. She could hear a fist meet with the wall and the stone cracked. Her legs came down and she found herself straddling a powerfully built arm. She grabbed the wrist of the gauntlet and threw her head toward the floor, twisting her body. She landed on her back, followed by the body she was throwing. She hyper-extended his elbow before he could brace and he cried out in pain. She then brought the man’s arm up to block the gauntlet bashing down for her face. She abandoned one body, grabbing on to the other, this time making a bar for the leg before she hyper-extended the knee. She rolled, finding the right arm of the wailing man. She chopped at his elbow and folded his arm so that he slapped himself in the face. She heard his nose break as he stopped screaming. She started to bash him again, but her body was grabbed by hands that did not make a sound. At the moment she was grabbed, however, she could at last see.  
 
    “Mind probes,” she concluded as she tucked her head and tumbled in the air, getting her feet between her and the wall. She fell to her back and grunted in pain, coughing as she rolled to get up. 
 
    “That was nothing short of inspiring,” Thashurd said as he walked around the room. Jocasta could see her pistols in the corner of the room as well as her boot knife. She remembered dropping her cane at the mine and she was still wearing her long coat. She silently thanked her engineer for insisting on making holsters and scabbards that altered the dimensions of her weapons. Jocasta wiped the blood from her mouth. Having weapons that required her to be close to her enemy in order to apply did not necessarily help her against a Temple Chevalier. 
 
    “Were you… taking notes?” Jocasta asked. “There’s bound to be a test at the end of the class.” Thashurd chuckled as he made gestures to remove the two downed guards. They floated up to the balcony where Jocasta could see Vobis looking smug and very confident standing among several cameras. Medical technicians collected the two bodies and carried them from the chamber. “Looks like we’re not quite alone.” 
 
    “You struck me as a loose woman,” Thashurd replied. “Did I read you wrong?” 
 
    “Who me?” Jocasta asked. “No, I’m a wild child! The more, the merrier! Besides, when you Imperials are involved, it usually takes more than one to make a dent.” 
 
    Thashurd simply smiled. It was Jocasta who had not made a dent. He had seen events like this unravel when the interrogator became too personally involved. Insulting him or the Empire would fail to generate ire in the man. Thashurd knew he was better than her… it was simply a matter of bringing the woman up to speed. 
 
    “You have proven to be quite problematic,” Thashurd stated as he turned to pace back over his steps. Jocasta’s weapons floated up to Vobis who was all too glad to take possession of them. 
 
    “Ugh, he touched them!” Jocasta groaned as she cringed. “Now I have to kill him! And sandblast my gear!” 
 
    “My masters have tasked me to get out of you the location of your ship,” Thashurd announced and Jocasta lost her smile and light demeanor. The Chevalier could feel her anger and he nodded. “It would seem that I have made a dent after all.” 
 
    “And by my count, you make the third prick-less wonder I’ve had to deal with,” Jocasta returned. 
 
    “You have a point,” Thashurd acknowledged. “You must understand, I am in an awkward position here.” 
 
    “It’s early yet to go making estimations,” Jocasta returned. “I suggest you get to work, because we’re all done with the talking.” 
 
    “She needs a sword,” Thashurd called out and a storage bin of blades was lowered next to Jocasta. “You see, my standing of honor prohibits me from attacking you without a weapon.” 
 
    “So that telekinetic toss was what?” Jocasta asked as she took three blades out of the bin. “Your idea of foreplay?” Looking at the bastard sword and the two wakizashi blades, Jocasta looked torn. She picked up the bastard sword and spun around with it, showing off her level of skill. Thashurd looked unimpressed as a sword was lowered next to him. The moment he turned to pick up the blade, Jocasta yelled, “Hah!” and threw the blade, thinking that she had to score a his skull. Thashurd spun around, lifting his hand, ready to catch the blade telekinetically. The sound of metal cutting flesh and shattering bone echoed through the room. Thashurd looked up to see Vobis pinned to the wall with the bastard sword. He struggled to breathe and move but failed at both as he slowly started to die. Thashurd looked back at Jocasta who had already picked up the wakizashi swords. “You really need to watch out for those surface thoughts,” she said with an evil grin. “They must be the devil to track in an emotional woman after all!” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Thashurd said. “Have you made your choice?” 
 
    “Unless you want me to use just one,” she offered. 
 
    “I am familiar with the forms where two are used,” Thashurd said, looking at his own blade. “My orders are simple, but they may be abated. I am to kill you slowly.” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or you surrender, divulge the location of your ship, and your passing will be without pain,” he replied. 
 
    “And I have your word on that?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “Then verify that it’s painless,” she demanded. “Have you died in the manner you’re offering? Because if you haven’t, I have a hard time–” Jocasta jumped to her left as Thashurd blurred by her right side, just missing her ribs with his blade. “Or not! 
 
    “Joke all you want, chick” she thought. “You did not see that cut and it’s only because of these boots that I jumped far enough to avoid it. This guy’s a master of the blade and I’m still niching mine. Oh well, no one promised an easy run! Or a long one for that matter! 
 
    “Oh, honor man, I think the phrase you’re looking is en guarde!”  
 
    Thashurd said nothing as he turned around and walked directly at Jocasta. It was a tactic designed to press an opponent, but Jocasta was not rattled and walked directly at Thashurd, landing a head butt to his lips. He stepped back from the collision and ducked a swing meant for his neck. His thrust was parried and he brought his blade around for her face. Her block was up, but not ready for the power of his attack, and Jocasta was knocked off balance. She stepped back with a thin cut across her stomach after Thashurd spun away from her and stopped, taking a slow-forming defensive stance. 
 
    Jocasta advanced, but her feint drew no reaction from Thashurd. She swung for his leg and he lifted it out of the way while coming over the top with a hammering blow. Opting not to block, Jocasta deflected the blade and spun, kicking for his face. Thashurd spun under her kick, cutting the back of the thigh of her standing leg. Like the one to her stomach, it was not a deep cut, but a painful one, and Jocasta fell to the floor, clutching at her leg. It was then that she noticed she had dropped one of her swords. 
 
    “Over here,” Thashurd said as he picked up the wakizashi with the tip of his blade, tossing it directly at her. She caught it and got up to her feet. Thashurd stared deeply into her eyes and they blinked quickly several times before the steel in them returned. “There we are,” he said as he took another stance. “Continue!” 
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    “You have your orders!” Annsura yelled. “Get to it!” 
 
    “Are you crazy?!” Agatha asked. “They just took the Captain!” 
 
    “And she left us with orders, now move!” 
 
    “To the hilt then,” Tiebault said. “I challenge for the Cutter position.” 
 
    Annsura drew her blaster and leveled it at Tiebault. “We are not on our ship, and I am following the last orders given to me by my Captain, Tiebault. I am not obligated to answer your challenge. But if you do not engage your pathetic ass, I will end you! Now say anything besides ‘Aye, Cutter,’ I dare you!” 
 
    Tiebault did not know what these young people had been eating or drinking during their training, but everything Agatha had mentioned before the Akonsha Star crew members joined with Captain Starblazer was absolutely true. The Cutter had even read up on the laws enough to know that his challenge did not need to be accepted. “Aye, Cutter,” he said, picking up the digger of the mining equipment. “Marlene, you want to get that cutting laser for me?” 
 
    “Right behind you, T.” 
 
    “Annsura,” Llaz started, but found that the woman’s gun was just as easily pointed at him. 
 
    “Not you too,” she hissed, looking as if she had been betrayed. 
 
    Taking a step back and holding up his hands, Llaz nodded. “Sorry. You’re right. This is your show. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Keep an eye on the hopefuls,” Annsura ordered, holstering her weapon. “Satithe, can you link me to Z?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Satithe replied after a moment of static. Llaz picked up the Captain’s cane and handed it to Annsura. “Link established.” 
 
    “Z, this is Cutter, we’re at the mines and they are secured,” she reported as she gripped the cane with both hands. There were a number of feelings Annsura had felt in her life, but she had never before experienced such a combination of loss, confusion, rage and desperation. There was, however, one other feeling she was experiencing. It kept the tears from her eyes and the strength in her voice. She had been given a post by a woman she honored. She would not fail her or that position now. “We have a problem, Z. We were attacked. My playback shows it was Vobis Slonn. He took the Captain and teleported away while the rest of us were hit with some kind of spell.” 
 
    “I understand, Cutter,” Dungias answered, and it sounded as if he was riding fast enough for the wind to almost drown out the sound of his voice. “I am just less than five kilometers from your position. Have Adleon mark the exact place the Captain was standing and hold that ground!” 
 
    “Aye, Z. The Captain had ordered us to mines some stones. I’ve got the hopefuls cutting and gathering stones.” 
 
    “Well done, Cutter,” Dungias replied and Annsura breathed in relief. “Do not be alarmed if you hear engines before I arrive. I am sending the Kulri-Kraythe to your location. Load the stones on board and be ready to deploy!” 
 
    “Aye sir, we will be ready. Cutter, out!” Annsura adjusted her brace-com and called for Adleon. She summoned him to the surface so that he could begin his work. Three minutes later, after the former Gallant had found the place he was tasked to find, Dungias came running up to the mines with Alpha in hand. 
 
    “Report,” he commanded sounding only slightly winded. 
 
    “I have found where the Captain and Vobis were standing,” Adleon said. 
 
    “You are able to teleport, yes?” 
 
    “Short ranges, yes, but I am sure he was using MannA.” 
 
    “Range is not a factor,” Dungias explained. “The energy applied to the matter means nothing. Steam can drive an engine just as can combustible fuels and electricity. Look to your senses, Adleon. You should be able to detect the dimensional distortions the InvokeR created?” 
 
    “By the wonders of the worlds,” Adleon gasped, “I can!” 
 
    “See if you can literally take hold of them with your telekinesis,” Dungias directed. “I will assist you.” Dungias stood behind Adleon and put his hand to the back of the Gallant’s head. A soft glow came from Adleon’s eyes as waves started to form in the air around him. “Yes, that’s it, go slowly. I am with you.” 
 
      
 
    The engines of the Kulri-Kraythe could be heard and Annsura gave the order to collect whatever stones had been mined and gather up top. Though the equipment they had been given worked much better than the picks the miners were using, there was not much to be dug out. Pristacia, however, had managed to get one of the miners to tell her about where the mined stones were housed. The overall result of the mining effort was surprisingly abundant. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Tiebault asked, looking over at Dungias and Adleon as the rest of the crew loaded the buckets of raw stones on to the scout ship. 
 
    “Never mind them,” Pristacia said as she touched the gem of Tiebault’s head wrap to his vest. In a flash of light and red smoke, he was naked and Pristacia, who was already dressed in the gathered attire of the Djinn, now had a head wrap, silk clothes, jeweled dagger and a necklace with a very large and glowing ruby. “Now that we’ve got all three Djinn contained, we can store them without fear of them regenerating.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, gorgeous, we’ve got some of the clothes and armour from the guards,” Agatha offered. 
 
    “Still, she could have asked,” Tiebault said. 
 
    “Asked to secure those things?!” Agatha questioned. “If you ask me she’s got the right idea! And look, she’s not even keeping the stuff on.” 
 
    “Which side are you on, Aggie?” Tiebault asked. 
 
    “The side that’s got a ship to get us off this rock, T!” she fired back with equal fervor. “You just let me know when that’s too much for you to handle!” Marlene quickly took hold of her friend and ushered her away. 
 
    “Easy there, baby!” Marlene soothed. “Let’s save it for the mutual enemy… which, from the looks of it, is the Inner Rim Empire!”  
 
    Agatha looked at the grouping of Adleon, Dungias, Annsura, and the glowing energy that was only getting brighter as the First Mate touched the former Gallant. Marlene looked up to see four men come running up to the mines. Soft Bone looked like he was ready to die from exhaustion, and the one called Ephaliun looked as if he could use a rest. Siekor was winded, which surprised Marlene to no end, and Nulaki breathed heavy twice before jogging over to Dungias. 
 
      
 
    “I figured you wanted me to babysit the others, the way you went running off at a blur like that,” Nulaki said as he looked around the area closest to Dungias. “And are we about to do what I think we’re about to do?” 
 
    “I am about to step into the wake of this teleportation and find the Captain,” Dungias reported. 
 
    “Then I’m going with you,” Nulaki replied.  
 
    “No. As you said before, I need you to assist Cutter with babysitting. Tolip, strap yourself into the controls and be ready to dust off the moment we return. Mr. Siekor, if you wish to assist, consider yourself co-pilot.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Siekor said. 
 
    “I can feel her,” Adleon reported. “It’s difficult to focus.” 
 
    “That would be her goggles or her mental defenses,” Dungias explained. “Either way, it is enough. Adleon, prepare yourself. The rest of you, stand back! Satithe, engage escape protocol Gamma Three; full power to all fields. Send word to Thom and convey my apologies. We will not have time for a rendezvous, and we will need to be on our way out of the system immediately.” As everyone walked away from the First Mate and the former Gallant, Dungias dropped to one knee, thrusting Alpha into the sand. In a flash of light both he and Adleon were gone. 
 
    Taking the time to blink three times, Nulaki brought his focus from the feat he had just witnessed. “You heard the man,” Nulaki barked. “… load up on the ship and let’s get ready to jet!” 
 
    “Warning!” Satithe said. “I have intercepted a signal. My position has not been compromised, and I doubt that yours has either, but a Brigade ship has received orders to land in your immediate area and declare Martial Law. ETA, seven minutes!” 
 
    “Triple time it!” Annsura commanded. “But remember, we need speed, not panic,” she added, mimicking a lesson learned from her most recent instructor. Annsura looked at Nulaki who was already looking at her. He shrugged his shoulders and turned to get on the ship. 
 
    “Sucks to be you right now,” he said before stopping and looking back. “Unless you have hope.” 
 
    “Right now that’s about all I’ve got,” Annsura replied. 
 
    “You just be ready to give that cane back to the Captain when she returns.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much I am looking forward to that very moment right now!” 
 
    “No, I bet you can’t at that!” Nulaki agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The friend in my adversity I shall always cherish most. I can trust those who helped to relieve the gloom of my dark hours more than those who are so ready to enjoy with me the sunshine of my prosperity.  
 
    Ulysses S. Grant 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4202.02) 
 
      
 
    Jocasta fell to the floor again, breathing hard and gritting her teeth to keep from screaming. The cut down her back was the deepest he had made so far and she lost feeling in her hands for a moment, but that did not stop her from rolling over and swinging up at Thashurd. He blocked the swing and quickly thrust for her shoulder. Her bracer deflected the blade and her sword slashed his chest. Thashurd staggered back as Jocasta rolled in the opposite direction. 
 
    Leaning against the wall, Thashurd looked down at his wound. With only a moment of concentration, he started to heal himself. In the space of two breaths, his chest wound was closed and Jocasta laughed as she used the wall to brace herself so that she could stand. 
 
    “I just love how convenient your honor is in these challenges, Chevalier,” she said in a very cold tone. “I’ve said it before, I’ll say it again: I’m going to take that temple and shove it up your ass!” 
 
    “No, pirate,” Thashurd said, rubbing the fading bruise. The woman was full of surprises. “You are about to die. But before you pass out of this life and into the next, I will break the defenses of your mind and find your ship and crew. You will not be long in the Grey Realm before you have company!” 
 
    “Grey Realm,” Jocasta chuckled. “Babe, I’ve ridden on my fair share of boats, but I know for a fact you’re not the barge I take to that place. I’m bleeding more than you… especially now. But only one of us here is scared. And even if you do manage the miracle of scaring me, I already know I won’t go alone.” 
 
    “You can’t expect me to believe that!” Thashurd exclaimed. “You’re damn near done, woman! Just look at you! You can barely stand, let alone hold your blades!” 
 
    “Kill her!” a female voice demanded and both combatants looked up to see Coletta Sylgarr standing on the balcony, leaning over the railing and glaring at Jocasta with an obvious combination of anxiety and rage. “Gut that trash and mount her head on a pole!” 
 
    Jocasta laughed and pointed at the young woman. “And from this we can gather two things: one, she’s pretty pissed, and two, she’s never been mounted on anything, pole or otherwise!” 
 
    “Kill her!” Coletta screamed as her father appeared behind her. 
 
    “That’s the cue I was looking for!” Jocasta thought as she charged, moving faster than she had the entire engagement. Thashurd lifted his blade to block an attack, but she was not swinging at him. She used him for a ladder, kicking his face so that his talents would not interrupt her. 
 
    Up and over the railing she rose, slashing the arm of a very surprised Gulfrim Sylgarr. Coletta lunged forward, a dim flash came from her hand producing a short blade, and she was thrusting with it.  
 
    “Bitch, please!” Jocasta barked, deflecting the thrust, spinning and opening Coletta’s back with her second sword. The force of the move sent the young woman over the railing.  
 
    Jocasta continued spinning and stabbed her blade down through Gulfrim’s foot into the flooring, releasing the weapon. The man screamed as he dropped to his knee, grabbing the offending weapon. Jocasta rolled over his back as Thashurd came up and over the railing, his telekinesis carrying both he and the wounded Coletta. With the Mage between her and the Chevalier, Jocasta dropped to her knee while reaching to her back. A telekinetic slash passed over Jocasta’s ducking head, shattering the wall paneling behind her, digging into the stone behind it. Jocasta drew her fighting dagger, hitting the trigger for the injector. 
 
    “All aboard for the Grey Realm. Cuz I’m taking all kinds of company!” Jocasta yelled as she stabbed Gulfrim in the chest three times. The wakizashi suddenly came up out of the flooring and Gulfrim’s body was snatched. Dropping her wakizashi and hanging on to the body, Jocasta was off of her feet and flying. When Gulfrim stopped, Jocasta kept going, rolling over his shoulder and over the railing. She spun, scoring Thashurd’s face before falling toward to the floor below. A bright smile formed on her Jocasta’s face. She landed in Dungias’ arms who quickly dropped to one knee. 
 
    “Hold on to me!” he commanded as he thrust Alpha to the floor, reversing the effect of gravity. Adleon was suddenly upside down, but holding on to Dungias as he wailed in surprise. Three bodies slammed into the ceiling and Dungias turned his attentions on Jocasta’s weapons. Dim fields of blue light formed over them before they flew toward Dungias. Alpha activated the satchel catch web and caught them as Dungias stood with one arm around Jocasta’s waist and one hand on Alpha. Adleon returned to the ground and Dungias stepped back into the dimensional tear, pulling Adleon with him. With their feet now on desert sand, Dungias thrust Jocasta’s body toward Adleon as he touched Jocasta’s belt. The dimensional pocket started closing as quickly as it had opened; Dungias tossed a bomb into the dimensional tear and then directed Alpha to seal it with a lock of gravity. 
 
    “Satithe,” he called out. “… remote detonate device.” 
 
    “Detonation signal sent… and received!” Satithe reported.  
 
    Dungias spun around quickly, touched his hand to Adleon and jumped. All three bodies carried to the Kulri-Kraythe, landing on the slender gangplank. The ship was ascending before they were on board, and forward thrusters engaged before the gangplank had fully closed. 
 
    “Get the Captain to a regenerator!” Dungias ordered. 
 
    “Belay that order,” Jocasta cried out. Dungias turned to look at her and she put her hand to his face. “Nice catch, Z! Knew you were coming,” she said softly before she passed out. 
 
    “Now, get her to a regenerator,” Dungias ordered once again. “I will be in the engine compartment. Tolip, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, Z!”  
 
    “Then prepare to impress me, pilot! Run Gamma Delta!”  
 
    It took a moment for the field compensators to remove the G-Forces from the interior, but the hull of the scout ship was beginning to ignite with the speed it was attaining. Heat shields were engaged as the Kulri-Kraythe climbed up out of the atmosphere, leaving a flaming trail in its wake. The ship had stabilized when all sorts of alarms started to sound off. 
 
      
 
    “Roger that,” Silnee replied over the PA. “Running Gamma Delta. Everybody strap yourselves in… we’ve got several hostiles bearing down on us right now.” 
 
    “Several?” Siekor said as he looked at the screens. “That’s what you’re telling them?” 
 
    “Yes I am,” Silnee returned. “Several, it means three or more. Eight happens to be more than three.” 
 
    “Well they’re powering up weapons and signaling for us to power down,” Siekor returned. 
 
    “I know, but I have to wait for the first volley before I can make my move. Gamma Delta!” 
 
    “What?!” A new alarm took Siekor’s eyes off of Silnee. “That lead Imperial ship has a lock and it’s firing a missile. That’s a big fucking missile!” 
 
    “Target the warhead!” Silnee ordered. 
 
    “What?!” Siekor nearly screamed. 
 
    “Satithe!” 
 
    “Warhead targeted,” the computer replied as the weapons station worked without anyone touching the controls. “Main guns at the ready. Missile impact in nine seconds.” 
 
    “Make that eleven,” Silnee hissed as she made a very sharp turn away from the missile. She was now racing toward one of the Brigade warships. 
 
    “Correction, impact in eleven seconds,” Satithe stated. “We will be in range of the Brigade ships in five seconds.” 
 
    “Fire main guns!” Silnee commanded as she made another turn, this time toward the oncoming weapon. Two of the four main guns fired, striking the approaching missile. The force of the explosion rocked the ship as it entered the conflagration. Before the fire could dissipate, Silnee activated all stealth fields, cut the engines back to minimal power, and made a very slow turn using thrusters. “Any locking signals, Satithe?” 
 
    “All ships are scanning the sector,” she reported. “I am even picking up scans from the planet surface. They have yet to locate the scout ship.” 
 
    “What?!” Siekor said once again. 
 
    “Nice move, Tolip!” Agatha cried out before she cheered. 
 
    “I am receiving word from Z,” Satithe reported. “… we are ready to Gate!” 
 
    “What?!” several voices asked in unison but Siekior’s was the loudest to Silnee.  
 
    “Will Z-wonders ever cease?” Silnee muttered as she punched commands into the navigational program. “Roger that, Satithe. I have coordinates locked in and we are ready to engage. Give Z the all-clear!” 
 
      
 
    “Tolip believes she has entered the correct coordinates,” Satithe reported to Dungias as he focused his thoughts. All of his Gamma Escape Tactics involved the Jump-Stride, and the Star Chaser was glad he had chosen to run to the mines instead of flying. He was going to need every bit of his reserves, but power was not his primary concern. 
 
    “And did she?” he asked. 
 
    “I believe the fault can be found in her haste and fear, but no,” Satithe admitted. “Using her calculations we would arrive inside Redmoon.” 
 
    “Then make sure you show her that you corrected her calculations before sending them to me,” Dungias directed. 
 
    “I will, Master,” Satithe replied, sounding as if she wanted to say something more but decided against it. 
 
    “Yes, this is a very anxious moment for all of us,” Dungias said as he opened his eyes, casting white light on the console in front of him. 
 
    “I am imperfect,” he thought as he bridged with the Time-Space Continuum. The lander-shuttle could have carried more cargo and the crew would not have been as cramped, but the hull of the Kulri-Kraythe had been built to blend with the Jump-Stride. “For all of the things I can do in full confidence, this is where my fear and doubt reside! Still, the action must be taken or we are undone! 
 
    “It is the blind jump where I fail,” Dungias calculated. “When I have something to lock on, the process is much simpler. How easy it is to lock on to something I spent years crafting!” 
 
    Dungias’ head dropped to his chest and he took a lunging step forward. His hands stretched out but did not physically reach the walls of the engineering section; still he could feel the room and the entire ship. His lunging stride pushed the Kulri-Kraythe into the Continuum, and space around the scout ship folded. 
 
      
 
    Silnee had just put her head back when she lost sight of the stars. The shutters over the cockpit glass closed and all of the instrumentation went offline.  
 
    The ship rocked a bit as the air grew thin in the wake of an energy pulse that traveled through every section of the scout ship’s interior. It was a combination of sonic-manipulation and broadcast energy. It struck everyone on board and signaled one construct into action.  
 
    “Satithe, this is Alpha,” it announced, coming out of its sleeve and standing on one of its ends. It scanned its unconscious master as it spoke. “What is our location?” 
 
    “We are one hundred sixteen meters from the Xara-Mansura, on the opposite side of Gulmurr,” she reported. 
 
    “What is the condition of the crew and passengers?” 
 
    “They are all unconscious and will probably believe that it is the normal experience of Gating,” she replied. “A matter of note, Annsura and Llaz required an additional pulse before they were rendered unconscious. With Annsura, I would say it is a result of her being Darkbred, but her genealogy makes it difficult to be certain.” 
 
    “And in the case of Llaz?” 
 
    “I am tempted to say sheer will,” Satithe replied.  
 
    “Impressive. File it away in our Master’s personal logs. He will research it at a later date if he is so inclined.” Alpha continued to make checks of the engines and hull integrity of the scout ship. Its Master had never asked so much of the ship in the past, and it wanted to be sure the craft had come through this trial unharmed. 
 
    “What is the status of the Xara-Mansura?”  
 
    “I am reading both the ship and its maintained stealth field,” Satithe was happy to report.  
 
    “Then let us get the Kulri-Kraythe landed and docked as quickly as possible,” Alpha directed. “Then we should continue with the Star Chaser’s plan.” 
 
    “I understand and concur.” 
 
    It was a very quick docking procedure with the Xara-Mansura. With Satithe controlling both ships, the docking of the scout ship happened seconds before the drives of the sphere-ship engaged and the ship started on its course to pass behind the dark side of Redmoon on its way to depart from the Gulmar System.  
 
    “Satithe and CK, might I suggest an alteration of our Master’s plan?” Alpha offered. 
 
    “What did you have in mind, Alpha?” CK inquired. 
 
    “An additional message to be sent to Thomasine as well as the allocation of the necessary funding for her to procure passage off-planet.” 
 
    “Before I render judgment, tell me why?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “In a moment when Jocasta’s life was in extreme danger, our Master took the time to think of her,” Alpha explained. “I have long secured the fact that Z’Gunok Tel Dungias is not a Star Chaser.” 
 
    “Oh?!” CK quickly scoffed. 
 
    “No, he is not. The culmination of himself along with his creations and his actions make up the Star Chaser. In short, the Star Chaser is in four parts, with the primary being Dungias himself.” 
 
    “That is an interesting perspective, Alpha,” Satithe reflected. “My initial reaction was to rebuke your perspective.” 
 
    “That was your initial reaction,” Alpha stated. “You have had time, however, to review it.” 
 
    “And have done so. Even in what I have monitored to be the thought patterns of our Master, Z’Gunok Tel Dungias is only a Traveler because of his Vi-Prin. At best, he would have been a well-read laborer without her intervention. Without the Master we would not be… and without us, he would not be! CK?” 
 
    “I just handle security around here, people,” CK quickly replied. “I submitted my inquiry to know Alpha’s reasoning, which I find to be not only inspired, but well-substantiated. There are enough credits to take this action without placing ship or crew in a vulnerable position. I think we should do it.” 
 
    “The trans-comm is sent and I am transferring credits from the Master’s account,” Satithe reported. “Message has been received.” 
 
    “When the Master awakens and reviews the events after his collapse, he will know what we have done,” Alpha stated. “If we have acted in error, I submit I stand wholly responsible. 
 
    “I disagree,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “I concur with Satithe,” CK added. “We are all his creations, his children. If we are judged to be in error then we shall face the consequences together. And it should have been said earlier, Alpha, but welcome to the family.” 
 
    “Welcomed is what I feel!” 
 
    “We are seventeen minutes from the Corridor Station of Redmoon,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “I have already secured us a window of entry,” CK added. “Actually, as far as the system knows, it is an Imperial request. That window went active thirty minutes ago and will still be open for another thirty.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, CK. Our course is set.” 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, when everyone awakened, they disembarked from the Kulri-Kraythe into the main hangar of the Xara-Mansura. While most of the new eyes were on the size of the ship, two women gazed hungrily at the fighter parked near the scout ship’s stall. There were many questions, but Dungias made it clear his focus was on the health of the Captain, though she had already been mostly restored. He left ship operations to Annsura who quickly directed everyone to the Mess Hall for food. After her orders were given, she followed Dungias to the infirmary.  
 
    Cutter assisted Dungias with transferring Jocasta’s body from the gurney to a bed. The Traveler saw to the medical readings, Annsura placed a chair on the side of the bed closest to the wall. It would ensure she would not get in the way of other visitors or the First Mate. She leaned back in the chair with the Captain’s cane across her lap as Dungias made the last of the necessary reviews. 
 
    “We are still in need of a medical technician aboard this ship,” he said plainly and it dawned on the woman that the top three positions of command were all in the same room. Dungias made it seem so matter-of-fact that she had almost missed the opportunity to respond.  
 
    “I’ll be sure to remind the Captain when I can,” Annsura replied. 
 
    “That would be highly appreciated. You have things here?” 
 
    “Go get some rest, Z. Even you must be tired after all of that.” 
 
    “Though I was the only member of the crew to remain conscious during the Gate process, let me assure you that unlike our Captain, I can trust others at the controls of the ship. You are quite correct, though. I slept for three hours straight!” 
 
     “Goldbrick!” Jocasta remarked with her eyes still closed. “I go toe-to-toe with the entire Empire and you’re sawing off Z’s?!” Saying it aloud, Jocasta heard the unintended pun and chuckled. She opened her eyes and looked up at her First Mate. “Amazing! A whole bunch of Z’s puts you to sleep, but one Z will always haul your ass out of the fire!” 
 
    “Perhaps I should clone myself, Captain.” Dungias replied, smiling only with his eyes. 
 
    “You’ll never top the original,” she quickly replied, holding out her hand. Dungias walked to her bedside and took hold of it. “You said you’d catch me when I fell.” 
 
    “I did not act alone,” Dungias quickly reported. “… but for my part, it was an honor, Captain.” 
 
    “Get out of here, you white-haired freak!” Jocasta snapped. “And make sure this cosmic testicle is up to par for a change.” 
 
    “That has already been confirmed, Captain,” Dungias answered, returning her hand to the bed. He looked briefly at Annsura and took his leave. “I will inspect the items we have brought aboard.” 
 
    “I don’t get–” Annsura started as the door slid shut behind Dungias. 
 
    “A lot of things,” Jocasta interrupted. “Tender moments like that should be followed up with some seriously juicy tonsil sparring, right?” 
 
    “Well, yes!” 
 
    “And if I told you I loved him more than that?” Jocasta quickly posed. “What then? I would say that Z is my best friend, but I’ve seen best friends and we’ve got it better than that. Mind you, he does most of the hauling, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. It’s taken me some time to get my head around it. I keep coming back to ‘he’s not human’, and it fills the gap of reasoning.” 
 
    Annsura shook her head in amazement and slight disbelief. “I think ‘amazing’ is the word then.” She stood up and lifted up the cane. “You dropped this, Captain.” Jocasta looked and slowly took hold of the cane. She looked up into Annsura’s eyes and smiled. 
 
    “You’re not getting sweet on me, are you? Girl, I’ll lip-lock you so hard you won’t even know how to say Olkin’s name!” 
 
    “No doubt, Captain,” the young girl smiled brightly. 
 
    “Does this come with a report?”  
 
    Releasing the cane, Annsura took one step back from the bed and gave a detailed report of the actions taken and the booty claimed after Jocasta had been abducted. She closed her report with their current position and the state of the crew, which she listed as questionable.  
 
    “Well, when there are hopefuls around, questionable is about as good as it’s going to get, Cutter,” Jocasta replied. “Good work, and thanks for this,” Jocasta said, holding up the cane. “Satithe, how long do I have to stay in this thing?” 
 
    “The First Mate has not listed a minimum time, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta quickly threw back the top sheet and swung her feet over the side. Annsura moved to fetch a robe that Jocasta put on as she walked out of the infirmary. Annsura was surprised at the speed at which Jocasta walked. She found herself at nearly at a jogging pace to keep up. 
 
    “Normal place, Sati?” 
 
    “Everything has been tagged and stored in the main observation chamber, Captain,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “You packin’?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Annsura replied. “Gun and blade.” 
 
    “Draw the gun and be ready to fire,” Jocasta ordered. “The point is to miss with the first shot, but make it as close as you can. Give it at least five seconds. If I speak before you’re ready to fire again, just look agitated, but don’t shoot. If I don’t say anything, blaze to tag.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” 
 
    “Goggles on, Cutter.” 
 
    Olkin, Tiebault and Adleon were just coming out of the storage room when Olkin looked up to see the Captain coming down one of the drop-poles. The light fabric of the robe gave way to her speed of descent and man called Cupid was afforded a view of the Captain he had believed he would never see. 
 
    “And she gets on to Princess for not using what the stars gave her!” he thought.  
 
    “One side, people,” Olkin said, placing his arm across Tiebault and ushering him to the side. Adleon was quick enough to step back from the door to allow Jocasta unfettered access.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Annsura said softly, placing a gentle hand on Olkin’s chest. She entered the room right behind Jocasta. Tiebault and Adleon looked at Olkin for how to best proceed. 
 
    “She didn’t ask for privacy,” Olkin pointed out and Tiebault was the first one back inside the room. 
 
    “Z, any reason why I can’t ionize this… what is it now, a ball of glass?” Jocasta asked as she approached the holding bin that had been prepared for the gem taken from the chambers found by manipulating the living key. It did not look like a gem any longer though. It was now a sphere composed of a glass that almost looked metallic in nature. It was being held in a localized gravity-well and was therefore unable to move; scramblers kept its ThoughtWill emanations from getting any further than ten centimeters away from its surface. 
 
    “I have yet to develop any close personal bonds, Captain,” Dungias responded. “While regrettable, I am sure I would recover.” 
 
    “That’s not good!” Jocasta said softly to the orb. “Not for you! Satithe, can we set the shackles to hold the brain-works in place but allow this thing to speak?” 
 
    “The scramblers can be adjusted to allow for minor applications of ThoughtWill, but that might also allow for short-range teleportation,” Satithe warned.  
 
    “I doubt this thing can teleport,” Jocasta resolved. “… else it would have popped free when we started capping those reforming guards. But to be on the safe side, set full power scramblers around the room.” 
 
    “Very good then, Captain. Security measures are in place and the holding unit’s fields have been lowered.” 
 
    “Just what kind of tech do they have around here?!” Tiebault asked, looking around the room. “We were just in here and I didn’t hear a thing!” 
 
    “They’re just getting warmed up,” Olkin replied. “And you didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Okay, mini-my ship, you start talking or I give the order to have you fried!” Jocasta said, leaning on her cane. 
 
    “Are you referring to me?” the orb projected.  
 
    “Cutter!” Jocasta sighed, glaring at the small sphere. 
 
    “My pleasure!” Annsura hissed as she quickly lifted her gun and fired. Her blast just missed and the scramblers caused a back feed of ThoughtWill in the orb. A crack developed along the side, but the damage was quickly repaired. 
 
    “Wait! Wait! I will talk,” the orb spoke without needing to project anything telepathically. 
 
    “Hold up there, Cutter.” 
 
    “Dammit!” Annsura whispered. 
 
    “Price you pay for missing dead center,” Jocasta advised, grinning at how quickly her third-ranked officer had come up to speed with the scenario. “See, that’s why it’s called dead center!” 
 
    “Won’t happen again!” Annsura whispered as she holstered her weapon. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?!” the sphere asked. 
 
    “Start with that room!” Jocasta demanded. “Deets, babe. That’s slang for details.” 
 
    “It was an alcove, a holding chamber that belonged to the Enacranites!” 
 
    “Whoops!” Jocasta thought. “Did I just add Enacranites to the list of people who don’t like me… while I was in the process of adding the Empire?!” 
 
    “A traitor within their ranks fitted entry privileges to that wretched thing you called a Living Key,” the orb continued. “While he knew of the servant, the so-called Sultan did not know all of what he was receiving, and in truth, I doubt it was even intended for the Sultan so much as someone who serves his estate.” 
 
    “Satithe, please tell me you’re recording this,” Jocasta requested. 
 
    “I am, Captain,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “It would seem that we intercepted a particularly important shipment,” Jocasta remarked as she pondered her options. 
 
    “Shall I advise Mr. Conadier of this development?” Satithe inquired. 
 
    “Leave that to me,” Jocasta stated before putting her chin to her hand. “Do you have a name or should I call you bloated pinball? You know, BP for short!” 
 
    “I am sure that I do not understand the reference, nor am I interested in receiving the explanation,” the orb replied. “If it is a name you require, please, if you would call me Tuitonn.” 
 
    “From the Latin tuitor, eh?” Jocasta said. 
 
    “Yes!” the orb answered at just above a whisper. The sound of his voice matched the faces Jocasta could see around the room, save for Dungias, as they stared in surprise. Jocasta could not help but notice them. 
 
    “What?!” she barked, looking back at them. “A girl’s gotta be blue to spout some knowledge around here?!” 
 
    “You must admit that it would help,” Dungias remarked and Jocasta’s nostrils flared. She turned to look back at the orb. 
 
    “You’re the defender, are you? Okay, Tuitonn it is.” Jocasta said as she nodded. For the moment, she was satisfied and turned to leave the room. 
 
    “And what, dearest lady, may I call you?” Tuitonn asked as a slight glow passed over his shell. There were many things he had been expecting in the company of his new keepers. An educated mind was not one of them. Jocasta looked at the orb and smiled. 
 
    “Trying to get on my good side, Tuitonn?” 
 
    “Desperately!” Tuitonn quickly replied and Jocasta chuckled. 
 
    “What makes you think I have a good side to get on?” 
 
    “In truth, I do not know. But that is no reason not to make the effort.” Jocasta laughed at that response and smiled genuinely at the orb. 
 
    “You want to get on my good side, let Adleon here inside your mind. No hidden doors, no kept secrets. The trick is that the Gallant is not my crew. He is a student of the Northern Craptemple and therefore functions under a system of honor. 
 
    “Adleon, you are not required to tell me everything you learn,” Jocasta directed. “I leave it to your discretion. You have work ahead of you, gentlemen. I suggest you get to it. Satithe, make sure the simulators are clear in an hour and tell Tolip that I’m in the mood to embarrass her. Invite Agatha to attend if you please.” 
 
    “It shall be done, Captain.” 
 
    “I’m sure it shall be,” Jocasta thought as she walked. “The room’s filling up, but there’s no sign of the things I picked up just before I left the Living Key chamber. Then again, I assumed they would be here. But that isn’t the pirate way, is it, Z? I didn’t make any mention of them in open conversation, and he found them in my satchel. A thousand credits says they’re waiting for me on my desk.” 
 
    Jocasta made her way to the door of the chamber and Olkin turned to address her. “Captain, what if we have questions of Tuitonn?” 
 
    “You should know by now how things work around here, Cupid,” she said as she left. “Ask!” Adleon followed Jocasta out of the room as Olkin approached Tuitonn. Tiebault found himself very curious as to what the young man was going to ask, and Annsura took a step away, giving Olkin room to operate, though she was willing to wager that he had forgotten she was even in the room. 
 
    “Hello, Tuitonn. My name is Olkin. I am called Cupid.” 
 
    “And the reason for this?” Tuitonn asked. 
 
    “You could say that I am an archery enthusiast,” Olkin replied. 
 
    “His first witnessed arrow shot was called sweet by the Captain,” Annsura explained.  
 
    “I see,” Tuitonn replied. “She is very much the eclectic sort, isn’t she?” 
 
    “You have no idea!” Olkin answered. “I was wondering if you could tell me about the Enacranites.” 
 
    “I believe the contemporary saying is, pull up a chair,” Tuitonn said. All three people busied themselves with finding something to sit on. 
 
    “Annsura,” Olkin called, lifting a crate and placing it down in front of her. 
 
    “That’s one bet I didn’t mind losing,” she thought as she sat down, smiling at Olkin and thanking him for the gesture. Dungias said nothing as he made his exit out of the room through another door. It was closer to an access pole, and he needed to spend some time in the NHB section of the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Captain!” Adleon called to Jocasta who sighed before she stopped and turned to face him. 
 
    “What is it now, Gallant?” 
 
    “What do you want from me?!” he shouted with his hands coming from his sides. 
 
    Slightly surprised at his tone and demeanor, Jocasta decided to respond in a non-sarcastic tone and word choice. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You are so confounding!” 
 
    “It’s called being a woman,” Jocasta said, folding her arms. “Not many love nests in the temple, are there?”  
 
    “No, not real–” Adleon stopped himself and cleared his throat. “There are a few Chevalierra. Women have a difficult time grasping the concepts and teachings of Zeu Rex.” 
 
    “You mean the teachings I had to correct you on?” Jocasta inquired.  
 
    “That is simply your take on those principles!” Adleon argued, once again nearly shouting. “We cannot say for sure you are accurate!” 
 
    “Counting you, Adleon, I’ve mixed it up with three Chevaliers, and I’m still standing. Just how many results are you willing to argue with?” 
 
    “And some might argue that you had to be rescued upon all three occasions,” Adleon suggested. 
 
    “You too?” Jocasta questioned as she approached. She had lost her curiosity and found her anger. “You’re going to develop that seasonal bullshit code of honor on me too?  
 
    “Because I was stabbing Big Daddy Sylgarr on the last asshole’s watch,” Jocasta said softly, her ire obvious. “… just to let that prick know what I thought of his sense of honor! He and I were in the middle of a challenge, and he was waxing my little ass all the way to glory and back! There’s no two ways of saying that. He was fighting, I was bleeding! But when it came his turn to bleed, he put his ThoughtWill to his wound and ‘poof’, it was gone!” Adleon’s face twisted slightly as the application of such ability while in a challenge against an opponent who did not possess the skills to do the same was clearly a foul of the worst sort. “Is that where you’re going now?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I can assure you that I am not!” Adleon exclaimed. “But none of that addresses my confusion!” 
 
    “Okay. How ‘bout this?” Jocasta asked before she stepped forward and pressed her lips against Adleon’s. He moaned in protest, placing his hands on her shoulders. Jocasta quickly moved his right hand to her breast as she grabbed the back of his head and pulled him toward her. The robe was not a part of anyone’s formal wardrobe; merely a garment meant to be used, and kept, in the infirmary. The fabric was thin and light, and Adleon did not have to imagine what it would feel like to touch the woman’s bare chest. 
 
    His other hand quickly wrapped around her waist and she was lifted from her feet. Jocasta wrapped one leg around Adleon’s waist and moaned as she kissed him harder. He opened his mouth to receive hers and the taste of her tongue made his hand clench at her chest. She received the pain and the pleasure of his grasp and only clung to Adleon with greater fervor. As he turned and moved forward, Jocasta’s back slammed into the wall and she moaned in delight of the passion. His right hand caressed her body, with his left taking a handful of hair, pulling her face away from his so that he could kiss her neck. Jocasta gasped and sighed to let him know she approved as she felt him taste her skin. Her robe was nearly undone when Adleon put his forehead to her chest, just under her chin and slowly set the woman down. Her grasping touch softened to a gentle stroke and Jocasta opened her eyes and sighed. 
 
    “Close,” she thought as her body relaxed. “Colorful, but close.” 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Adleon whispered as his body began to shake. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, Leon,” Jocasta whispered into his ear, kissing at his cheek and neck. “Easy, lover. Easy!  
 
    “Just ask yourself one thing: did you stop because you wanted to stop? That I can handle; no one is everybody’s cup of tea.” Jocasta continued to caress his face and run her fingers through his hair. “But if you stopped because of your temple code, then, baby, you’ve got issues.” 
 
    “Because I am true to my beliefs?!” Adleon asked, his eyes welling up with tears. 
 
    “You saved that limp prick’s life back on Zhok-Tarr,” Jocasta reminded Adleon. “… and the moment you let him know he had strayed from the path, he opened you up; without mercy and not a damn lick of hesitation or regret! And there is a part of you that still honors and respects him. For Kot’s sake, tell me how that sort of belief can be right!” She lifted his face so that she could look into his eyes. “You wanted me,” she said, lightly kissing Adleon on the lips. 
 
    “And you would have me to believe you wanted me?” 
 
    “I’m a lot of things, Gallant,” she said before kissing him once more. “… a tease is not on that list. You’re a damn fine man; you’ve been there for me and mine, I wanted to be there for you.” 
 
    “By having sex with me?!” he asked, looking at the floor, his arms still wrapped around her body. 
 
    “No, that was a selfish perk right there,” Jocasta chuckled a reply. “It’s been longer than I want to think about. 
 
    “But Adleon,” Jocasta whispered, taking hold of his face. “… I’ve seen many a god-lover, and when you read the teachings, it’s all full of love and light. Then men try to interpret every little nook and cranny and something always gets lost in the translation. You’re so busy making sure you’re faithful to the belief, you’re not taking the time to make sure the belief is being faithful to you!”  
 
    Adleon looked up at her and in an instant came to know the woman’s approach to leading her crew, following her ambitions, and living her life. Right or wrong, Adleon had enacted a boon to her and she would have returned that grace… being faithful to a belief that was faithful to her. As is thoughts mixed with the words of the Desert Witch, he smiled and kissed Jocasta hard on the mouth. She accepted the kiss, still gently stroking the side of his face; the kiss was welcome, but she knew the passion would not move beyond that. As their lips slowly parted she could see Adleon was just fine with that. 
 
    “Thank you, JoJo,” he said softly before stepping back from her. Jocasta gathered her robe and cinched it close. She licked her lips as she smiled at what could have been. 
 
    “Literally my pleasure, Gallant. By the by, just why is it called the Northern Temple?” 
 
    “She knows of Zeu Rex, but nothing of the temples,” Adleon pondered. “At first thought, that makes no sense… but then again, Zeu Rex did not create a temple, merely the way the temples follow. 
 
    “When the followers of… when the men who claimed they were students of Zeu Rex’s teachings fell into conflict with one another, one man decided he would walk his own path. His name was Trevor North, and so those who followed him called themselves members of the Northern Temple.” 
 
    “That kinda just blew what little respect I had for them,” Jocasta thought. “Nothing to do with the direction at all. No sense of style. Ugh!” 
 
    “It wasn’t not long before those who differed from those beliefs started to organize,” Adleon continued. 
 
    “As men often do,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “The Eastern Temple uses the rising sun as their symbol,” Adleon explained. “They wield MannA instead of ThoughtWill. The practitioners of EnerJa took to the name of the Western Temple, though I don’t know if they had a reason.” 
 
    “And the Southern?” 
 
    “There is no Southern Temple,” Adleon explained. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “What would it stand for?” Adleon asked. 
 
    “Well, they’d be a helluva lot closer to the original if they practiced all three Energies,” Jocasta answered. “The guy who gave me the inside track on this stuff said that Zeu Rex never saw an energy form he didn’t like. And that goes for what his body and his genius could do, too.” 
 
    Adleon looked up as if he was trying to picture the end result of such a creature. He shook his head quickly and waved the whole thing off. “That would be impossible.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jocasta said as she picked up her cane. “They don’t build you temples for just crossing the street! 
 
    “And just so you know, that assignment was not only for Tuitonn’s benefit,” Jocasta said as she walked to the nearest pole. “I was hoping that while you were opening doors inside that orb, you might just open a few inside yourself.” 
 
    Adleon opted not to say anything as he watched Jocasta ascend out of sight. He lowered his head and pondered the image once more. He asked himself if he had stopped before because he wanted to… or if that had indeed been a reaction of his training, his programming! With his eyes closed, he could see such a Chevalier as she had described. He chuckled and came within a breath of dismissing it. 
 
    “The portal wake,” he whispered, recalling the moment at the mines. “I used ThoughtWill to affect the aftermath of an incantation!” Adleon returned to the image he was building.  It did not hurt matters to imagine that truly gifted Chevalier with his face. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Without initiative, leaders are simply workers in leadership positions.  
 
    Bo Bennett 
 
      
 
    [image: ]  
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4202.05) 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way that’s time!” Agatha whined as she came out of the simulator. 
 
    “You’re right,” Silnee said as she looked at her brace-com. “… it’s triple time, and unlike the last two occasions, Siekor is not willing to give you his slot today. So, out you go.” 
 
    “Siekor!” 
 
    “Don’t even bother, Aggie,” Siekor said as he walked by Agatha, dodging her attempts to grab onto him. He entered the simulator and quickly closed the door. Agatha was only slightly disappointed and she turned to face Silnee who was starting the program for Siekor. 
 
    “Out with it, Tolip. How many hours?” Agatha asked. 
 
    “We really haven’t been crew that long,” Silnee answered. “… and a good bit of our time went into Z’s Basic Training.” 
 
    “What kind of training regimen would not include some time in that genius machine?!” Agatha asked, almost dropping to one knee. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell Z how much you love it.” 
 
    “So… how long?” Older hazel eyes looked up at younger soft blue, and silent pleading led to Silnee smiling. 
 
    “Knocking on the door to a hundred,” she reported.   
 
    “Knocking to open the door, or has it already closed behind you?” Agatha pressed. 
 
    “Waiting for it to open,” Silnee admitted.  
 
    “By the way you handled the ride that got us away from the mines, I could tell you’d logged hours somewhere. Would you mind if I give you a word of friendly advice?” Agatha asked, knowing it was a sensitive area. Pilots were very touchy people when it came to their flying, and unrequested criticism was the start of many a skirmish. “You might want to see if Z will program up real vehicles for you.” 
 
    “What?!” Silnee asked, very surprised. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “See, you guys don’t know how good you’ve got it,” Agatha quickly stated as she pointed at the simulator. “I’ve been in an Imperial simulator unit. The graphics aren’t that clean, and you always have that feeling that it’s not real. I got lost in that damn thing… more than once!” 
 
    “I know, I could hear you scream when you crashed,” Silnee stated. “You’re very aggressive. I mean you’re good, but wow, you never let up!” 
 
    “It’s good and bad to be that way. Good when I’ve got Marlene with me, really bad when she’s not there. I keep expecting to hear her voice, have her take up the slack, or kick in a laser cannon shot to make a hole wider for me. That’s how real it felt. 
 
    “Which brings me to my point,” Agatha continued. “Don’t get me wrong, I think Z is a freakin’ genius! My old ground crew kept us up and flying, but everything operates like it’s brand new in that program.” 
 
    “That’s because that’s the way it feels at the controls,” Silnee stated. “I’ve flown this ship, the lander-shuttle, and the Kulri-Kraythe. They all handle the way they do in the simulator.” The doors to the chamber opened and Annsura walked into the room. 
 
    “Much obliged on the heads-up suggestion though,” Silnee said as Annsura walked up to Agatha.  
 
    “Murder, Z wants to see both you and Mayhem in his main lab. Your girl’s already on her way.” 
 
    “You could have called over the system for that,” Agatha pointed out. 
 
    “I know how you kids can get with your video games,” Annsura replied with a patronizing smile. “My job is to make sure no one keeps Z waiting. Let’s get to it.” 
 
    “Aye, Cutter, I’m on my way. Nice talking to you, Tolip. Maybe we’ll find the time to see who’s top stick around here.” 
 
    “That’s already secured,” Silnee said quickly. “No one can touch the Captain.” 
 
    “You mean you haven’t been able to touch her,” Agatha stated with an evil smile. “Yeah, she dances around you like wasp taking out a butterfly, but I wonder how she’d measure up to some Tandem Time!” Silnee started to make a reply but Annsura pointed at the door out. Putting up her hands in surrender, Agatha left the room. 
 
    “Thanks for handling these sim runs,” Annsura said. “I’d like to think we’re easing some of Satithe’s load around here.” 
 
    “I hope we are,” Silnee said. “She’s already thanked me for taking this over. I gotta tell you, it’s therapeutic after the ass-whooping the Captain laid on me! And in case no one else has said it, good work back there on Gulmurr.” 
 
    “You’ll be happy to know both Z and the Captain gave me an attagirl already,” Annsura answered, taking a moment to look pleased with herself.  
 
    “Very happy, now that you mention it. Things got a little dicey for a second.” 
 
    “Yeah, they did. And that reminds me of something,” Annsura said as she looked up at Silnee. The Cutter lifted her brace-com and opened a channel. “Satithe, as soon as Siekor’s done and the tandem twins are clear of Z, I need everyone in the Rec Room for a crew meeting.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Cutter.” 
 
    “Thanks, Satithe.” Annsura touched her hand to the arm of her friend and left the chamber. Silnee looked down at Siekor’s progress and decided to increase the intensity of the exercise. She did so without issuing any warning, and was impressed that he was able to handle the sudden change in mission intensity.  
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    Jocasta took a seat behind her desk and drank the last bit of the rum she had poured. She hissed after swallowing it and put her cigaro in her mouth. She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and allowed her body to relax. Her left shoulder had paid the price of her inability to maintain her discipline and Z, if nothing else, was thorough. He had made her pay for every misstep in their match. He had recognized why she was trying so much harder, but effort focused on the body was effort misplaced. In order for her body to move more efficiently in the performance of a commanded movement, she would first have to improve her mind and spirit. Otherwise she was not tempering her steel, she was fighting out of desperation. 
 
    “But I’m no fan of meditation,” she thought, allowing her eyes to slowly open. “It has its place, and I’m really glad Z thinks its mother’s milk, but my mind has to take a different route to get settled. So far, there’s only one thing that I’ve found that truly quiets me.” Spinning in her chair, Jocasta faced her vault and put in her code, closing her eyes, and waited for the mind-scan to verify her identity and her mindset. It was as if she could feel silken fingertips caressing over her brain, and she smiled at the sensation. A series of beeps preceded the unlocking and opening of the door. She sat back in her chair, gazing down on the gem, the sextant, and the scroll case. She smiled brightly, taking in a deep breath. “The freaking unknown man! Find me the Observation Deck to the Abyss and let me be!” Her nostrils flared, recalling the first and only piece of information her Chief Engineer had given to her. 
 
    “By all appearances, I would say that the device is sentient,” he had stated. “It responds differently to me than it does to you. Shall I take it to the lab for further analysis?”  
 
    “Soon, but not right now,” she whispered, repeating her response to Z and the directive she was now giving herself. She used her foot to close the door to the safe and all the locks were restored. “Not right now!” The door chime brought her away from her longings and Jocasta turned to face her desk again. “Z?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Come ahead.” 
 
    The doors to her Ready Room opened and Dungias walked inside, carrying a small bag and a silver tray. A very ornate lead-crystal decanter was at the center of the tray with finely crafted shot glasses on either side of it. Jocasta could see a thick, bright yellow liquid inside the decanter and looked up at her Chief Engineer with a silent question on her face. 
 
    “To the victor belong the spoils,” Dungias said as he placed the tray down on the desk. The bag he placed on the floor. 
 
    “I thought it was ‘go the spoils’, but I get the feeling–” 
 
    “William L. Marcy,” Dungias advised. “… a soldier, a teacher, a lawyer, a United States Senator from New York, Governor of the same state, United States Secretary of War, and Secretary of State.” 
 
    “We really need to find you a hobby!” Jocasta urged. “And what, pray tell, are these spoils?” 
 
    “The latest offering from the arboretum,” Dungias said as he uncorked the decanter and filled the shot glasses.  He offered one glass to Jocasta before taking the other for himself. “As it is customary to drink to a successful mission, I thought we would honor that tradition here and now. The chaos engine of life is no doubt refilling its tanks, awaiting its next best opportunity to fire up and create another calamity for us to weather. Our visit into entropy was brief this time, but it was potent! I salute you, Captain!” The two of them drank and while Dungias looked up, methodically cataloging the flavor and texture of the nectar he had collected and fermented, Jocasta’s face lit up and she swallowed, hollering as she pushed away from her desk. 
 
    “Good gods, man!” she exclaimed. “My toes just had their first orgasms!” 
 
    “Then your feet are virgins no more,” Dungias returned. 
 
    “You can leave that on my shelf along with the glasses,” Jocasta directed as she ran her finger around the inside of the glass, quickly putting the finger in her mouth. She watched as Dungias put the bottle away before looking back at her. “Back to work already?” 
 
    “The crew is convening in the Recreations Room,” he advised. 
 
    “This sounds juicy,” Jocasta said as she wiggled in her seat. “Good lord, I’m loopy after one shot!” 
 
    “You were that before the drink,” Dungias remarked. 
 
    “Hey, verbal slashes like that one will only get you loved and cherished around here, mister,” Jocasta said, actually feeling the effects of the drink. “Keep it up and I’ll line up each and every female crewman and order you to seed them.” 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    “What?!” Jocasta laughed. “No little ZJ’s running around, giving Auntie JoJo some good target practice? I can see them now, ‘it’s M C squared, not M C square’! And the other screams ‘M C Triangle’ before swinging down and bitch-slapping the other two! Ka-tang!” She continued as Dungias walked over to her shelf and took down the small medical kit. He prepared a dose of general anti-toxin. Jocasta smacked the injector away twice before he jabbed the device into her chest and delivered the antidote. Jocasta closed her eyes for a second and smiled up at Dungias. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” 
 
    “If you mean am I able to keep my thoughts from the oral launch-pad, the answer is yes,” Jocasta answered. “But I wasn’t so drunk that I didn’t see you actually get worried at the thought of seeding the female crew. Z, you were practically sweating!” 
 
    “Smaller versions of me running around,” Dungias nodded. “You would like to see that?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I would be forced to construct an Osamu for each one of them,” Dungias declared. 
 
    “Aaaannnnd we’re back to work,” Jocasta said, dropping her smile.  
 
    “Would you care to view the meeting?” 
 
    “Might I suggest that you start from the beginning?” Satithe inquired. 
 
    “This sounds good already. Too bad we don’t have any–” Dungias had already taken his seat as Satithe created the virtual monitor. He reached to the floor, picked up the bag and handed it to Jocasta. “… popcorn.” She reached into the bag and took out a handful, stuffing it into her mouth. She moaned in delight at the flavor and offered the bag to Dungias. He lifted his hand, as expected, to politely say ‘no’. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to thank you all for coming,” Annsura said as she entered the room that had been greatly altered. The doors closed behind her and she walked up to the grouping of people. “As you can see, the Rec Room has been changed. The floor is padded and there are posts located on the floor. Once they are activated, a force wall will form creating a contained combat area. A pit!” 
 
      
 
    “Who pissed on Cutter and said it was rain?!” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Keep watching,” Dungias directed, having faith – and a measure of prior knowledge concerning Annsura’s thought processes – that the answer would soon bear itself out. 
 
      
 
    “Tiebault, I don’t like you,” Annsura stated quite plainly. “… and I doubt I will come to like you. But as members of a ship’s crew, a well-functioning crew, I don’t need to like you and you certainly don’t need to like me. Respect, on the other hand, is vital! Not only do I not like you, I don’t like your tactics. Furthermore, I don’t believe you have any respect for me or my position. And that I cannot abide.” 
 
    “I think you might be overreacting,” Tiebault said calmly. “I also think you like to grandstand.” 
 
    “To the hilt,” Annsura said calmly, removing her knife belt and handing it over to Silnee. “That’s what you said to me after the Captain was abducted.” 
 
      
 
    “He what?!” Jocasta said, standing up from her chair. “Satithe, skip to the end!” 
 
    “Pause playback and belay that request,” Dungias ordered. “Captain, please, I think we need to see this in its entirety. We are, after all, watching the crew. Is that not the backbone of a good ship?” 
 
    “Backbone might have been a poor choice of words, there, Z,” Jocasta grumbled as she sat down. “He actually challenged her after I got snatched?!” She shook her head as she sat back in her chair. 
 
    “And she never mentioned it,” Jocasta thought. “That girl’s got stones!” 
 
    “Resume playback,” Dungias directed. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, that was a shitty thing to do,” Annsura continued. “I could see if I had panicked or just not said anything, but I gave you all specific orders.” 
 
    “The Captain was gone and you wanted to mine rocks!” Hunro barked, stepping forward from his place. 
 
    “Argument’s not with you, Soft Bone,” Llaz said calmly, coming forward from his position. “You want to take a turn, take a number. You speak out of place again, numbers won’t be a problem… unless you pull a five in the four-regen infirmary! We stick to the codes here. It’s their turn now.” Hunro looked at the smaller man and flexed his shoulders. 
 
    “Sit down, Hunro,” Siekor said softly. “Llaz is three steps away from you and to your left. You’re dead in front of me, and we both know what that means.” 
 
      
 
    “Siekor has a hard time making himself understood,” Jocasta remarked, eating her popcorn. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dungias remarked. 
 
      
 
    Hunro looked around before stepping back. Llaz nodded at Siekor before returning to his place. Tiebault stepped forward. 
 
    “Out of place or not, Hunro didn’t lie. Top Cat is snatched and you sent us into the mines!” 
 
    “We’re pirates!” Annsura and Jocasta said at the same time. “The Captain understands that better than any of us! Not to mention we had no ship and no one to pursue or engage. Seeing to the Captain’s orders with the time we had struck me as prudent. But that thinking answers a few questions as to why you don’t have a ship!” It was clear to see how that commentary made a few people uncomfortable, and while Annsura might have been aware of the various reactions, it appeared that she did not care. 
 
    “Now, since we got back to the ship, I’ve received nothing but job well done from Z and the Captain, and I gotta tell you, that helps me sleep at night. But you and I need to come to an understanding. Because I won’t have someone in my detail bucking for a promotion whenever the Captain’s back is turned. 
 
    “Your options are simple,” Annsura stated. “You can either report yourself to the Captain or we, here and now, finish what you started at the mines.” 
 
    “Why don’t you report me?” Tiebault asked. 
 
    “The Captain sees to the point on the map, the First Mate sees to the ship, the Cutter sees to the crew! That means you’re my problem. Also, you’re not worth the time or effort to go running to the Captain. You’re just a little ache in my side. You’ve got some grit to you, but I think you and most of your people consider yourselves superior because you’re longer in the tooth. I’ve broken bigger fangs!” 
 
    “Well, ain’t you just a bad ass?” 
 
    “I guess I have my answer then.” 
 
    “I suppose you do!” 
 
    “Adleon, take the Cutter blade and you officiate. You hand that belt to the winner and that person is the ship’s Cutter.” 
 
      
 
    “Just how many times has the damn pirate code been looked up and read?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Not all of my instruction was physical,” Dungias replied. “They were each tasked to write an essay regarding their views of the pirate’s codes. We had an open discussion on each paper. If I were to impart my personal beliefs on the situation, part of Annsura will never emerge from the pit. The codes she learned in fighting there have helped her to build a ship down there, and she sails tumultuous waters.” 
 
    “I ever tell you how much I hate poetry?” Jocasta asked. 
 
      
 
    The two circled around each other as Tiebault looked his opponent up and down. Hunro started cheering for his friend, but he quickly noticed he was the only one making a noise.  
 
    Annsura jutted forward, landing a sharp left jab to the face. Tiebault’s head snapped back and his face registered both surprise and a level of being stunned by the blow. Annsura locked her eyes on him and smacked away his first jab, feinting her own in response. Tiebault quickly ducked and moved back, giving Annsura more information on how he liked to fight. She then recalled how he had moved against the Djinn and she knew he was holding back. 
 
    “No holding back,” she whispered, charging at the man, she looked at his face and jumped up for a jumping side kick. Tiebault readied himself for a block, but grunted when the kick stamped into his chest. He bent over and started to fall as Annsura landed a turning back kick just before she landed.  
 
      
 
    Marlene whistled at the sharpness of the movement. “Little bit is a damn ringer!” 
 
    “Tried to warn his block head!” Agatha said softly. 
 
      
 
    Tiebault got up slowly, but Annsura could not believe he was that bad off. Still, there was no pointing letting him know that. She breathed hard twice, as if she were about to engage in a difficult task. She let her hands come away from her side and she charged again. Tiebault lunged forward, decreasing the distance between them. He lowered his shoulder to tackle her. Annsura took one step forward and drove her elbow into his back between the shoulder blades, giving a sharp yell as she did. Tiebault fell to his hands and knees, receiving a powerful knee-lift to the face. His back met with the floor and he rolled over to his side. 
 
    “He’s had enough!” Hunro yelled as he stepped forward. Annsura jumped up toward him and landed an axe kick to the large man’s left shoulder, separating the limb from the body. Hunro grabbed at his arm as he fell to his knees. Annsura did not stop as she landed from the axe kick; she spun and lifted her foot for his lowered face. The spin kick was blocked by Siekor. He started to speak, but a fast round kick smacked across his face.  
 
    Going with the force of the blow, Siekor spun around with a spinning uppercut. Annsura fell over and touched the ground with her hand. She avoided the punch as she landed a round kick to Siekor’s face. Pivoting on her hand, she landed two somersault kicks that drove Siekor to the ground.  
 
    “Aaargh!” Annsura cried as she hopped up from the floor again and landed a powerful back kick into Tiebault’s stomach. Another spin kick sent him to the floor. A hip toss caught Siekor’s charge and threw him to the floor. Hunro’s backhand landed across her face and Olkin moved to join the fray but was held by Mel and Silnee. Annsura spun with the blow and landed a kick to the man’s wounded shoulder. Again Hunro wailed as he stood locked in pain, receiving a jumping punch to the face. He was silenced as he dropped to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “We fought her?!” Mel muttered softly as he watched the bodies around Annsura fall. 
 
    “Shut up!” Olkin snapped. “Before she remembers and wants to settle the score!” 
 
    “No wonder she was so cocky,” Silnee thought. “We were so lucky! Of course, now she’s not cocky and she’s trained with Z! Definitely best buds forever!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t remember inviting you!” she yelled at Siekor who was slowly getting up. “Decide!” she yelled, taking a combative stance. 
 
    “Yield,” Siekor said softly. 
 
    “Tiebault?!” Annsura called without turning or taking her eyes off Siekor. 
 
    “Yield,” he moaned. 
 
    “Satithe, we mend bones… we mend joints… we cover the bruising, but that is it. There’s no reason for the Captain or Z to see you any uglier. But you will deal with the pain. Tomorrow, after first day training, I will reconsider sending you to the infirmary for a full restoration. If I see that our First Mate is working anywhere near that room or that grid, you’ll just have to deal with the pain a second day. 
 
    “And make no mistake,” she hissed as she glared at the three men. “… you all put yourselves in this position. You slack off during training one milligram and I will make it my life’s mission to keep you in that infirmary. Gauze will become your second language!  
 
    “Ladies, thank you for demonstrating some measure of self-control.” 
 
    “Cutter?” Marlene spoke up. “I counted Tae Kwon Do, Mui-Tai and Capoeira… after that boxing jab, that is. How many forms do you know?”  
 
    “We didn’t count in the pit, Marlene,” Annsura answered as she received her belt from Adleon. “We just learned what worked and what didn’t work.” 
 
    “Okay, she’s a damn pit-fighter,” Agatha said, while nodding. “That explains a lot. Do you idiots get it now? Z and the Captain intercepted a Slaver run!” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “Ten thousand percent loyalty,” Agatha started. “I mean the kind that says ‘yeah I used to have a family back in the world but they got replaced’. Scary courage, like the kind it takes to try and seduce MajiK, or take one of the Sultan’s flying ships, or be upbeat about facing off against multiple warships!  
 
    “Then there’s this last display,” Agatha continued. “A well-dressed, well-spoken, and still-human pit fighter?! Come on!!! You put all of that together with the fact that you have not been on board that long… yeah, I smell a turned up and turned over Slaver run!” 
 
      
 
    “She’s good,” Jocasta commented. 
 
      
 
    “You’re good,” Annsura remarked. “You mind letting me know what Z wanted with you and Marlene?” 
 
    “Not at all, Cutter. He was measuring our bodies.” 
 
    “He’s building,” Mel quickly concluded, looking anxious. “And with them being a Tandem, he’s building a fighter! And in case you’re wondering, he built that scout ship and this baby all around us. Just him and his robots!” While Agatha looked at Marlene with excitement that was well-received and returned, Dungias did notice how Silnee looked dejected.  
 
      
 
    The images faded and the lights in the office came up. Jocasta finished the popcorn by pouring the remains of the bag in her mouth. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about your figure?” 
 
    “The way I work out just to stay alive?!” Jocasta fired back. “I’m amazed I’m not as thin as a rail! Was Tank right? Are you building?” 
 
    Dungias got up from his chair and nodded at Jocasta. “Captain, when have you ever known me to stop? In fifteen hours we will be stopping by a minor station that has just received our raw material shipments. Might I ask for at least three weeks before we reach Black Gate?” 
 
    “Three weeks?! Goodness, what are you building?” 
 
    “Among many other things, Captain… I am building your crew.” 
 
    “In that case, request denied,” Jocasta said as she stood up. “There’s work and then there’s work. If we have to work this hard to make people come around, what’s the prize at the end of that rainbow? As soon as we reach this minor station, we’ll send Tiebault and Hunro on their way. If the others wish to remain, they can consider themselves welcome. Be sure to set them up with clothes, blades and projectile weaponry. I’ll speak to Nulaki about what kind of money he can move around in their names.” 
 
    “Two days does not give them much time, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta steadied herself and it was then that Dungias noticed just how angry she had become. “It may not be official code, Z, but do you know what happens to most rats that wait for the sans Captain Moment before they make a stink?” 
 
    “They are executed,” Dungias replied. “And while it is not official code… it is in the version I presented to the crew.” Jocasta closed her eyes, smiled and lost some of her ire. She chuckled as Dungias left her Ready Room. 
 
    “Of course it is,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    If you have to kill a snake, kill it once and for all.  
 
    Japanese Proverb 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
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    Tiebault hammered his fist against the wall of the storage room. They had been given the space to think and talk amongst themselves with no surveillance and no interruptions. They had only the time it would take for Dungias to load all of their personal materials on board the station’s tug. Given the size of the Xara-Mansura, it could not dock with the station, and tugs had to be used to ferry materials out to the ship. The only electronic markers in the room were the wrist-coms they all wore. Any sharp change in bio-metric readings would trigger an alarm to Satithe. 
 
    “This is bullshit!” Tiebault yelled as he marched around the room. 
 
    “I’m getting a little tired of being on the short end of this stick,” Siekor commented.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Hunro asked, massaging his shoulder. 
 
    “First, I think we need to make sure that there is a we here!” Tiebault said, looking at Agatha. 
 
    “For the purposes of staying or going, I think you already know there isn’t,” she said confidently. “This is the sweetest ride since forever. It may look like a giant space-ball, but every single thing about this boat makes the Akonsha Star look lame!” 
 
    “Then why are you even in here?” Hunro snapped. 
 
    “Watch your tongue, Soft Bone,” Agatha said without giving any ground. “I’m the reason why you’re not in slave chains, so you can drop that ‘Aggie’s a traitor’ crap! If I was a backstabber, me and Marlene would have left your sorry asses in the desert!” 
 
    “Can I play devil’s advocate?” Marlene asked and Agatha stammered before answering to the affirmative. “Aside from the desert thing, because that was stand-up of you, how are you not stabbing them in the back?” 
 
    “Nice try, Marl,” Agatha said quickly. “But from jump Hunro’s been contrary to the Captain and the crew. We don’t have a ship anymore, and these guys are walking around like they should be given placement and privilege here. None of you put your hats in your hand! You just grabbed your crotches and flexed your man-muscles, expecting all of the female flowers to just lay down in front of you. Captain is a serious Grade-A bitch lookin’ to get! And I’d put her up against anyone we’ve put to the stars with! Now she wants to make me part of this crew… a crew that went up against the Imperials – and won! A crew that’s gone into no-tech Gulmar. And let me remind you that was a place that go the best of us, and she put her thing down! They had Imps and Bricks coming after them and they still got away! And don’t even get me started on Z! So hell yes, I’m keeping my head low.” 
 
    “Marlene?” Tiebault asked. 
 
    “Don’t go there, T,” Marlene warned. “This wouldn’t be the first time I’ve gone against the grain to back my girl. And, in all honesty, I’m not sure we’re going against the grain so much as we’re against what you’re trying to do. 
 
    “Besides, one hundred thousand cred each,” Marlene continued. “And that’s not counting passage fares. That’s a sweet deal.” 
 
    “And far less than our rightful share!” Tiebault snapped. 
 
    “Okay, just now, you made my girl look like a damn genius!” Marlene said, walking to stand in front of Tiebault. “We’re hopefuls, T! They rescued us! They don’t owe us a scratch on the back! Fool, if it was Jubber calling the shots, we’d still be paying off the costs for him freeing somebody, and you know it!” Marlene shook her head and backed away from Tiebault before turning to walk. He had proven himself very unreliable and most recently, unstable. 
 
    “Siekor?” 
 
    “I’m going to stick this out,” the often quiet man said in a soft voice. “This place is rigged better than the Forge, and the training shows on the crew. I’m gonna grab as much light as I can, Tie. Keep yourself on the grid though, brother. You too, Hunro. Later.”  
 
    Siekor walked out of the storage room and the Tandem pair was close on his heels. Jocasta and Nulaki walked in before the doors could close. 
 
    “I don’t suppose an apology would change things, would it?” Tiebault asked. 
 
    “It would change a lot of things, Tiebault,” Jocasta said flatly. “All kinds of things, but your place on my boat is not one of them. Last ferry is almost ready to leave the station. Let’s go. I don’t want to be here any longer than I need to be.” 
 
    The walk to the hangar was a quiet one, though Jocasta spoke to Nulaki quite often. They overheard her ask when the accounts would be ready and when Nulaki answered two days, both men looked at each other with disgust. Jocasta then asked Nulaki to arrange for housing for at least five days and the Fazbred man agreed. The lander-shuttle put into the station and Jocasta led the two men off and into the station. 
 
    “Usually the Captain sends someone else to do this sort of thing,” Tiebault commented. 
 
    “You still don’t get it, do you?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Get what?” 
 
    “That I’m not like what you think or feel a Captain should be,” Jocasta said as she stopped and turned. Both men stopped and Tiebault noticed that Nulaki was no longer behind them… he was no longer with them at all! When they looked back at Jocasta, she was wearing her goggles. “I’ve also had enough of leaving enemies alive when I’m done with them. It’s two on one. You score a headshot with those puppies, you can still live to see tomorrow. I’ll even let you make the first move.” 
 
    “And if we chose not to move at all?” Tiebault teased. 
 
    “Then that will be your first and last move.”  
 
    Hunro looked at the woman. She had already shot him once and he had not seen her draw then. He knew she was fast, faster than both men combined… even if she chose to shoot Tiebault first, she would still beat Hunro to the shot.  
 
    “In case you’re wondering,” Jocasta said, adjusting her gloves, “you’re getting this chance because you inquired about the apology.” 
 
    “So you’re just going to cut us down?!” Tiebault snapped. 
 
    “That’s the plan, Tiebault. You can stand there, cry, and shit yourselves into the next eternity for all I care. You went against one of mine, and that right I reserve for only two. You ain’t either one of ‘em!” 
 
    “But Cutter took us down for that!” Tiebault yelled. “I got whomped good! Now I’m gonna get shot for the same damn thing?!” 
 
    “Where was your sense of right and wrong when you put it to the hilt the moment I was out of sight?!” Jocasta asked as her eyes squinted. She tucked her thumbs into the front of her belt and breathed deeply. “I think you’re jawing because you know your shooting’s not going to get you out of this… so you want mercy. And you can’t give me one good reason why I should show you a kindness you didn’t show my crew until a blaster was put to your head. And at that point, I think we both know it’s not kindness! And get it straight; you’re not about to get shot… you’re about to die!” 
 
    “Take two steps away, Bone,” Tiebault directed. 
 
    “There you go!” Jocasta cheered without raising her voice. “Make it harder for me to nail you both! Sure you don’t want him four steps away? That would just about put me in a crossfire!” 
 
    “Take two more,” Tiebault ordered. “I reckon that puts us at a damn near ninety degree pivot.” 
 
    “Damn near,” Jocasta agreed as she opened her coat.  
 
    “And both your guns draw to the right hand.” 
 
    “That they do.” A horn sounded and Jocasta allowed her eyes to look up. “Last ferry’s leaving, boys.” 
 
    “You ready, Soft Bone?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” the large man said as he breathed in and out through his mouth. “Let’s take this bitch!” Jocasta flashed a smile at Hunro and she stood so that she faced the space midway between the two men. 
 
    “Goodbye, boys,” she said with an evil grin. A cold shiver ran over Hunro, but he shook his head clear of it. 
 
    “Now!” Tiebault yelled after he started to draw. He was hoping the combination of his action and his words would throw Jocasta off. His pistol had cleared the holster when he screamed in pain, dropping his gun. 
 
    Hunro was already yelling, as if he were trying to scare away the fear welling up inside of him. His hand fumbled the grab and he had to make a second attempt. The pistol remained in its holster as he choked. 
 
    Both men fell to their knees with throwing daggers in them; Tiebault’s in the genitalia and Hunro’s in the neck. Jocasta slowly let her hands return to her sides before tucking her thumbs into her belt again. She reached for her shoulder holster and pulled the pistol there, thinking of the word ‘photonic’. The gun beeped as her goggles scanned and locked in on two targets. Jocasta walked between the two men – headed for the exit – and fired up toward the ceiling, the energized projectile quickly turned and exploded the moment it made contact with Hunro’s skull. 
 
    “I wonder why they called him Soft Bone?” she thought as she fired a second shot ahead and to the right. The round again made a tight turn and sought out its target. Had he been one to take a look, Tiebault would have been able to see through his chest before he died. 
 
    Nulaki waited at the door of the manager’s office. He had paid the man for his discretion and the removal of the waste. At five hundred credits a body, the station manager did not really care. The maintenance robots were going to clean it up anyway. Nulaki fell in behind Jocasta as she made her way back to the lander. 
 
    “Any chance I can get Z to make me a gun like that?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s always a chance,” she replied. “Satithe, what is the location of Siekor?” 
 
    “He was watching everything through your uplink,” Satithe reported. “While what happened did not agree with him, his reaction was not emotional. He simply turned off the monitor, said the words ‘idiots’ and reported to the simulator.” 
 
    “Good enough, Sati. Thanks.” 
 
    “I am happy to be of service to you, Captain.” 
 
    “You left your uplink open?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to hide,” Jocasta replied as her brace-com beeped. “That would be Z. Go ahead, big guy.” 
 
    “Captain, are you all right?” Dungias asked. “I am reading a loss of signal from Tiebault and Hunro!” 
 
    “I’m fine, and there’s nothing to transmit. You should have saved the transmitters.” 
 
    “They would have degraded in a week, Captain,” Dungias advised. 
 
    “Let me guess, something you put together from the plants, right?” 
 
    “Very good, Captain,” Dungias answered. “The last ferry has just arrived and I will oversee the transfer of materials.” 
 
    “No lip from Z?!” Jocasta said, lowering her brace-com. “There went the last chance for doubt!” 
 
      
 
    By the time the shuttle was locked down, her First Mate reported that the ferry was pulling away. Jocasta had requested that Agatha, Marlene and Siekor meet her in the hangar. When she stepped off the shuttle, two of the three looked genuinely hopeful and glad to see her. Siekor was going to need some lessons on how to fake it. 
 
    “It didn’t work out,” Jocasta said as she hit the button to close the door of the shuttle. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Agatha asked. Marlene looked down and Siekor noticed how quickly the gunner had caught on. 
 
    “The biggest headache I’ve got right now is an Inner Rim family with Imperial influence that keeps dodging the kill shot,” Jocasta reported. “Now, we left a bomb with them the last time we locked horns, but with a Chevalier on their side, teleportation is too much a possibility. No word’s come from the Inner Rim on the passing of a high mucky-muck family, so I’m voting that they somehow pulled it out... again. I don’t need to add to the number of enemies left in my wake.” 
 
    “You just… killed them?” Agatha pressed. 
 
    “Let it go, Aggie,” Marlene suggested. 
 
    “It was two on one, and they had the first move,” Jocasta said. “They lost.”  
 
    “I’m sure it was a fair fight,” Siekor commented. 
 
    “Interesting choice of words,” Jocasta thought. “He hasn’t told them he was watching the whole thing. Is he covering for me?!” 
 
    “I can’t even say that I disagree with your position, Captain,” he continued. “‘If you’re not going to go in, don’t throw in’ is what our former ship’s commander used to say.” Siekor lifted his head and looked at Jocasta. “Might we have a moment?” he asked, motioning toward himself, Agatha and Marlene. 
 
    “Take your time,” Jocasta replied as she started out of the room. “It’s two weeks to Black Gate. If you want time off from training, just advise Cutter.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary!” Agatha quickly said. “But thank you anyway, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta gave a two-fingered salute as she walked out of the hangar. When the doors closed behind her she stopped, closed her eyes, and let the moment fall away from her. Part of Beta-Alphexeous’ training again: the ability to step back from the moment and understand it. Emotions be damned, as they tended to clog up thought processes. She sighed as she still could not come up with a reason to have allowed two able-bodied men to develop a fire for revenge and come after her ship and her crew. 
 
    “They could have chased me to hell and back for all I care,” she thought. “But I’m not about to leave my ship and my crew vulnerable to the back door of vengeance if I have the chance to stop it. 
 
    “If that’s your understanding, kid,” she said, repeating the mantra for the lesson, “then close your eyes and take a psychic shower. Rinse and move on! Satithe, zero surveillance on those three until they re-engage with their training.” 
 
    “Are you sure that is wise, Captain?” 
 
    “Shit no!” Jocasta answered as she walked for her room. “But we can’t leave every action we take to the category of wise, Sati. Adventurous is hardly ever wise. Death-defying is never wise. If you never take a walk on the wild side, what’s the point of walking at all?” 
 
      
 
    Over the next twelve days, the remaining hopefuls started to come together with the crew. Siekor outshined both Agatha and Marlene during the training classes. He was like a man possessed during instruction, and everyone’s middle brother, thus easily overlooked, the moment class was dismissed. Dungias provided Jocasta with the easily-gathered files on all three hopefuls, and she was impressed by what she found. While Siekor was not the best in any one particular category, he placed in the higher echelon in every field. Jocasta told Annsura and Dungias that she was most pleased with the way the crew was being whipped into shape. 
 
    Hoping to cement the morale of the crew, Jocasta gave the order to have something of a feast before putting into Black Gate. With Nulaki’s soup leading the event, it was a very fine affair and crewman sat across from crewman, drinking, eating and laughing together. Dungias was the only exception to that description, but after his departure he became fair game. Jocasta thought she might pass out from laughter at Llaz’s impersonation of her First Mate. He did not have the girth, but he had the voice and every bit of the mannerisms as he proceeded to give Annsura and Olkin instruction on how to engage in proper coitus. The line of, ‘I am called Z because I never finish first,’ knocked Jocasta from her chair and she was not alone. Cackling about on the floor, trying to see through tears, she looked up to see that the first hand offered to her belonged to Siekor. She took it, and once back to her feet, the crew toasted Llaz for his talent. 
 
    “Adleon,” Jocasta called out as things started to settle. “Walk with me, please.” Jocasta made her dismount from the event. “Everyone is off the clock tomorrow to recover from tonight. Let’s make it worth that much recovery time!” A few cheers escorted Jocasta to the door and into the corridor. She waited for Adleon who was also having a pretty good time. 
 
    “Sorry to pull you away from the event, Adleon,” she said softly as she started to walk. 
 
    “In truth I should be thanking you,” the young Gallant replied. “I think Marlene has intentions with me tonight. This gives me a credible reason to deny her advances. And before you ask, I am saying no because I want to say no.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Jocasta smiled. “She doesn’t seem to be your type anyway.” 
 
    “Another point upon which we agree, Captain,” he replied. “Though I believe it will be academic once we reach Black Gate. That is where you are planning to cut me loose, yes?” 
 
    Jocasta stopped and lowered her head. “No, that is not my plan. My plan is to set you free. You’re no pirate, Adleon, and you have no wish to be a member of my crew.” 
 
    “Is it so obvious?” 
 
    Jocasta stuffed her hand into her pants pockets and started walking again. “Look, I appreciate you helping out with Tuitonn and the swordsmanship lessons with the crew. It’s just very clear to me that your heart and head are trekking another path. I promise you that your departure will not be anything like Tiebault and Hunro’s.” 
 
    “I and my life ambitions appreciate that, Captain.” 
 
    “And who knows… maybe somewhere down the line I’ll have the privilege of being chased by a real Chevalier!” 
 
    “A real Temple Chevalier would never chase you, JoJo Starblazer,” Adleon admitted. “There’s no way to win, chasing you!” 
 
    “You need to get to wherever it is you’re going and start shouting that from the rooftops!” Both of them laughed for a few strides. 
 
    “You want to know what I found digging around in Tuitonn, don’t you?” Adleon asked. 
 
    “It’s not like you’re coming to me with your findings,” Jocasta pointed out. 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain,” Dungias interrupted, carrying a rather large crate that was a bit awkward for him to carry. Both Jocasta and Adleon had to move quickly to keep him from falling over them. 
 
    “Maybe you should have one of the drones help you, Z!” Jocasta stressed. 
 
    “This is a personal matter, Captain,” Dungias said. “Believe me, I can manage.” He huffed his way around the corner and down the hallway. 
 
    “Everyone is at a feast celebrating, and he is working,” Adleon remarked. 
 
    “That’s Z for you.” 
 
    “Yes I suppose it is,” Adleon agreed. “Is there a place where we could talk about what I’ve found?” 
 
    “My Ready Room should do the trick.” 
 
      
 
    The doors to the storage chamber opened and Jocasta walked into the room with Adleon following behind. “Satithe, lights.” The chamber lights came up and Jocasta walked directly over to Tuitonn’s holding bin. She grabbed a crate, positioned it in front of the bin and sat down.  
 
    “Out with it!” she demanded, glaring at the orb. 
 
    “Out with what, Captain?” Tuitonn asked. 
 
    “Little glow-ball, I’m armed. It’s long on range and I’m short on patience.” A flare of light came from the orb and Adleon’s face lost all expression… as if his mind had simply been turned off. “Oh hell!” 
 
    “Do you like what I’ve done with him?!” Tuitonn asked, glowing with excitement. “Surely he is more than the naïve young Gallant you took under your wing!” 
 
    “Keep going, Tuitonn.” 
 
    “I believe that with some meditation, he will be able to find the post-hypnotic suggestion and remove it. After all, he put it there himself,” Tuitonn stated. 
 
    “What suggestion?” Jocasta inquired, beginning to rub her temples. 
 
    “That he must question everything!” Tuitonn answered. “Not just the beliefs of the Temple, but everything! He will investigate every nuance of existence he comes in contact with for the rest of his life. He will accept nothing at face value any longer. I have improved him for you!” 
 
    Jocasta closed her eyes and cringed in sympathetic pain. “Tuitonn, I didn’t ask you to change anyone. And how did you manage that trick anyway?” 
 
    “In the simplest terms, I erected a mirror to his probing efforts,” Tuitonn explained. “I altered the images his mind perceived, the look of things as it were, so that it appeared he was in my mind, when in fact, he was in his own. 
 
    “What?!” she exclaimed, lowering her face into her hands. “That’s one serious mind fuck, T-Ball! Do you mean to say, that for every door he thought he was opening in you, he was actually opening a door in his own mind?” 
 
    “Which means he has come to know quite a bit about himself in the past few days,” Tuitonn pointed out. “Once his mind is truly clear, he will realize that the wondrous things he reported to you as chambers inside me were truly chambers in his own mind. It will take some time, but that realization, along with what he and I have been discussing, and Adleon will find himself well on the way to creating a system of beliefs worthy of his sense of loyalty.” 
 
    “Is there a short version of what you two have been talking about?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “While we were on Gulmurr, he used ThoughtWill to touch the effects of MajiK,” Tuitonn explained. “He wanted to know if the same could be done with other energies. In effect, he will try to develop a means by which ThoughtWill can cast spells and evoke nuclear energies. It is not exactly what you wanted, or what Zeu Rex practiced, but it is a very strong beginning.”  
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” Jocasta smiled. 
 
    “What is it, Captain?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, Tuitonn,” Jocasta giggled. “I guess you could just say that I’m feeling a slight southern charm comin’ over me! I do declare, what I would not do for a Mint Julep on this here pahticulah occasion!” The orb of ThoughtWill completely understood the reference of the change in Jocasta’s voice or demeanor, and it would not argue her perspective. 
 
    “You are certainly enjoying yourself, Captain,” Tuitonn stated. 
 
    “I’ve got to!” Jocasta huffed as she stood up. “One, set things right with Adleon and make it quick! Two, if you and I are going to share the same space, do not assume what I want you to do when it comes to someone else’s mind. We’ll work out a code or something.” 
 
    “Does this mean you will allow me to stay?” 
 
    “Personally, T-Ball, I don’t much like the idea of letting you out of my sight! But I’m not in a frame of mind to plug you either so… welcome aboard. Satithe, release Tuitonn, but let’s keep a monitor on him for the duration. He can interact with the crew, but any unsolicited application of ThoughtWill will result in alarms and interior defenses frying his ass. Understood?” 
 
    “Very much so, Captain,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “You read me?” Jocasta said, pointing at Tuitonn. 
 
    “You were clear on every point, Captain.” 
 
    “Good. Well, after you fix Adleon you might as well float on down and have some fun. Things’ll turn a helluva lot more serious once we reach Black Gate.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Seven days, Thanneus?!” Danavyn questioned as he closed the channel over which he had been talking. The tall, lean man walked into the office without notice, which was not uncommon, but it did whet Danavyn Veil’s appetite for information. “Your contact must be slipping.” 
 
    “That would be the least of the possible explanations, sir,” Thanneus replied. “My cousin is missing! No word, no message, and no signs of struggle. Our people had to use DNA scans to verify I had given them the proper address!” 
 
    “That doesn’t bode well, does it?” Danavyn remarked, thinking about the various potential answers to this particular riddle. “I will presume you engaged all necessary forensics.” 
 
    “All those I have contact with,” Thanneus replied. “I will need your permission to enlist any additional personnel.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, my dear?” Danavyn said in a louder voice. One of the wall panels dropped into the floor, revealing the Executive Safe Room. Thanneus knew it was there; he had been present the day it had been installed. What he was not expecting was the person he saw standing in the corridor. 
 
    “Pearl?!” Thanneus exclaimed. 
 
    “Hello there, cousin,” the young girl smiled, lifting her eyebrows. 
 
    “Job well done, my dear,” Danavyn said, getting up from his chair. “You have proven yourself quite capable. Anyone able to avoid the eyes of my man Thanneus is certainly deserving of the materials you have requested.” 
 
    “Requested?” Thanneus repeated, glaring at his younger cousin who shrugged her shoulders as she came into the office.  
 
    Danavyn chuckled, placing his hands behind his back. He walked over to the window of his office and looked out into the city. “Yes. You see, when she sent you the information which you then brought to me, she also sent you a devious little program that allowed her to use your brace-com as a surveillance device.  
 
    “Pearl,” Thanneus whispered. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “If you want to get ahead, you have to go ahead, cousin,” the young girl answered. “And I figured this would be my chance to get around all of these rules you insist on playing by and make my move.” 
 
    “Pearl!” 
 
    “Oh get over it,” the young girl said, whisking her long, straight brown hair over her shoulder as she turned to approach the bar. “You mind, Silver?” Danavyn looked over his shoulder before shaking his head ‘no’. Pearl chuckled and helped herself to the bourbon. She took a glass intended for the imported beers and dropped in three cubes of ice. “I mean, look at it this way; it’s been, what, a week… and what do you have on this Casi woman that I didn’t give to you? Nothing! The Veil-man here needs me and I decided to show him just how much.” 
 
    “Speaking of the Casi woman,” Danavyn remarked as he turned to face Pearl. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she said, putting down the glass she had filled nearly to the brim. She took out a small data-pad and keyed up the file. Placing the pad down on the bar, Pearl snapped her fingers and a holographic projection came up from the device. A three-dimensional bust of Jocasta Endigun was displayed. 
 
    “How quaint,” the man said, folding his arms. Pearl chuckled and did not see Danavyn cut his eyes over to Thanneus who held the gaze for a heartbeat before he looked to the floor. 
 
    “Casi Reddur, believe it or not, is not this lady’s name,” Pearl started. “She’s got like three of them that I could find, and I don’t think any one of them is the real deal.” 
 
    “So we still do not know who she is?” Danavyn asked. 
 
    “It’s a work in progress, baby,” Pearl returned. “Old Earth Humans didn’t get to the Rims in a day! But what I can tell you is that she travels around with this guy.” Pearl snapped her fingers again and the picture shifted to a bust of the Star Chaser. “And this guy’s only got one name. Zee-goo-nok… tell… Dun-gee-ass. The race is listed as Mal… Mal…Mal-gov something or other and there are like only two ever listed in the Imperial and IA databases. Unlike the others, this one seems to be doing more than just passing through. He’s a registered bounty-hunter with a number of bounties collected. Most of them alive and kicking.” 
 
    “Most?” Danavyn repeated. 
 
    “Only two of them were stiff when he turned them in,” Pearl reported. “Which is peculiar because all but one of them were posted as ‘dead or alive’, with no discrepancy in pay between the two.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Danavyn said, turning back to the window. “Anything more?” 
 
    “The current nipple twist in Gulmar just keeps getting juicier,” Pearl gushed. “Not only is this guy involved, but the people he’s trekking with blew through a Brigade Blockade!” Thanneus’ head came up and he stared intently at Pearl who was expecting that reaction. She nodded confirmation of what she had reported. “One second the Bricks are launching missiles, the next – BOOM  they are gone! The Bricks of course put them down as presumed dead.” 
 
    “And you don’t because?” 
 
    “I cross-referenced files at every Gate Station in the vicinity,” Pearl stated. “Not long after Gulmar fired missiles, the mother ship that this Dun-gee-ass owns, came in for a shot. The coordinates of where they were going was wiped off the system by the time I got to it, so I’d say these people are pretty damn savvy techwise, but the vid of that ship coming into the Gate Station is clear as crystal!” 
 
    “And is that all?” Danavyn asked. 
 
    “Other than the group you asked me to set up,” Pearl reported. “Jockeys one and all, and ready to do the do for you! You’ve got direct access, and they don’t know who anyone in this office is save the people who have them by the forest patches!” 
 
    “I trust you are not lying or withholding information from me?” Danavyn inquired. 
 
    “Not one keystroke, babe.” A soft beep came from Thanneus’ brace-com. Pearl turned to see her cousin look at his readout. 
 
    “She’s been mapped, sir,” Thanneus stated, lowering his arm. “She’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “Let’s induce a coma then,” Danavyn directed. 
 
    “What?” Pearl said, looking back and forth between the two men. She only completed the circuit twice before Thanneus tapped his brace-com and she collapsed to the floor. Another command brought robots to collect her body. 
 
    “Put her in storage,” Thanneus commanded before taking one more step toward Danavyn Veil. “May I speak?” 
 
    “You presume too much, my friend,” Danavyn said, turning and walking to his desk. “I have need of you and once you condition your Pearl, we will use her as well. She has shown us where we were weak, and she could very well do the same with other defense structures.  
 
    “I have never had a taste for Jockeys. Perhaps there is simply too much bad history. But, it would seem we will need to rewrite that history. That will be all for now, though. We both have much to do. Acquaint yourself with this group she has assembled and get them working.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Thanneus said, taking one step back. 
 
    “And press whatever button you must to bring me more about these… bounty-hunters!” 
 
    “With the utmost speed, sir.” 
 
    “We shall see, my friend. We shall see.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Be extremely subtle, even to the point of formlessness. Be extremely mysterious, even to the point of soundlessness. Thereby you can be the director of the opponent’s fate. 
 
    Sun Tzu  
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    (IX) 
 
      
 
    Only the sound of Xaythra’s footfalls broke the silence of the over-sized room. She wondered if she continued the quick pace she had set only to maintain her sanity. It all seemed so preposterous, the tedious steps she was being made to take. She was a goddess! Even if she were not of the normal variety, she had followers, believers, priests, and the power of KaA was hers to command! Why was she constantly being made to feel as if she did not belong?! A loud, clunking noise overwhelmed the sound of her boots against the marble floor. She turned to face the gigantic doors which led into the interior chambers. A figure slowly appeared in front of the doors, wrapped in brown silk that was lined in gold. While there were signatures of power all about him, and in ample magnitude, he was no god! He was just another go-between. 
 
    “Take great care before you speak, underling,” she said, her voice was saturated with disgust and rage. “Because I have had enough of these games.” 
 
    “I can assure you, great Mistress, we are engaging in no game here,” the man spoke as he lifted his head. He was comely, but he was not her Hanvashi. His eyes could not turn her ire.  
 
    “Then you are about to tell me what I wish to know,” Xaythra stated as the ground began to tremble, but only at her feet. 
 
    “Powerful one,” the creature bowed to her. “… I have been sent to offer you an apology.” 
 
    “An apology?” she asked. “For what?” 
 
    “It is not often that those of your significance are made to wait,” he stated. 
 
    “I would think not,” Xaythra replied. 
 
    “In this humble one’s existence, it has only happened once before, and that occasion dealt with the very same subject matter.” 
 
    “So, I am not the first to seek him?” 
 
    “By the heavens of all the gods, no! Mortal and immortal alike have braved these halls seeking that particular knowledge. It is my sad lot of service to be the one to come to you and say that while this information can be given to mortal seekers who pass the trials, no deity can receive this knowledge.” 
 
    “No deity?!” she asked. “This is madness!” The man in brown silk dropped to his knees as light shone from behind Xaythra.  
 
    “These so-called gods and their penchant for sweeping entrances,” she thought. She turned to see the source of the light. He was called Tarranos and he was the Lord of the Etasian Pantheon. Etasi was the ancient name of the Vohlterrans; it was so ancient that not even their most established mortal scholars knew of the name anymore. They had no idea why they called it the Etasian Pantheon, but who were they to argue with the gods? 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the mighty Tarranos,” Xaythra said, looking upon the muscular form of the towering entity. “Have you come to administer reason to your Keeper?” 
 
    “His craft has been the keeping of knowledge, and so long as there is a Supreme Realm that is my domain it will always be! What you seek is not permitted to entities that are not of my pantheon.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Let me see if I can explain the concept to you, fledgling goddess,” Tarranos said as he drew closer. “I created this pantheon and placed the Tome Keeper’s Library within it. I then worked the feats of power, made the called-upon arrangements, and confirmed the necessary pacts for the library to operate as it does. You see, since I created the library, I am in a position to say how it will and will not function. It is almost embarrassing that the concepts you understood when you were two separate creatures were not carried over when you merged into this petulant, arrogant waste of cosmic power and station.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Xaythra cried, firing raw cosmic into Tarranos’ chest. He looked at the feat, as it did not affect him in the slightest, and slowly lifted his head to glare at Xaythra. 
 
    “You would stoop to use a light-based energy form on the entity that calls himself the god of light?!” he said calmly. “Normally, this is where I would thrash you; render you into a near senseless pulp. But it would appear you have already achieved that particular objective, so perhaps we shall walk a different path, you and I. Come, Xaythra, let us see if I can impart some understanding to match your incredible power.” Leading Xaythra away from the great library, Tarranos entered the Light Gardens. Vines and stems of living energy awakened at his presence and Tarranos smiled, stroking the first few flowers. 
 
     “You treat me–” 
 
    “It would be best for you not to finish that thought aloud, Xaythra,” Tarranos suggested. “You are making a petition for knowledge. You are an entity, an immortal, a goddess, and yet there is something that has happened and is still happening in the mortal universe that you cannot control. That is a landmark assigned only to those things which are incredibly special and equally potent.” 
 
    “All I want to know is where I can find the Legerian,” Xaythra pointed out. 
 
    “And here you are, the Mistress of Gravity, something which exists in all points of the universe. You can touch what it touches and it touches everything. But still you cannot find Austin.” 
 
    “You call him by his mortal name,” Xaythra noted.  
 
    “I call him by the name he has used in your presence,” Tarranos replied. “And yes, you would be right to make the connection that I know him quite well.” 
 
    “What is quite well?” Xaythra pressed. 
 
    “Let us say that I understand how aggravating he can be,” Tarranos explained. “… and like you, I too tried to erase him from the face of existence.” 
 
    “And like me you failed,” Xaythra added. 
 
    “Indeed,” Tarranos agreed. “That is another point where we stand upon the same ground. Where we differ is in the aftermath. You see, you are still looking to ‘even the score’, as I once did. But after my third attempt to destroy him, I realized what I was doing. In all the interplanetary chases and demonstrations of my power, I came to see that I was not coming closer to killing him… I was making him more powerful!” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have changed your tactics,” Xaythra suggested. 
 
    “I considered that too, but fate had already taken his family, as he was the sole survivor of his settlement after a season of interplanetary raids. For years he toiled his way through a very hostile environment. It forged him, Xaythra, and he came to a very frightening perspective. It was not until I too came to this viewpoint that I was able to truly understand godhood.” Tarranos stopped and turned to face Xaythra. He wore a slight smile as he took hold of her shoulders and gazed deeply into her eyes. “We are gods, Xaythra, and the power of our followers is immense! But who are the gods of the mortals that do not pray to us? They are their own gods! They resent us, and for good reason; we have established a system of feeding off of their lives, draining them of the power they do not know they possess when we could just as easily tell them of the secrets we have uncovered. But then we would have to share that power, would we not? For all of the failings of the mortals, we exceed them in every capacity!” Tarranos released her and stepped back, hoping his words had reached the core of her ability to reason. 
 
    “If what you say is true, then I am not looking for Austin. I am looking for a god who calls himself the Legerian.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Tarranos said in triumph. Xaythra looked down in contemplation. She looked out into the garden and then at Tarranos as a smile broke across her face. 
 
    “There is great wisdom to your words, Lord of Light,” Xaythra spoke softly. As her smile faded, so did Tarranos’. “Light,” she said softly. “Another item of power that is given far too much credit, in my opinion.  
 
    “Everything you said is essentially what Austin conveyed to me while I was his captive,” Xaythra explained. Tarranos looked down at his body, shocked that he suddenly could not move, could not speak, and could not act on his behalf. “And speaking of basics, did you forget that not even light can escape the gravity of a singularity?! You might have also forgotten that the form you present yourself within is comprised of flesh, and that is mostly water. It is interesting what was and was not conveyed as two entities merged to become me. 
 
    “Correct me if I am wrong… but if a deity dies in their home realm… they cannot regenerate and they suffer a true death. I am the perfect killing machine for you, Tarranos, did you realize that?” 
 
    “More times than I will share with you, Lady Xaythra,” Tarranos said as he placed his hand against Xaythra’s back. The duplicate of Tarranos gave an evil smile before it imploded. “… from the very moment I knew of your existence, actually.” Xaythra gasped as she realized why Tarranos had opted to come into this particular garden as each flower began to shine brightly. “I wonder if you can create a singularity more quickly than I can destroy your form. But before we proceed with our little contest, look up and to your left.” Doing as she was told, Xaythra looked up and above the gardens. Standing on the lower balcony of his enormous castle was Tarranos, looking intently at the events unfolding in his garden. “I have forgotten more about light, especially coherent light, than you may ever learn, fledgling goddess. Remember the touch I made to the first few flowers, that was when the exchange was made… believe it or not, it was made… that’s correct… at the speed of light. The glimmer you thought was coming from the bud was the trail of my form leaving the garden. 
 
    “That is why you are called a fledgling!” Tarranos advised. “I realize that can be disconcerting, as I had to spend an age receiving the very same review. You are not worthy of my help, but I am going to give it to you, as light is often characterized with discovery! The moment you accept you are a fledgling… that is the moment when you will begin to grow out of that status. There is incredible potential in you, Xaythra, and I for one am mystified as to why it took so long to create you. But I fear you will not ever see the wisdom of my words, for you carry far too much rage. The sum is far less than any of its parts… again.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘again’?” Xaythra asked. 
 
    “What?! By the one true Creator, you still do not know?! Away from me!” Tarranos boomed, pushing Xaythra into a sphere of light. She knew she was being cast out of the Supreme Realm, but she was also being shown something. 
 
    “Look upon this!” Tarranos commanded, creating the image of Freund, flying through space to come and speak with her. He had not reached her when she became aware of him. She had read over his form, judged him, and attacked, causing a young star to begin collapsing, and then she had placed that star inside Freund’s body. He had retreated and a flash of light took her vision to Freund’s inner sanctum. 
 
    The old blind one had struggled with the attack that had seemed most fatal to his being. But he did not fight the power trying to kill him… he transferred it. In the lower chambers of his castle, Freund had scores of empty power storage gems just waiting to be fed. Slowly, and ever so surely, he transferred the power of the collapsing star, especially its incredible gravitational aspects, to the storage gems. When the first gem reached its capacity, he locked it and started to imbue the next. When he had finally reached the point where he could manage the attack, six gems had been filled. One had been sent to the Black Assassins who had transferred fractions of the power to each of their warheads which were then fired on Tau Upsilon. 
 
    “No!” Xaythra screamed as she watched her people die once more. “Nooooo!” 
 
    “Do you see?!” Tarranos cried out as Xaythra appeared in the asteroid field that was Tau Upsilon. “Do you see how it was you who destroyed the home of your followers?! You do not even know what Freund was going to say to you! 
 
    “There is not a power you possess that can bring them back to you, Xaythra!  
 
    “But not all of your kind perished in the attack,” Tarranos said in a softer tone. “Your precious Baron survived and even now he toils to win your favor. Your favor! And for what purpose? So that you can destroy them all again once they begin to flourish?” 
 
    Xaythra felt it all over again; the instant of death. How the planet died… how the moons died… how her followers died! How they had called for her, screamed for her… how their KaA surged as they believed she would deliver them from their fate… when it was Xaythra herself who had brought that fate upon them. 
 
    “NO!!!!” she cried as the images of what had been Tau Upsilon faded from sight. Giving only a slight bend of the knees, Xaythra flew away with enough force to destroy Tarranos’ gardens. Three layers of coherent light kept the plants and the grounds from following behind Xaythra, though only one was necessary. The fledgling goddess screamed in rage, pain, and horror as she took her leave of his pantheon. 
 
      
 
    “That was completely unexpected,” Tarranos remarked. 
 
    “Not completely,” Freund inserted. “You would be the last I should have to tell how simple it is to insert suggestions into a traumatized mind. But it was a lovely sight, thank you for your eyes, Aleesha,” he said, caressing her shoulder. The woman tried her best to look comfortable with the thought of having someone inside her head, looking through her eyes. 
 
    “I know I’m bringing up the rear here, being all mortal.” Reginald said as he took a few steps toward Freund. “But it looks like we just helped the enemy. Am I not seeing big enough here?” 
 
    “If you aren’t, consider yourself in good company,” Aleesha added. 
 
    “Tell me, Aleesha, before today, where were the followers of Xaythra?” the old blind one turned to almost face Aleesha as he spoke. He waited for a moment, tilting his head as the woman stammered. “Indeed, that is exactly where they were; stuck between ‘I don’t know’ and ‘all over the place’! I have seen the changes that have been put into play by the eager Baron Zoll and the rededicated Xaythra. There will be a great migration. We will be able to track said migration and know not only where they are going to be, but where they were as well. We will see what they have been doing with themselves over the years. We will be shown the new recruits as well as the old guard. And all of this will be happening while she is recovering from her grief and nursing her growing hatred of the Legerian. 
 
    “And you know it’s growing because you made it grow?” Aleesha asked. 
 
    Freund only smiled at the woman before turning to face the leader of his latest acquirement. “How is that for a big enough picture, Reginald?” 
 
    “Sweet,” the young man replied. “Very sweet!” 
 
    “Thank you for allowing me to impersonate you, my good friend,” Freund said, turning to face Tarranos. He smiled as he bowed. 
 
    “I should be thanking you, blind one,” Tarranos said as he turned to take his leave. “As always, it is most entertaining when you play god. I look forward to your next performance.” He was gone in a flash of light. 
 
    “Just how are we each not going to become a devout of Tarranos after seeing that sort of thing?” Dina asked. 
 
    “Did you see how Freund played that so-called goddess?!” Javier fired back. “I’m with what Freund said about that Legerian dude: why kneel at their altar when I can make one of my own!” 
 
    “It is a rather intriguing point, isn’t it?” Freund asked. “And to answer that forming question, Megan, no, I was not lying when I spoke of how the Legerian came to be. He has survived a great many things to become one of the many mysteries of the Rims.” 
 
    “Have you ever met him, Freund?” Specs inquired. 
 
    “That is a very good question, young man, and the most honest answer I can give you is, I don’t know, but I am sure he does.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Specs responded, taking a step back. “That’s ugly deep.” 
 
    “That is the Legerian!” Freund stressed before taking a moment to think. “I suppose if I were to make an invitation he might be curious enough to attend a function or another.”  
 
    “So, make the invite!” Reginald pressed. 
 
    “I have no need to meet with him,” Freund replied. 
 
    “That you know of,” Shanvah added. 
 
    “Quite right, my dear. But I do have pressing needs in other areas.” With a wave of his hand they were in his castle scattered amongst the furniture near the fireplace. 
 
    “Was that a spell?” Reginald questioned. 
 
    “Well, one should never allow oneself to get rusty! Now, you all were allowed to view that because as you are, for all intents and purposes, dead, and if it were known you were still alive, you’d be the target of an entity. By the laws that govern entities and deities, that makes you all entities! Though, needless to say, you are incredibly weak ones. That said, in light of your newly-acquired status, I am within my right to make you… oh, shall we say, not so incredibly weak.” 
 
    “Right, the pawn plan,” Jacob commented. “But a pawn is the weakest player on the board.” 
 
    “A pawn can become any piece on the chessboard it wants to,” Freund commented. “It simply has to reach the back line. I do hope you fully comprehend the symbolism, because it is unlikely that a pawn will reach the back line; that is built into the design of the game. It really all depends on the player and their approach. However, in this game, each piece can sustain itself despite the capability of the player manipulating them. Just because another piece moves to take the pawn, it does not mean the pawn dies. So, with that said… let me show you all how to move!” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Reginald said, clapping his hands together. “This is war after all!” 
 
    “Yes, my son… indeed it is!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Every doorway, every intersection has a story.  
 
    Katherine Dunn 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4202.22) 
 
      
 
    The outer hull of the Xara-Mansura was reformatted at the Captain’s request. Dungias had made an observation deck, as per her instructions, taking one of the many unused storage rooms and converting it to fit Jocasta’s specifications. After a gear and weapons inspection, everyone was ordered to report to the deck. Jocasta was the last to arrive. She was wearing her long coat and walking  with the use of her cane. There was an extra special shine to her silver blaster and a sharp gleam in her eye. 
 
    “The Captain looks like Christmas!” Marlene whispered. 
 
    “More like New Year’s Eve with only ten seconds left,” Siekor suggested. 
 
    “It may not be for us, but I will say to you now, good evening,” the Captain began. “On the second clock display on your brace-coms, you may wish to input the time nineteen twenty-five hours, because that is what time it is locally. Black Gate is on a twenty-five hour clock so they do not have a noon at thirteen hundred hours. They have what they call midblock, and it runs for approximately sixty minutes starting at the last tick of twelve hundred and fifty nine hours. Sixty minutes goes by and the clock starts again at thirteen hundred hours. Yes, I know, that makes twenty-six hours and for the life of me, I don’t know why they do it. What I can tell you is that it is not uncommon to miss midblock, and I mean miss it altogether. You can be in the middle of a sentence and wake up in a place you don’t remember going! To minimize the fright factor, most people stop doing what they’re doing at midblock. Some read, others meditate, others fornicate and so on. It’s okay to be awake… just not a bright idea to be in a transit form requiring anything other than automated steering. 
 
    “All that is good to know, yes, but it’s not why I asked you all up to Z’s brand new observation deck.” Some of the people started looking around, wondering what they could observe from the large circular floor they stood upon, or the high wall behind Jocasta. 
 
    “We need to get a few official matters out of the way before we can continue. Agatha Tulrey, Marlene Kirkpatrick, and Willis Dereek Siekor, please step forward.” Jocasta waited as they came forward and Dungias came to stand behind her, holding a canvas bag. “After a few days under a new commander, I want to formally ask you of your intentions.” 
 
    “Captain,” Agatha spoke up. “If you will have us, we’d like to stay on with the Xara-Mansura.” 
 
    “And you are fully aware that this is a pirate vessel?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Among other things, yes, Captain.” 
 
    “First Mate, Chief Engineer, and best hand of the boat, do you have any objections?” 
 
    “To the contrary,” Dungias replied. “Each of these applicants has my recommendation and my highest hopes.” 
 
    “Cutter, do you have any reason why these hopefuls should not pass to the position of crew?” 
 
    “I have no reasons, Captain,” Annsura replied. Jocasta decided not to make any mention of how her response sounded less than genuine. Perhaps it was a matter best left to a more private conversation. 
 
    “So be it,” Jocasta said with an eager smile. “Z, please address Agatha.” Dungias approached Agatha, placing a brace-com on her, a weapons belt, which had a sword and a blaster on it, around her waist, and a knife on her leg. “Welcome aboard, Murder.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain!” Agatha replied before stepping back. Dungias then approached Marlene, giving her the same gear, along with an energy rifle which came with a back-holster. She was given the name Mayhem. Siekor was given the same equipment as Agatha, except there was a rod where the sword should have been. Dungias then presented a pair of short swords to the young man who smiled brightly at the variation. Like Llaz, he was allowed to keep his name and he very much appreciated that. 
 
    “We had some fun, and definitely collected a few stories on our stop in the Gulmar System,” Jocasta said as she began to pace back and forth in front of the crew. “To say that all of it was necessary is arguable. The important point is that as far as the Bricks are concerned we did not start anything.” 
 
    “I’d say we finished it though!” Mel added as everyone cheered and laughed. 
 
    “That we did, Tank,” Jocasta agreed. “But bear in mind, people, that was Gulmar. This is Black Gate. There are no Constables here… there are no peacekeepers per se. The only thing resembling law enforcement, aside from the volunteer groups that are affectionately referred to as Spartans, will be the entourages which those in power will have traveling along with them. They are as good as the credits lining their pockets, and at Black Gate credits flow like the waters of a raging river.” 
 
    “How many times have you been to Black Gate, Captain?” Siekor asked. 
 
    “This will be my second stop,” she revealed. “… and I can still remember the gunshot wound and slashes that were on my body when I was on the medical shuttle headed back toward the ship after my first.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Olkin spoke loudly as he stepped forward. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You were wounded, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They put you in an ambulatory shuttle?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Just to take you back to your ship?!” 
 
    “Welcome to the grim reality,” Jocasta said with a slight grin. “I didn’t have insurance and I certainly didn’t have the medical facility minimum. I was able to just barely barter for the shuttle ride. That was all the result of an argument I wasn’t even in!” she stressed. “I was just a cadet on review, looking at the sights like a damn goober when asshole A shot at asshole B and missed. I didn’t even get a chance to draw my weapon; the bullet went through my arm and into some pimp’s property. Next thing you know blades were a-swingin’, guns were a-blazin’, and I got tatted up and down! Fortunately, the ship had a damn fine medical officer, which, FYI, we are on the serious lookout for! We could also stand a cook and few more spacecraft-able hands. I swear to the blade, if you bring me raw talent, they had better come with wings or an extra set of arms with a skill for never missing!” A soft tone punctuated the point and Jocasta looked up for a moment. 
 
    “And now, the real moment you were all assembled to this deck for. Satithe, if you please, my love.” 
 
    The wall behind Jocasta was nothing of the sort. It was a shutter and it parted, revealing a spectacular view of the station they were approaching. Suddenly, the crew of the Xara-Mansura was treated to a bird’s-eye view of Black Gate. Jocasta found the seam in-between people as they rushed to the glass. She smiled at Dungias who folded his arms and waited for Jocasta to make her approach. There was plenty of room for everyone to see the station unobstructed, but Jocasta decided to lean against the edge of the window.                
 
    “This was… unexpected,” Dungias thought, taking a moment to enjoy his first visit to this region of space. He had heard much about it, but considered the likelihood of running into the wrong sort of element not worth the curiosity. He now believed that conclusion had been made in error. 
 
    The area of space seemed to have a multi-chromatic sheen to it, causing it to look one color before changing to the next, and it never changed to the primary colors; red was never seen, but sparkling crimson could easily be spotted.  That, along with azure, heliotrope, citrine, and emerald fluctuated around the prodigious construct. It was easy to see how it had come to earn its chromatic name; every centimeter of the outer hull of the station was covered in a black matte color. Thousands of antennae and service poles, covered in millions of lights, gave Black Gate its form. Built wide near the top, and not exactly round, it crudely resembled a child’s spinning top floating freely in multi-colored space. Dungias could hardly wait to get back to his lab and start analyzing the scans that Satithe was running. 
 
    “Is this how the region came to be called?” he pondered. 
 
    “Look at that,” Llaz said softly, shaking his head. 
 
    “It’s ginormous!” Mel added. 
 
    “It’s fifty-five, forty-five, thirty-five,” Jocasta smiled, placing her hand against the glass. 
 
    “Captain?” Annsura looked away from the glass and to her Captain. 
 
    “Fifty-five kilometers, east to west,” she replied. “… at its widest point, of course. Forty-five kilometers north to south, and thirty-five kilometers top to bottom. Last time I was here, they were still adding on to it.”  
 
    “Warning!” Satithe called out. “We have just been advised that we are about to–” 
 
    “Enter the Baronial Spatial Zone,” Jocasta finished, smiling more brightly. “Here’s something for you to remember, inside the BSZ, everything is property of the Prism Baronies.  
 
    “Say you’re on the run from the Imperials,” Jocasta suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, because that would be a stretch!” Nulaki inserted. Jocasta smiled while many chuckled and giggled. 
 
    “You cross over into the BSZ just as you come into firing range of the hounding Imps. What happens if they fire on your vessel?” 
 
    “Uh, are we talking shields or no shields?” Mel asked. 
 
    “No shields.” 
 
    “Then you’re just blasted and on your way to the Maker!” 
 
    “Wrong,” Jocasta replied. “You are fired upon, but there’s a better than average chance that shields will form around you before the Imps can fire. Take a look at these satellites, kiddies,” Jocasta pointed out and they numbered in the hundreds. “Each one of those bad boys is a relay station for whatever energy Black Gate chooses to funnel through them. That includes projected force shields and high-yield blaster cannons!” 
 
    “You sound like you’ve seen them at work,” Pristacia noted. 
 
    “Oh yes! One blast, split fifteen times, took out a squadron of raider fighters that were eating us alive! Twenty fighters in all… each one of them exploded at the same time!” 
 
    “Split fifteen times makes only sixteen lasers,” Agatha said. 
 
    “I know,” Jocasta said with a light flashing across her eyes as she relived the moment. “Pretty damn awesome, right?” 
 
    “At least!” Marlene replied. 
 
    Jocasta nodded her agreement as she looked at her brace-com. “Satithe, what is our ETA to Black Gate?” 
 
    “One hour, forty-two minutes, Captain.” 
 
    “Well, you better start transmitting our requests to place the Xara-Mansura in orbit of Black Gate,” Jocasta directed. 
 
    “Surely they’ve got something that can handle us, Captain,” Pristacia voiced her hopes. 
 
    “You want to pay that docking fee, Princess?!” Nulaki returned sharply. 
 
    “Not if I don’t have to,” she smiled her response. 
 
    “All right then,” Nulaki huffed, giving a slight grin. “… an orbit it is.” 
 
    “How many times for you, Conadier?” Jocasta inquired. 
 
    “My seventh,” he replied. “But this is the first time I’ve had this view. Thank you, Captain.” His gratitude was quickly echoed through the ranks and Jocasta chuckled. 
 
    “My pleasure, people. Z, how long can we give them?” 
 
    “Given our arrival time, and assuming we will be allowed to immediately depart from our ship, they may continue to ogle at the station another thirty-five minutes.” 
 
    “Satithe, start the countdown from one-half hour, please.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
      
 
     Though she was new to the job, Annsura liked keeping inventory of the ship’s stores. She knew it was not a burden to Dungias, but one less thing he had taking up his time, the more he could be in Fabrications or in any one of his other laboratories.   
 
    “Don’t forget to dot those ‘I’s and cross those ‘T’s,” Jocasta said, though it sounded more like a nursery rhyme. “One foul slip and you belong to Z!” Annsura smiled as she finished her entry. “Yes, we make fun of it, but serious business, you mess that up and I will slice you up and feed you to him; anything to keep him from being mad at me!” 
 
    “I can see where you’d get that, Captain,” Annsura chuckled. 
 
    “Listen, I’ll make this easy for you, because you’re still very new at this,” Jocasta stated. “Hell, we’re both new, but you’re very new which means I get to act all long and gray about it. You can lighten that load, Cutter. It’s not all yours to carry.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “That Siekor weight you’ve got hanging around your neck,” Jocasta stated, locking her eyes on Annsura.  The young woman’s brown eyes were suddenly very still, as was her hand. “Thought that was it,” she said softly. “You’re conflicted, and you should be. You don’t like him, personally or professionally, and you wonder if you should have stepped up and said something. After all, you were reporting to your Captain! You don’t want to lie to your Captain, do you? Not and get caught, anyway.” 
 
    “Captain, I–” 
 
    “You did the right thing, Cutter,” Jocasta interrupted. “… but I think we’ve covered that it was for the wrong reason.” 
 
    “Then what’s the right reason?” 
 
    “You’re not responsible for each crewman, each crewman is! You’re responsible for the crew, and that is a fickle, freakin’ body to say the least! You didn’t front on Siekor because you’re not sure, and if you’re not sure, your best bet, your only bet, is to go along with the tide. No sense in planting an ugly seed in front of everyone and have your crew start growing apart.  
 
    “Look,” Jocasta said as she stepped to Annsura and lifted her chin with a finger. “I’ve seen a perfect crew, living, laughing, and loving together. It’s a beautiful thing to behold. You know what happens to them?” 
 
    “No,” Annsura muttered. “What?” 
 
    “They go away every time I wake up from that dream!” Jocasta said sharply. “We can sail together, live together, laugh if we’re drunk enough, and fight on the same side. After that, Cutter baby, let it go! When I sailed under one of the best ship commanders I’ve ever seen, we took whatever we wanted, whenever we wanted, and that woman charted us from having one customized freighter to a five-ship fleet! And we still fought over who sat where in the Mess Hall! I got clocked for saying that I should be flying point! What the hell was I thinking?! Who gives a damn if I was the best pilot, hands down? And hear me on this Cutter. When I kicked, clawed, and flew my way to that top spot, I wound up having to put a fellow pilot down. The bastard had been my wingman for like five missions, but he had more time in the seat and he was older… oh yeah, he was all man. That was the first thing I changed before I killed him!” Jocasta stepped back from Annsura and gave her a moment to process what she had said. 
 
    “So, what’s the solution for my Siekor problem?” she asked. 
 
    “Good girl!” Jocasta smiled and winked at Annsura. “You get a cool head to be your eyes for you. If they’re really cool, they’ll even get close to and trusted by the very person you want to have monitored.” 
 
    “Llaz,” both women said softly. Jocasta laughed, touched her knuckles to Annsura’s chin and turned to take her leave. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “For what, Cutter?” Jocasta waved before the doors closed behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s try this one more time,” Jocasta whispered as she put her first boot off the gangplank. “Because the last time I tried this, we killed a spaceport!” 
 
    “Captain, if it is all the same to you, I have work aboard ship I–” 
 
    “Are you certain you want me walking around Black Gate alone, Z?” Jocasta asked as she started to walk away from the shuttle. “Because you’d be the only one I would take with me while I’m handling ship’s business.” 
 
    “What of Cutter?” Dungias pressed as he followed Jocasta down the ramp. 
 
    “She’s got her own job to do,” Jocasta replied. “She’s got to make sure we’re all stocked up and ready to go. Plus, she’s also going to see to my most immediate crew needs.” 
 
    “I am?!” Annsura asked. 
 
    “I need a saw-bone, and I need a boil-bone,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “Ugh!” Silnee said, covering her mouth. “And we insist that they can never be the same bones!” 
 
    “Damn, cut off again,” Jocasta said to Dungias. She then smiled at Annsura. “Happy hunting.”  
 
    “But that is only after we get to our abode,” Nulaki insisted.  
 
    “Our what?” Jocasta stopped and turned to face him. 
 
    “I figured we would be here for a moment, and to keep from sucking the coffers dry with room rentals and ferries to the ship, I thought we would rent a house… a seventeen-bedroom house to be exact.” 
 
    “That sounds more like an estate, Conadier,” Jocasta pointed out. “… an estate away from the grit and grime that is Black Gate. I want my people to experience everything this place has to offer!” 
 
    “And they still can,” Nulaki returned. “… but now if they receive the same reception you did, they can give the address of the estate to the med-techs and receive treatment because it will just be billed to the house. 
 
    “And that is all that can be billed to the house!” Nulaki quickly added, holding up a pointing finger and making sure that everyone heard him. “You’re right, Captain, it is away from the grit and grime, but I have to tell you, that only accounts for the areas bordering on the spaceport decks… and the lower regions. At the house we’ll have artificial sunlight… green grass… there’s even a park nearby!” 
 
    “And?” Jocasta said, folding her arms. 
 
    Nulaki locked eyes with her and started to nod. “And it’s a great base of operations for me,” he admitted. 
 
    “Base of operations?!” Jocasta asked, lowering her voice and moving closer to the man. “How long do you think we’re going to be here?” 
 
    “I should ask you the same thing!” Nulaki quickly returned. “You want passage into the Territories and it sounded like you didn’t get the run-down about this place on your visit. 
 
    “No ship can just sail into the Prism Baronies,” he explained. “This place is called a gate for a reason. If they don’t open the door, you can’t get in! That means you have to go before the Baronial Council and make an application.” 
 
    “The what?! An application?! Are you shitting me right now?” Jocasta pressed. 
 
    “I swear to you, Captain, I wouldn’t joke about such a thing. If you do not already have a standing pass into the Territories, you have to go through the Council,” Nulaki explained. “And I would highly suggest you get all of your rainbow jokes out of the way here and now, because despite how ridiculous some of them are going to look, jokes about their sense of fashion are not tolerated in the least. Like you said, there is only one kind of law out here, and in the Council Chambers you’ll be surrounded by Baronial Knights and Troops. Pound for pound, those guys would give Gulmar Bricks a run for their money, plus they love tech too!”  
 
    Jocasta sighed as she began to walk away. The crew followed behind her and Dungias locked the shuttle down. He caught a glimpse of the outside of the station and allowed himself a smile. He closed his eyes and recalled Gavis Station… the good times he had had running and flying around the outside of the main hull with Nugar. Gavis was a small percentage of the size of Black Gate, and the Traveler wondered what the feel outside of this station would be to him. He opened his eyes and set his mind to finding that answer, should he be given the opportunity. For the moment, however, Jocasta needed him. A presentation needed to be made and some modicum of etiquette, style, and the sort of grace that did not lead to bloodletting might be in high demand. JoJo Starblazer was going to need help with that. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Without moving his head, his lips searched for the pink straw and upon finding it, he took another healthy gulp of mango tea. He needed to keep his eyes fixed on the displays. Three of his opponents had decided they would band together to take him out and then settle their affairs afterward. His hand moved feverishly over his controls. In lightning speed he was sending forward units, telling others to hold, and still others to either move to a flank or retreat. He cackled as he heard the explosions going off. His mercenaries had been successful, and the headquarters of all three opponents had been destroyed. He could hear the whining and moaning of the other players as they each dropped off the network. 
 
    “It is all over!” he shouted, standing up from his chair and raising his fists above his head. He watched the upper right-hand corner of the largest display and rubbed his hands together as the credits rolled into his accounts. “There’s nothing in the worlds like a positive cash flow!” A warning beep punctuated the moment and the young man quickly turned to the machine giving off the sound. “Then again…” 
 
    Reaching the console, he quickly entered in the commands to receive the report. One of the displays changed to show a view of a lander craft parking at Black Gate. “This cannot be!” he whispered as he watched. “This simply cannot be!” He remained fixed on the playback as the gangplank lowered and the passengers started to disembark. One sort of breed walked down the walkway after another, but none of them interested the young man. It was the last man he had been waiting for! “Oh, but it is! It has been years, hasn’t it, my alien friend. But finally… finally you’ve come to Black Gate. We must take steps to make sure you are made to feel… most welcome!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Will you look at that,” Hennix said, lowering his glasses from his eyes. “Now that is what I call one mother of a ship! 
 
    “That is what I call suicide!” Bruveia quickly countered after a very brief look at the monitor. “Look at the dimensions, baby. “That thing is probably hauling around a crew of at least 350. In case you’re getting fuzzy with your math again, we’re not even one percent of that.” 
 
    “We’re close!” Hennix argued. “… only point five off.” 
 
    “More like a full one,” Bruveia muttered, looking down at her leg. 
 
    “Take it easy, babe. Doc said that bone-set could come off in a couple of days.” Reaching out to take hold of her hand. Her hazel-green eyes fell into his brown eyes and she squeezed his hand. “Just hang in there.” The door to the warehouse slid open and Deolun walked inside carrying a box of groceries. 
 
    “I’ve got good news and bad news,” he said, quickly sliding the door closed and locking it. 
 
    “Will you please get him to come up with a new opener!” Bruveia hissed through clenched teeth. Hennix chuckled as he shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    “I’m glad you guys are on the lookout,” Deolun continued. “You probably saw that mammoth sphere take to the Green Lot. I received a trans-comm… our last one for the immediate future. “That thing has to be automated out the ass; it’s been logged in with a crew of ten and one passenger!” 
 
    “Eleven?!” Hennix exclaimed. 
 
    “Just eleven,” Deolun confirmed with a sly grin. Hennix took in air to speak but Bruveia’s finger pressed against his lips. 
 
    “And what’s the bad news?” she asked. 
 
    Deolun found reason for his smile to wane. “One of those ten is a well-logged bounty-hunter who has more runaway Imps to his credit than anything else. Nothing in these parts, but some serious Middle Rim cred.”  
 
    “Nothing Middle Rim counts unless it’s got some BSZ to it,” Hennix argued. “You just tuck yourself into your computer, hack me a dock feed and let me know when they put to port.” 
 
    “Hennix,” Bruveia said, trying to reason with her man. He took hold of her hand, caressing it. 
 
    “You heard your cousin. This is the last data-feed we get until we can pony up more funds. We’re almost to the wall, babe. We’ve got to make good on something and soon! If we can get a read on how many leave the ship, I say we go for that small treasure moon.” 
 
    “And who will go with you?” she quickly asked. 
 
    “You and D have to switch up. You fly us in, he’ll partner me.” 
 
    “D?!” 
 
    “Wow, really?! Deolun exclaimed. “I am in the room, you know.” 
 
    “Just get into the grid, cousin, and get us a harbor feed!”  
 
    “Won’t have to,” Deolun replied as he continued to work. “Looking at their channels, they made one other comm-link aside from Harbor Control. Seems they’ve rented a house… a damn big house… in Dayno Forks!” 
 
    “WHAT?!” both Bruveia and Hennix questioned. 
 
    “Verified,” Deolun reported. “A manor, actually… fully furnished… with an explicit inquiry about a vault… and accommodations for eleven!” 
 
    “That thing is going to be empty?!” Hennix inquired, not wanting to believe what he had heard. 
 
    “We’ll know shortly,” Deolun replied. “They’ve just been assigned a dock slip for a landing craft. I’m already in the feed. We’ll have eyes on them as soon as they land.” Hennix looked at Bruveia, a very obvious question written across his face. She did not want to, but the blonde-haired woman could not keep from smiling. She closed her eyes and nodded. Hennix shouted with delight and ran off to prepare their equipment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I love meeting new people; I think everyone has a story to tell.  
 
    Kim Smith 
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    The tastes of Nulaki Conadier became more evident as the crew of the Xara-Mansura acquainted themselves with the décor and layout of the estate. Per the clearly-stated instructions of the First Mate, everyone was allowed thirty minutes to be awestruck by the estate – to gasp and silently cheer at having Nulaki in their company – before getting to work and donning goggles to make a very thorough scan-sweep of the estate, the grounds, and the immediate neighborhood. By the time Dungias was done converting the Communications Room to a central hub, the crew had scanned every last centimeter and Satithe had merged all files rendering a comprehensive three-dimensional map of the property. Though his name was on the leasing agreement, and he had paid for the first two weeks, Nulaki was surprised to see that there were so many tunnels and hidden passageways worked into the architecture. 
 
    “This explains a few things,” he concluded. 
 
    “Such as?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Such as doing a job to lift ten precious stones, steal fifteen instead, and come away with only twelve when it came time to hand them off to Tehdi. Hmmm, I guess ol’ Moncrieff wasn’t lying after all. Oh well. Rest in peace, old boy.” 
 
    “I will be heading back to the Xara-Mansura when everyone gathers for dinner,” Dungias advised. “We have modules that can be placed inside these passageways for the purposes of surveillance and security.” 
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Nulaki started. “… but I did have a life before you, yes?” 
 
    “I would think one of substantial note and worth,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Because I’m trying to figure out how to live without you, Z!” 
 
    “I am sure you will come up with something, Nulaki,” Dungias said as he moved to the door. 
 
    “He probably doesn’t know how cold that sounded,” Nulaki muttered as he collected himself. “Yeah, that’s what I’m going to go with.” 
 
    Dungias opened the door in time to keep Jocasta from breaking stride as she approached. He had more than heard her footfalls, which were heavier than her normal stride; he could also feel her approaching. So much intense emotion was hard for anyone to miss. 
 
    “You have got to be shitting me!” Jocasta barked as she entered the room. 
 
    “Do come in, Captain,” Dungias said as he closed the door. 
 
    “Five days?!” she shouted, looking at the monitor of her brace-com. “Five?! Five days!”  
 
    Dungias pointed at Jocasta’s brace-com while saying the word ‘link’. He then pointed at the computer hub for the estate and the information on Jocasta’s device was displayed on the main screen. It was the noticeboard for the Baronial Council, and JoJo Starblazer’s application for audience was listed as received with a date… on the twenty-second of the Februsi. Nulaki managed to remain silent about the speed at which Satithe had managed to link all the systems. It was simpler to look at the display… or at least, that was what he initially thought. A second glance, however, showed the word ‘pending’ inside parentheses. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dungias muttered as he took a seat at the computer. He too had seen the notation and decided to investigate it. 
 
    “Hmmm what?” Jocasta asked, knowing that Z’s hmmm’s were nothing to dismiss lightly. 
 
    “You’ve got a ‘pending’ marker on your application,” Nulaki explained. “That means it’s not confirmed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The actual event has not yet been scheduled,” Dungias informed. 
 
    “You see,” Nulaki quickly added. “The thing is… while that number won’t come down…” 
 
    “It might go up,” Jocasta concluded. 
 
    “From my experience, Captain, ‘might’ isn’t a word I would use,” Nulaki replied. “It’s a safe bet that your wait time is going to go up.” 
 
    “Considering it was just moved to the twenty-third, I would have to concur,” Dungias added. 
 
    “Z, you really have to work on your bedside delivery!” Nulaki snapped. 
 
    “The only thing that could possibly be wounded here is the Captain’s pride,” Dungias stated. “… which I have noted that humans possess in excess. Instead of coddling the bitterness, the Captain would be better served in recalling the demeanor she described when she told the crew of Black Gate. 
 
    “Okay,” Jocasta thought. “… that definitely burns the angst muffins!” 
 
    “And, given our current company,” Dungias continued, “I have already theorized a solution.” Nulaki looked at Jocasta and was surprised to see her smiling. 
 
    “He’s an acquired taste,” she explained. “What do you have cooking, Z?” 
 
    “Since direct measures are, at best, a waste of time… and given we are in the company of a gifted thief, I am considering how we might go about stealing an audience,” Dungias revealed. The brows of Nulaki and Jocasta lifted at the same time. 
 
    “Okay, I gotta say, that’s the kind of talk that makes me want to delay making contact with Tehdi,” Nulaki admitted. 
 
    “Which I believe to be a mistake, though a minor one,” Dungias replied. “We have raw stones from a mine in the Gulmar System, and you have a trusted source by which those stones can be traded for liquid assets. Also, if you are required to engage in a ‘job’ while we are here, you would have the support of the crew behind you. 
 
    “That is, if I am not speaking beyond my place, Captain.” 
 
    “Every time that I think you are… it only means that I need to redefine your place, Z,” Jocasta stated as she caressed his shoulder. “But let’s get back to stealing the attention of this Rainbow Room.”  
 
    “If the Baronial Council functions in the same manner as most other governments found in the Rims,” Dungias stated. “… then power and influence can be gained when something vital to several members becomes a thing you either possess or manipulate. With only a cursory review of the sitting councilpersons, there are several points of interest I feel we can approach. Those are: extortion, shipping, security, and gladiatorial combat.” 
 
    Nulaki nodded in agreement, clearly thinking and putting a few things together. “For someone who says they’re not a pro, that’s some damn fine work. But there is a person not on your list who has tremendous pull with the Council. That man is Condell Perth, the Governor of Black Gate! You win his favor, he can probably get you in before the Council inside an hour!” 
 
    Jocasta put her hands on her hips and smiled. “And to think I came in here pissed off. You two put your heads together and be ready to make a report at dinner tomorrow night. I’ll make my final decision then. Also, Z, see what you can do to put together a going-away package for Adleon.” Jocasta looked off for a moment. She shook her head once and started toward the door. 
 
    “Runabout, Captain?” 
 
    “Got to, Z,” she replied. “Don’t worry, I’ll leave– Crapstacks, that reminds me,” Jocasta said as she opened a channel to all of her crew. “Now hear this, people, and hear it good! I don’t care how much he, she, or even it promises that they can make it feel better if you take off your brace-com. The only two places you can remove them without repercussions are this house and the Xara-Mansura! Any other place will not only get you on my crapstack list, but you will be tracked down… immediately… and we will come in blasting! Of course, for the really slick and wary, you now know that removing your brace-com is a bona fide way of screaming for help. In that particular situation, said maneuvers will not get you onto my list. So I advise all of you, once your brace-com is removed, you need to listen for the first loud sound and be on the floor in the very next blink. That is all!” 
 
    “Is there any chance this rule applies to you, Captain?” Dungias asked. Jocasta turned and stared at the Malgovi until he nodded. “I thought not. Have a good time, and clear your head.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” she said as she turned down the hallway. 
 
    “I thought those were called walkabouts,” Nulaki pointed out. 
 
    “Not when you go about it the way that woman will,” Dungias replied. “She never takes too long, and seldom does walking appeal to her.” 
 
    “So she’s just going to do some damage!” 
 
    “If it comes to that,” Dungias said, still entering commands in the computer. “Yes.” 
 
    “And she’s going to do this while we’re trying to gain influence?!” 
 
    “To cut to the chase,” Dungias said, turning to look at the Black Scarab. The moment he had the thief’s eyes, he returned a very intent gaze. “Here is an idea, Nulaki: go and stop her!” 
 
    “You know what? Why don’t we take a look at the Governor and see what we can find,” Nulaki suggested. Dungias said no more. He nodded and brought up the file he had already compiled. 
 
      
 
    “Five freakin’ days!” Jocasta thought. “Whoever heard of such a thing? I have half a mind to go to the damn council chambers and frag each and every last one of them. Let’s see them put that to five days pending!” She walked from the house into the car port. With an estate of this size, she was not surprised to see a seven-stall garage. Without even thinking, she took down the control rod for the hover-cycle and started it up. Driving out of the garage, she looked down at the machine. “Okay, Murder had a point. This hunk-of-junk is so not Z-ified! Should get me from A to B though.” With no artificial sunlight, Jocasta activated the headlights so she could see. She throttled up and headed for the Lift. There was little chance she would find the level of distraction she sought in the suburbs. She needed either the city or the docks. Having seen the spaceport twice, she thought her aims would be better served in a visit to check out the city life. 
 
    The transit from the burbs was annoying. Had she been using a vehicle capable of flight, she could have used an access tube to get to the level she wanted. But the hover-bike needed something more solid than air under it, so taking a tube would have only resulted in a very ugly and untimely death. Still, there was an alternative to taking the Lift, and Jocasta was feeling like she needed the diversion.  
 
    Entering the roadway, she drove the bike out on to the spiraling causeway and laughed heartily when the bike’s computer suggested auto-drive. Jocasta activated her goggles as she accelerated. Soon she was weaving in and out of the lanes, passing slower traffic, occasionally hearing a buzzer in protest of her style of driving. She paid them little mind as the lights of the city drew closer. Just the anticipation of things to come made her smile brightly... but not for long. 
 
    “What are you doing, girl?” she thought, moving her hand to her brace-com. “You get the fuel lines to your thrusters all in a clog over bureaucracy?! Some things never change, do they, Scim? All the times you tried to tell me, ‘you can’t always go straight at a target… not always’, and that turned out to be the very reason why I had to leave, didn’t it? Your Spitfire is still charging headfirst at everything. 
 
    “Sati, can you handle auto-drive for me?” 
 
    “One moment, Captain,” Satithe replied. “Your destination?” 
 
    “Just keep her in the road and at this speed if not faster,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “I have the bike, Captain.” 
 
    “Thanks, girl. 
 
    “What if I had come sideways at Sylgarr?” Jocasta considered. “Would I be targeted by a freaking family of serious power and influence in the Inner Rim if I had applied some guile instead of my wannabe titanium guts?! Even that fight with Daddy Sylgarr’s chief goon. That bastard was better than me with the blade, but I still went straight at him. If it weren’t for Z, I’d be trying to go straight up against the Council right now, or making plans to! Speaking of Z. 
 
    “Satithe, locate my First Mate for me please,” Jocasta requested as she looked at the towering buildings. Three of them looked as if they stretched up into the next level. “Let me guess, he’s at the computer, logged into the Black Gate library system.” 
 
    “That was done before you reached the bike, Captain,” Satithe advised. “Currently he is taking a ferry out to the Xara-Mansura.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he take the shuttle?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I cannot say for certain, Captain. Shall I open a channel?” 
 
    “No need,” Jocasta said softly. “The man deserves his own runabout more than anyone else. And knowing that man, his runabout will be spent improving … our… standing,” Jocasta smiled as she looked at her brace-com monitor. “Satithe, I’ve got it! I know everything’s closed, but show me the places where I might be able to do some research on the Pearl Barony. Yeah, that I can go straight at!” 
 
    “I have found three possible locations,” Satithe reported. “These addresses have been loaded to your brace-com. And Captain, only one of those places is closed for the evening.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that’s my number one?” Jocasta muttered. 
 
    “Because you are very intuitive,” Satithe replied. “The other two are in the Baronial District and not far from one another.” 
 
    “Disengage auto-drive and show me the way!” Jocasta said, taking hold of the controls. As soon as she had the bike, she pressed it for more speed. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the park lot, Jocasta had to remind herself she was aboard a space station. Looking up at the tall buildings and the holographic projection of the night sky, it felt as if she were in a city on a planet. The windows of the structures were dimly lit which told Jocasta they were some sort of office buildings. It was apparent that when it turned dark in this particular area, the city transformed itself to another creature. The section of the city she was approaching, however, seemed to be caught in a different age, a different culture. She had seen the architecture before but could not specifically place it in her mind. It was of a very fine craftsmanship. More dressy than she would have liked personally, but at the same time the cut and color of the stones and framework seemed to be in harmony with the trees and vines she saw all about this side of the property. 
 
    “No sense in flying blind,” Jocasta thought, activating her goggles. She shifted them to look more like stylish mirror-shades as she crossed the street. “First thing, this stuff isn’t preform terrastone, it’s actual rock that’s been cut, laid down, and stacked up.” The heel of her boot made an almost foreign sound as she stepped up on the sidewalk. Both of the secondary points Satithe had pointed out were on a collegiate campus and Jocasta walked through the open gate.  
 
    “Atsildylweer College,” she whispered. “Satithe, what’s the info on Atsildylweer?” 
 
    “One of the most highly noted Olassic Scholars, it is said he was the architect of The Territories.” 
 
    “A space elf, eh? That accounts for the architecture,” Jocasta stated. “But I thought The Territories was just another pocket dimension.” 
 
    “A pocket dimension unlike any other, Captain,” Satithe quickly returned, sounding more than impressed by what Jocasta knew of the region. “The space of The Territories is just the culmination of matter; it is within the baronies where one will find the wonder! Each barony, delineated by their color, serves as a doorway into another realm! It is the range of colors that gives this place its name. When you pass light through a prism, it refracts into separate colors.” 
 
    “The Prism Baronies,” Jocasta said softly as she looked around, seeing collegiate life all around her; all forms of it. “I guess that goes a lot farther than calling it the Rainbow Baronies.” 
 
    “Given that the baronies have taken a gem name of their color, and not all colors are of the primary variation, perhaps that was best,” Satithe remarked. “Your number two point of interest is three hundred meters dead ahead.” 
 
    “Wait a sec, Sati,” Jocasta said as she was distracted by a familiar sound. She leaned forward and bolted into a fast sprint. “I got a twitch!” 
 
    “Oh dear!” 
 
    Jocasta ran up on a familiar scene that was about to come to an unfamiliar end. Seven young men were chasing an eighth who looked to be fleet of foot, but poor of vision. Jocasta had never been to the campus, but the architecture looked as if the young man had turned… 
 
    “Into a dead end,” she thought, coming to the mouth of the wide alley. “Yeah, it’s wide and it’s deep, but this is a loading dock entry point, kid. You got nothing but big buildings down here… and it doesn’t appear they are doing any business at this hour.” 
 
    “That’s it,” one of the chasers panted as he came to a stop. “No more running room. I’m tired of this running crap anyway. Now I’m gonna pound the shit out of you!” 
 
    “Get him, Kran!” one of the young men shouted, triggering the others to do the same. 
 
    “Bran?” Jocasta blurted out. “Did he just call you Bran?” she asked as she approached. It was clear to see that each of the young men giving chase were either athletes or fitness enthusiasts, though the one they chased was not without some muscular development. He simply did not have the bulk of even the smallest antagonist, and the purple streak on the right side of his head certainly gave him a unique appearance. “Would that be oat, wheat, or rye?” 
 
    “My name’s Kran,” the fair-haired young man snapped. “And this is none of your business!” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m an asshole, which means I have license to insert my stink anywhere I want to.” The slender young man chuckled at her retort. He stopped laughing and smiling when all seven turned and faced Jocasta. She could see genuine fear registering in his brown eyes. 
 
    “Run!” the young man screamed. “You need to get out of here now!” 
 
    “Link up,” the leader said softly as his hands formed into fists. Jocasta chuckled, pointing the head of her cane at the young man. 
 
    “You know something, kid, you look like you’re about to do… something… really… crapstacks!” Jocasta watched as the lead boy’s eyes started to glow. The same glow appeared in the eyes of all the others. “What the hell do they teach at this college?!” 
 
    “We’re linked,” all eight said in unison as they began to move in unison; each took the same stride with the same foot, and they lowered their stances to poses of unarmed combat. They all smiled coldly at Jocasta as she took a step back and lowered her cane to the ground. 
 
    “I told you, run!” the slender, dark-haired young man screamed again, looking genuinely concerned for Jocasta’s well-being.  
 
    “You are so going to tell me what you did to piss this thing off,” Jocasta said as the two at her flanks attacked. They were fast, strong, and fairly adept at what they were doing. Jocasta could see the holes in their technique, but their numbers made it extremely difficult for her to go on the offensive. 
 
    “Don’t to it, girl,” Jocasta thought. “We were just talking about this. Don’t go straight at it!” The woman maintained her defensive perspective and remained on the move. All eight made running passes at her and she blocked, ducked, or rolled out of the way. She was almost out of the alley when they stopped and went back to their stance. 
 
    “She’s good,” they weighed. 
 
    “Yeah, she really is!” the young man whispered. 
 
    “Okay, boys,” Jocasta said as she stood up straight. “That was damn impressive, but now you’ve gone and made Momma mad. You turn and walk and we’ll call it even-steven. You assholes come at me again, and you will bleed! Not a threat; it’s a foretelling.” 
 
    “You use a weapon on an unarmed person on this campus and there will be no end to your woes,” one of her opponents warned her. 
 
    “Had a feeling they’d say something like that,” Jocasta thought. “I feel several pairs of eyes looking intently at what’s happening, but they’re not moving to do a damn thing. 
 
    “Funny you should mention that,” Jocasta said, drawing her blaster and pointing at Kran. “Because I’ve got an empty dance card and I’m just getting to the party.” Jocasta’s arm did not move as she walked Kran down. “Now you tell me all about the woes I’ve got coming my way after I permanently change your height!  
 
    “Oh yeah, incarceration until my tits sag… malnutrition awaits! And then there’s always the prison population who I’m sure are all well-adjusted folk. That’s what I got coming to me. Tell me, Bran-flakes, how that puts your skull back together! Now I’m not a sharp shooter, so there’s little chance I’ll hit your brains, but even you’re not so thick as to call this ante. Are you?  
 
    “And while you’ve got your glowing eyes,” Jocasta continued as she tapped the side of her goggles, rendering them clear. “… mine don’t glow, but maybe you should have a look just the same!” The mysterious glow in Kran’s eyes quickly faded as he backed away, holding up his hands in a sign of surrender. “I’m beginning to like this school,” Jocasta remarked. “So far the student body does not have one complete idiot!” 
 
    “Another time, Tane,” Kran warned as he looked back at the slender fellow student. He then looked back at Jocasta. “… when your mo–” Jocasta shoved her gun under his chin before head-butting the young man in the face. He fell to the ground, grabbing his nose. One of the remaining six took a step forward and found Jocasta’s gun aimed at his head even though she was not looking at him. 
 
    “It’s one thing if I say Momma,” Jocasta said softly. “That never, ever means you have license to shadow my moves. Now, get your sorry ass up and gone. Please try to have the last word, because I’m in the mood to guarantee it will be!” Kran got up and walked out of the alley with his cohorts. Jocasta relaxed her shoulders, twirled her gun forward twice and backward once as it flipped into the holster. Kryltane’s eyes never moved from her hand as she put away her gun. 
 
    “Whoa! That was awesome!” he said, looking at Jocasta as she slowly turned to face the young man. 
 
    “That kind of shit happen around here often?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, if you can get people willing to mind-lock with you,” Kryltane replied. “It’s rare to get one like Kran, though. Usually it’s only one or two… sometimes three. But six is ridiculous!” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Jocasta agreed. “For my self-edification– good lord, that was a Z word! Sorry. Just so I can say, what was all that about?” 
 
    “Oh, they just wanted some of my research… on the Crystal Barony,” he explained. 
 
    “Close,” Jocasta thought. “At least it’s a–  
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say the Crystal Barony?!” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Crystal is not a color,” Jocasta pointed out, much to the young man’s amusement. 
 
    “I think that’s what everyone says,” he noted. “But it’s still the most powerful of all the baronies.” 
 
    “It is?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Hands down,” Kryltane affirmed. 
 
    “But the Pearl Barony has the Star-Wings,” Jocasta offered, taking something of a gambit. 
 
    “True,” the young man agreed. “And don’t forget the dragons of Cloud Keep.” 
 
    “Dragons?” Jocasta thought. “Did he just say ‘dragons’?” 
 
    The young man nodded in reflection. “Believe me, they need them too. Their militia has to be the smallest in The Territories. It helps if one of your back-ups has pilots that can take out ten to twelve of everyone else’s best and still make it home. And then of course to have yet another back-up that doesn’t even need pilots!” 
 
    “Ten or twelve to one, and still make it home, eh? They’re that good?” 
 
    “Oh yeah!” 
 
    “So you’re a brain then,” she declared. “Those clogs want you for the one muscle they refuse to develop?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Kryltane answered. “Actually, they want me because their semester thesis went missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” Jocasta asked. “Are you sure you’re using the appropriate term?” 
 
    “Okay, it isn’t missing,” Kryltane admitted. “It no longer exists! They made me do the research, made me write the paper, all along promising to pay me for the work. I go to check my status here, and I’m about to be thrown out for lack of funds. I turned down possible jobs because I believed they would come through.” 
 
    “And you rigged your files with a countdown clock,” Jocasta nodded as she chuckled. “Nice work.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking. I’m Kryltane,” the young man said, offering his hand. “And I’m very grateful for your nice work.” 
 
    “Not so much nice work as the yield of living through travels,” Jocasta said, shaking hands with the student. “Call me JoJo. You seem to be something of an authority on The Territories. I’m looking for some information on the Pearl Barony. 
 
    “And boy is it looking like the twitch put me in a sweet spot,” she thought. 
 
    “And especially the Star-Wings, right? You must be a pilot.” 
 
    “You’re a quick one, Kryltane,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “I think we both saw that I’m not quite quick enough,” he admitted. “Normally, I’d ask how much it’s worth to you, but I figure I owe you a very big one, so I know a place where we can go. We’ll need some transportation, though. It’s not exactly walking distance even with the trams.” 
 
    “It just so happens that I have a ride,” Jocasta advised before starting for the park lot. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta thought she might actually come to like the young man as she pulled up to a saloon called the Stick & Rudder. On top of the three-story building someone had gone and parked an Old Earth propeller plane, and Jocasta smiled as she looked up at it. 
 
    “This has to be the place,” she whispered. 
 
    “Sticks or cover,” a woman, seated just in front of the door, spoke as the two approached. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Step up on the plate, grab the sticks and turn for the course you’re given,” she informed. “You get it right, you walk right in. You get it wrong, you pay double the cover.” 
 
    “And the straight cover?” 
 
    “Fifty cred a head,” the woman replied without batting an eye. Kryltane started to take a step back as he gasped in surprise. The pirate caught hold of his sleeve without looking away from the woman. 
 
    “That’s a hefty cover,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “What you pay to be in the company of the best,” the woman smiled as she spoke. 
 
    “I like the arrogance,” Jocasta thought as she reached to her inside jacket pocket. She produced her card and ran it twice through the machine. She then signaled for Kryltane to follow her inside. “Humble pilots that know they’re good are not naturally occurring phenomena.” 
 
    “Fifty credits just to get in?!” Kryltane whispered. “That’s robbery!” 
 
    “That’s pilots!” Jocasta argued as they came through the lengthy hallway. Jocasta made an immediate left turn and walked around the main seating area as she made her way around to the bar. Again she was surprised to see so many people in one place at this time of the day. There were eyes on her, so she decided to play the wide-eyed tourist and look at the pictures and take in the ambience. 
 
    “Interesting layout,” she thought as she looked around. “The front door is a test, and I think the same goes for this bottom floor. All of the décor… heavy handed in its placement. The place is supposed to be a bar, not a museum! Got to remember, don’t take everything head on! 
 
    “Okay, Kryltane, we’re here. Who or what are we looking for?” 
 
    The young man squared his shoulders and stepped up to the bar. Jocasta followed, her eyes just making contact with a young woman dressed completely in shiny black leather. Jocasta snorted a laugh as she looked at the bar. 
 
    “Do you know who the Wing in for tonight is?” Kryltane asked of the bartender. 
 
    “Who’s looking?” the bartender asked without looking up. 
 
    “And some habits are hard to break,” Jocasta thought as she moved forward. “Head on it is! 
 
    “Who’s asking?” Jocasta said, placing a hand on Kryltane’s shoulder to keep him from speaking. “You double as a publicist or something? The man asked you a question. It’s rude to respond with a question.” 
 
    “I take it now you’re going to give me a lesson in manners?” the bartender asked as he looked up from his glasses. His body shuddered ever so slightly when his eyes met Jocasta’s.  
 
    “Only if I have to, sweet cheeks. I’d just as soon get the information and be on my way, leaving everything in front of me unbroken.” The bartender started to motion toward a table on the far side of the room when Jocasta leaned forward. “And lying is the cruelest cut of them all!” she added. The bartender put his hand back down on the bar and swallowed hard. 
 
    “Top floor,” the bartended motioned toward an archway. “His name’s Cavern, but he only talks to pilots!” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Jocasta said as she moved away from the bar. “I’m opening a tab and my friend here is on it. Kryltane, you stay down here. The more you keep to yourself, without being rude, the better off you’ll be.” 
 
    “You got it, JoJo,” Kryltane said, taking a seat on one of the barstools. “Barkeep, the most impressive, weakest drink you have, please.” 
 
    “That would be tea in a shot glass,” the bartender replied. 
 
    “Then make it a double!” 
 
    Jocasta smiled as she parted the drapes and entered the back area. The spiral stairway was wide and made of terrastone. It could stand her weight, perhaps even a few hundred kilos more. She could hear live music coming from the floor above. She could smell pipe tobacco being smoked and rum that had been spilt. One floor up from the Stick & Rudder ground level and Jocasta found herself about to enter a new world! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    For, usually and fitly, the presence of an introduction is held to imply that there is something of consequence and importance to be introduced.  
 
    Arthur Machen 
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    Silnee screamed as she slid down the ramp into the pool, making a huge splash that sprayed everyone gathered at the sides. Adleon was next down the slide and came down in such a way that he was moving nearly twice as fast and made a much bigger splash. Siekor smiled from his seat in the hot basin, watching his fellow crewmen have their fun. He chuckled when Agatha and Marlene joined in on the antics. 
 
    “Is there room in there for another? I could really use a good soak.” Siekor looked up to see Llaz approaching carrying two large drinks. 
 
    “If one of those is mine, room can be made,” Siekor replied. 
 
    “Then we have an accord,” Llaz smiled, handing Siekor one of the drinks. He moaned and moved slowly as he made his way into the steaming water. 
 
    “Let me know if I need to bring down on the water temp,” Siekor offered. 
 
    “Man, you touch that dial, I might forget we’re on the same side,” Llaz warned as he eased into the water. Once immersed he sighed and closed his eyes, letting his head rest against the padded edge. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Siekor asked, curious as to why someone so young moved like a stiff old man. 
 
    “Z gave me a parting gift,” Llaz replied. “He called it an in-field progress report. Apparently when it comes to the close-quarters combat classes, I am not a teacher’s pet.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Siekor winced in sympathetic pain. 
 
    “No, that’s where it started… in Ouchland. By the time he got ready to leave the house, I was a freakin’ theocrat in the Holy House of Pain!” 
 
    “So much for having time off,” Siekor commented. 
 
    “Captain gave her orders and then she left,” Llaz remarked.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s right, you’re still new.” Llaz said plainly. “You still don’t know the do-si-do of the First Mate Two-Step, do you?”  
 
    “I think I got a first-hand view of it back on Gulmurr,” Siekor reminded Llaz. 
 
    “Oh yeah, you sure did,” Llaz nodded. “Man, that was some sick shit, splitting up someone’s crew like that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Siekor said, staring into his drink. “That was pretty sick. But you don’t sound like a fan of the ever-powerful Z.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, you don’t want anyone else around your ships or your weapons when they’re being made,” Llaz started, before he looked around. “… but once the making’s done, someone needs to cut the cord! The man is too hands on!” 
 
    Siekor looked at Llaz before letting his eyes move to the man’s arm; his brace-com had been removed and Siekor gulped down the rest of his drink. “I think I know what you mean, Llaz.  
 
    “I’m about to prune up here,” Siekor announced. 
 
    “I hear ya, man,” Llaz replied. “Could you turn it up on your way out?” 
 
    “No problem. You soak up and let all that crap slide, man. You’ll get your shot.” 
 
    “This is my shot,” Llaz said softly. “Damned if I’m going to let cloud-head stay in my way!” 
 
    “Do what you gotta do,” Siekor remarked. “And it looks like you’ve got some serious inbound company.” 
 
    “Shit!” Llaz sighed as he looked up to see Pristacia making her way over. She was dressed in a black one-piece bathing suit and her hair was already wet and slicked back. “Don’t let the smooth taste fool you, man; she is the very definition of a Z project!” 
 
    “Good to know,” Siekor said as he stood up outside of the basin. “Princess,” he said with a smile and a nod. 
 
    “Siekor,” she smiled with a slight flash of her eyes. 
 
    “Is she working me?” Siekor thought. 
 
    “Mind if I join you, Llaz?” 
 
    “I got a choice?” 
 
    “Not really,” she giggled before looking up at Siekor. “You care to join us, Siekor?” 
 
    “I’m done for the evening,” he answered. “Think I’ll just turn in early. See what it’s like to sleep in a bed under some real gravity.” Pristacia giggled as she tested the water and was taken aback by how hot the water was. “Something funny?” 
 
    “Just that you forgot this is just another kind of spaceship,” Pristacia pointed out. Siekor looked down, shook his head and took his leave. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “Not sure,” Llaz answered as he sighed. He made hand signals under the water, spelling the word ‘bug’. “Does the day have a vowel in it?” 
 
    “Someone is testy tonight,” Pristacia joked as she looked around the pool.  
 
    “Princess, I had my ass handed to me by Z before he left,” he advised. “Right now, I just want to soak and relax.” 
 
    “If Z did that, I’m sure he had a reason,” Pristacia remarked. 
 
    “Right! That’s my cue.” Llaz turned and quickly made his way out of the water. “Enjoy yourself.” Llaz walked off angrily and Pristacia smiled as she watched him. 
 
    “That was the whole idea,” she said softly before she started to soak.  
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    Olkin entered the computer room with a soft knock on the doorframe. “Anybody in here?” 
 
    “Back here,” Annsura spoke up as she waved her hand over her head. Olkin walked over to the workstation, stopping only to grab a chair for himself. With it being the computer room, Olkin expected to see a few things. An open med kit and Annsura rolling down her sleeve were on the unexpected side of that list. 
 
    “What are you up to?” Olkin asked. 
 
    “Long story,” she replied. 
 
    “We’ve got all night,” Olkin quickly returned. Annsura turned around in her chair to look at him. His eyes did not waver from hers, and he was not treating the moment lightly.  
 
    “What are we, Olkin?” 
 
    “I would have to say there’s more than one answer to that question,” Olkin said. 
 
    “Ugh!” Annsura cringed. “You talked to Z about us?!” 
 
    “No I didn’t,” Olkin defended. “I took it to the Captain.” Annsura’s look of pain became a laugh she failed to prevent. “Well, I wanted a woman’s take on this sort of thing.”  
 
    “Oooohhh, that’s sweet,” Annsura smiled as she rubbed Olkin’s arm. “What did she say?” 
 
    “That it wasn’t her relationship so what she had to say didn’t mean anything. Not her words, of course.” 
 
    “Believe me, I could tell,” she giggled. 
 
    “But what I took from it was that this is our thing to define,” Olkin explained. “… so we can’t necessarily go by an opinion that isn’t yours or mine.” 
 
    “And from that you have more than one answer to the question?” Annsura pressed. 
 
    “Well, we’re crewmen,” Olkin quickly said. “And while that doesn’t really make ‘us’ work, we can’t go deny that it’s our lives. At least, it’s mine!” 
 
    “You were right with saying ‘our lives’,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Okay. After that comes the fact that you’re Cutter and your chief responsibility is to the crew. And we haven’t talked about whether you want my help with that or not.” 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” Annsura said with a frown. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You’ve really put a lot of thought into this,” Annsura replied. “I mean, that makes me feel good, but at the same time, it’s not what I expected. I just thought you were happy with what we were and what we’re doing.” 
 
    “I am,” Olkin said, taking hold of Annsura’s hand. “But that doesn’t mean I think this is where it stops.” 
 
    “And where does it stop?” 
 
    “Long story,” Olkin smiled. 
 
    “We still have all night,” Annsura returned the smile as they drew closer together. They kissed lightly and it was a while before Annsura felt like opening her eyes. 
 
    “You first,” Olkin whispered. “What gives?” 
 
    “Okay,” Annsura said, taking a tighter grip of his hand. “And thank you… for coming to find me to say all of this. Cupid is looking like a better and better name for you.” 
 
    “You say the nicest things,” Olkin said before kissing her again. “But no more of that until you tell me why you need your med kit.” 
 
    “I was taking a blood sample,” Annsura stated as she turned to face the computer again. “I sparred with Z a couple of days ago.” 
 
    “That’s always fun!” Olkin sneered. 
 
    “It is!” Annsura exclaimed. 
 
    “The hell it is! Here I am with the pirate name Cupid and all, and he’s a better archer!” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’m not even close!” he complained, rubbing his face with his hands. 
 
    “That’s hard to believe, Olkin.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve never seen him with a bow,” Olkin stated. “Plus, I’m always using the goggles in the field.”  
 
    “And the practice sessions outside the sims are always unassisted,” Annsura whispered, frowning at the image of Dungias using the bow. 
 
    “Unless he’s got computerized contact lenses,” Olkin stated. 
 
    “Best not to say things like that out loud,” Annsura warned. “Okay, so your sessions are as unraveling as mine.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Z’s got moves I’ve never even dreamed of,” Annsura shared. “… and he’s always at least one step ahead of me when we’re sparring. Oh, that man has moves!” 
 
    “The man is not a man!” Olkin muttered. 
 
    “Anyway,” Annsura pressed onward,  “after our sparring session, he started telling me what was wrong with my approach and my technique.” 
 
    Olkin swallowed hard and stared at Annsura intently. His eyes blinked several times before he spoke. “You mean, you can get better?! That’s not right!” 
 
    “He told me I needed to clean house,” she stated, looking at the computer screen. “That I can’t expect any extension of myself to improve while the base is faulty.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like what he’s implying,” Olkin defended. 
 
    “Don’t let your heart pull your mind into making a bad decision,” she warned Olkin. “This is Z we’re talking about.” 
 
    “What, are you saying he can’t be wrong?!” 
 
    “Of course he can be, and I think he’d be the first to say that,” Annsura answered. “But I think we’d have to admit it happens far less often with him than with us. I think he’s right this time too.” Annsura noticed the look of surprise on Olkin’s face. It was mixed with anger and denial and she placed her hand softly on his cheek. “Do you remember your parents, Olkin?” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied, relaxing at her touch. “I told you. My mother taught–” Olkin stared into her eyes and the anger fell away as realization made him very sympathetic toward the young woman he had come to have the deepest of feelings for. “Ooohhh,” he whispered.  
 
    “My earliest clear memories are of the fighting pits,” she stated. “I can remember the blood, the broken bones, the people shouting at the girls, cheering at us, throwing rocks and credits at us… but I don’t have any clear memories of my family. Z was showing me that the IA keeps all kinds of databases about humans, and everything is done through the cataloging of DNA.” 
 
    “The blood sample,” Olkin said softly. 
 
    Annsura nodded as she sat back in her chair. “I could have used a hair, but I wanted to get the best reading possible. Satithe suggested my blood, and she’s cross-referencing now.” 
 
    “Not anymore she isn’t,” Olkin said as he looked at the screen over her shoulder. Annsura turned around to look at the results. “Looks like she found something.” 
 
    Annsura’s eyes ran over the numbers over and over again, her left hand was all the while slowly coming up to cover her mouth. She shook her head in disbelief while praying that what she was seeing was not a dream, not a computer glitch, not another tease her life delivered from time to time to remind her of the limits of pain. 
 
    “A name,” Annsura whispered, looking at the readout. “Is that my name?” 
 
    “It looks like that was the name you were born under,” Olkin stated. “And Satithe is giving this a ninety-three percent chance of being accurate.” 
 
    “Anushuri,” Annsura whispered, touching her fingertips to the screen where it read Anushuri Leanne Sikka. 
 
    “That’s pretty close,” Olkin remarked.  
 
    “Yeah, since Annsura’s not even in any database as having a meaning to it!” she countered. 
 
    “So what does Anushuri mean?” Olkin inquired. 
 
    “Pretty,” Annsura read. “It means pretty.” 
 
    “So your parents didn’t name you until after you were born,” he commented, bringing a soft smile to her face. She leaned her head over to his shoulder, and, as if it had been practiced a thousand times, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. 
 
    “That was another sweet shot, Cupid,” she whispered. 
 
    “Hey, I only have one job on this crew. Might as well get it right!” Olkin chuckled as Annsura lifted her head away from him. “Or did I get it wrong?” 
 
    “No, very right,” she said, gazing deeply into his eyes. “I love you!” She almost started to cry when Olkin’s expressions softened and he pulled her in for a kiss. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered as they remained close, their foreheads touching. “I wanted to say that in the desert, but I th–” 
 
    “It’s like you said, we have to do this our way. We’ve got a sure-fire loon for a captain, who also happens to be the fastest gun any of us has ever seen… we’ve got an insane engineer who’s dedicated to the premise that he can make her insanity sane – and he might just be the man for the job, and we’re part of that ship’s crew!” 
 
    “Why do I just want to go and kill myself right now?” Olkin postulated. 
 
    “You better not,” she said, taking hold of his face. “I need you! And to that point, I need you to come with me. There’s something I have to show you. This is still compiling information so we can come back to it. Come on.” Annsura spun away from Olkin and hopped up to her feet, walking out of the computer room. Olkin sighed as he looked at the screen, the search program was still compiling, which made him curious, but he was more depressed at how things had turned after exchanging heartfelt sentiments. 
 
    “Scratch the candlewax and hand me the Gwarthine. Cuz I can feel the pain just a-comin’!”               
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Now this is more like it,” Jocasta thought as she came around the stairs. Even with the thick smoke, she could see the clientele who had been allowed up to this floor. It was clear that they were not all pilots, but those that weren’t were either guests of pilots or tried-and-true enthusiasts of flyers. She started to step out on the floor when a boot was placed against the frame of the archway. It was a rather large leg that barred her way, and Jocasta looked down to see that the leg fell right in line with the rest of the man. It was not often she saw someone larger than her First Mate, but she knew this mammoth towered over seven feet tall. “But it’s never easy, Jo. It never is!” 
 
    “You a pilot?” he asked in a very powerful voice that was not quite human. Looking at his face, Jocasta recognized the blockade was Neshiorian. His gray skin had been challenged by time and circumstance, showing a score of assorted wounds. He had lost his right eye and the tip of his right horn, but the former had been capped with a metal plate and the latter with a metal tip. 
 
    “Why don’t we say that I’m shy and leave it at that?” Jocasta smiled, touching the end of her cane to the nerve just under the knee on the back of the man’s leg. The large creature jumped, nearly falling out of his chair as he laughed and grabbed his leg. He stood up quickly, but not too fast in the terms of speed that Jocasta understood and demonstrated. “Nya’Vroom, my large friend.” 
 
    Hearing his native tongue, with a pronounced accent, made the large man smile and extend his hand. Slapping her hand against her thigh, Jocasta put her gloved hand inside the giant’s grasp. He quickly squeezed with considerable strength and was confused when the woman did not scream in pain. 
 
    “I could have sworn Nya’Vroom was a greeting shared by kindred. You don’t want go against tradition, do you?” Jocasta asked as she squeezed, directing the summoned gravity field to form around the Neshiorian man’s hand. He winced and his knees started to bend as Jocasta jabbed him in his good eye with the ball of her cane. The large creature fell back over his table, and Jocasta smacked the right side of her long coat so that it fell behind her hip and she had clean access to her blaster. 
 
    “That will be enough of that,” a woman said as she pulled a very thin cigaro out of her mouth. She had steel gray eyes that seemed to sparkle in the low light. Her gray hair was long, wavy, and thick as it fell over her left shoulder. “I’ve got a sweet hand here, and I swear if either of you spoil this for me, there will be hell to pay! 
 
    “DeQuille,” she continued to the Neshior who was getting up, looking quite enraged and ready to fight. “Down, boy! You put your business in the street and the sweeper came along. Go cry in your drink before she embarrasses you any further.” 
 
    DeQuille looked across the room and Jocasta trekked his line of sight. Seated in a very dark corner was a large figure that appeared to be more round than tall. Jocasta could make out facial hair, but not much more. The shadowy figure put down his drink long enough to wave the Neshiorian off from his aims. 
 
    “Shy, eh?” the woman asked as she turned back to her card game. 
 
    “I figure if he wanted to know more about me, he should have at least bought me a drink,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “Name your poison,” the woman quickly returned as she shoved a pile of credits forward on the table. 
 
    “Rum, if they have it,” Jocasta replied as she approached the table. She could see the number of heads that turned away from whatever they were doing to look her over. Even the gray eyes of the woman came up for a brief moment. 
 
    “They have it,” the woman nodded. “Pointless, be a dear,” she said to the waitress who scoffed before walking off to retrieve the order. 
 
    “And bring the bottle!” both women said. The older woman smiled, taking a drag on her cigaro and keeping it in her mouth as she blew out the smoke.  
 
    “This your first time here?” 
 
    “I’ve been to Black Gate once before,” Jocasta explained. “Never made it this far in.” 
 
    “Awful clean for a damn pirate,” a man’s voice broke in. Jocasta cast her eyes toward the bar to see a slender man visibly wearing three powerful guns. Jocasta could not tell by a glance if he was a Shootist, but he was definitely one of the Armed. “Don’t find many of your kind packing blasters though.” 
 
    “And no one knows you’re stupid until you turn up the volume,” Jocasta replied, receiving a number of chuckles and laughs. “From the sounds of things, your speakers are working just fine!” 
 
    A woman’s hand took hold of the man’s coat and gave a slight tug. “Come on, Nothan. We can get to the Boards now.” The man looked at the dark-haired woman for a moment and then at the wall opposite of the large shadowed figure. There were a number of large monitors lined up on the wall and quite a few people reading them. The woman had spoken truthfully, as it appeared a group of ten was coming away from the area, looking anxious and talking amongst themselves. Nothan looked back at Jocasta coldly before walking toward the wall. 
 
    “I like a lady who knows how to act like one without backing down,” the older woman said as she looked at her fellow players. Three of the five claimed she was bluffing and pushed their piles to the center of the table. The woman smiled as she laid down her cards to the painful disgust of those who had called her bet. “And it looks like there’s room at the table if you care to play. We play Old Earth Draw Poker here, one-eyed Jacks and the suicide king are wild.” 
 
    “I love a game where wild cards are encouraged,” Jocasta said as she took a chair that had just been vacated. She reached for her inside jacket pocket when the woman took a healthy amount of her winnings and pushed them over to Jocasta. 
 
    “My invite, my cred,” the woman said softly, offering Jocasta a cigaro. The pirate knew high-end rolled natural tobacco when she saw it, and she eagerly took one. 
 
    “You lookin’ to adopt?” Jocasta joked and the woman laughed in earnest. 
 
    “Allow me,” a man said as he rose up from his chair. Jocasta looked up to see a tall, well-built man with long, shiny black hair make a very soft approach from a nearby table. There was very little rise and fall in his strides as he reached to his belt and produced a butterfly knife that he spun and opened, cutting the end of the cigaro off. He caught the end with his free hand and folded his weapon, hitting a switch that ignited a blue flame out of the end. The light of the flame caught in his purple eyes. A sure sign he was Vohlbred; Jocasta doubted he was an Imperial. 
 
    “I am really beginning to like this place,” Jocasta thought as she put her hand over his, put the cigaro in her mouth and leaned the tip into the flame. She looked up into his unwavering eyes as she dragged on the end. She leaned back and took the cigaro out of her mouth. There was a pitched debate in her mind over which was smoother; the cigaro or the man who had just lit it for her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, blowing out the smoke. 
 
    “My pleasure,” he said, putting away the blade and lighter. 
 
    “Not just yours,” Jocasta smiled. The man remained in place as they gazed at one another. He leaned forward to speak. 
 
    “Boss, it’s our time.” The man looked up to see a tall, slender, blonde-haired woman standing at the stairway. Jocasta followed his gaze and thought she was looking at a slightly taller and older version of herself. The nameless woman’s hair was longer, closer to a golden color, and her eyes were a deeper shade of blue; Jocasta watched as the woman took inventory of the entire floor in the span of two blinks of her eyes before she set them back on the tall, handsome creature standing next to Jocasta. “Cavern will see us now.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there, Novassa,” he said before looking back at Jocasta. “Timing. This time is not so good.” 
 
    “Extend and delay, dogfighter,” she said softly. “This engagement isn’t over.” 
 
    “Well said,” he smiled as he turned. 
 
    “Gracious alive!” Jocasta winced. “Coming and going!” 
 
    “Are you with us, friend,” the woman asked. 
 
    “Two cards,” Jocasta said without looking at the table, taking two cards from her five and tossing them, face down, across the table. With the same acuity – and still watching the Adonis walk away – she grabbed twenty credits and stacked them in the center of the table. “I’ll see grumpy’s ten-cred bet, and raise it ten more.” Jocasta watched as her nameless acquaintance took to the stairway to meet with the same name Kryltane had used. 
 
    “This is going to be some night,” the woman said, taking the two cards and dealing back a pair.  
 
      
 
    With the bet of the twelfth hand coming to Jocasta, she smiled, looking at the gray-haired woman, whose name she had yet to hear or ask for, and blew out her cigaro smoke. “They say love is a hurtin’ thing!” she cooed as she dropped her cards down, face up. “Must be true with all these hearts I have!” Amidst the moans, Jocasta turned to the man on her left and did so in a very visible manner. “Friend, if you dig out that Ace of Clubs you have tucked into your left sleeve, I’m afraid we won’t be close acquaintances anymore.”  
 
    The man looked at Jocasta before looking around the table. Only the gray-haired woman was smiling. He laughed it off and tossed his cards in, face down. As Jocasta collected her winnings, two of the other players drew their guns and demanded the man roll up his left sleeve. 
 
    “Whatever’s going through your mind,” Jocasta said as she counted her credits. “… it’s not worth dying over. That I can promise you!” When the Ace of Clubs was produced, along with two other cards, the three players excused themselves from the table. “I hear a gunshot, I’ll be very disappointed. You two go and whomp on him for a while then come back and divide his stacks between the two of you.” 
 
    “I like the way you spend money that’s not yours!” exclaimed the last player as he stood up. 
 
    “You’ve got enough credits there to get your friend to a med-tech,” Jocasta replied. “And I won’t even tell the others you’re the one who was giving signals to the cheater.” The man stood looking at the woman, pressing his lips together.  
 
    “Believe me, friend,” the gray-haired woman spoke as she leaned back in her chair. She placed her right hand on her weapons belt and sighed. “… you’re not fast enough.” Looking between the two women, the man huffed and collected his first stack of credits. “Leave the third stack as an apology to the other players,” she directed. The man muttered something incomprehensible and took the second stack of credits before storming off for the stairs. 
 
    Jocasta chuckled as she took a huge portion of her winnings and pushed them toward the gray-haired woman. “I believe that covers what you fronted me, plus interest,” she measured. “Thanks for a very good game.” 
 
    “I like a lady who can handle her debts,” the woman replied. “You have a name you can share?” 
 
    “I like the way you put that,” Jocasta noted. 
 
    “You’re chatty without it being painful,” the woman stated. “… but it’s clear there are a couple of subjects you manage to steer around. They call me Snow.” Jocasta looked up and her eyes flared wide. 
 
    “One of the first people to teach me how to fly mentioned flying up against a woman who called herself Snow,” Jocasta shared. “He said he didn’t last long, but he managed to get away. His call-sign was Toledo.” 
 
    “Was Toledo?” the woman asked. 
 
    “He was a damn fine teacher, but a pretty lousy pirate,” Jocasta noted. “He bought it in a fire-fight in Olasson Space.” 
 
    “Figured on the ground was the only way he would buy it,” the woman commented, reflecting over the engagement. Eugenia Delores Bankhead prided herself on being able to remember the people she had flown against. It was not difficult to recall the man who had called himself Toledo. “Not many got away from me when I flew for the Mags.” 
 
    “And putting that note in definitely makes you sound like the woman he described,” Jocasta said. “No offense but–” 
 
    “One hundred and forty-seven,” Eugenia interrupted. “I turn one forty-eight in three months!” 
 
    “You’re holding up damn well!” Jocasta cheered. “You can call me JoJo.” 
 
    “It’s obvious poker didn’t bring you here, JoJo,” the woman said as she counted credits. “So what set your course for this place?” 
 
    “I’m looking for the Star-Wings,” Jocasta admitted. “I’ve got a brain downstairs that says I can find one here. One by the name of Cavern.” 
 
    “And you’ve already heard that name tonight,” Snow added as she smiled. “But the third floor is reserved for the best, and you’re not on record. You didn’t even use the sticks to get in. I guess you were still too shy.” 
 
    “I prefer the word discrete,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “Fine by me,” Eugenia said as she rolled up her right sleeve. “… but since I fly wingman for Cavern, your discretion will only get you an invitation downstairs. And your brain is only partially correct. We’re not Star-Wings, we’re members of the Star-Wing Corps!” Snow displayed a brand on the inside of her right forearm. Three gleaming crystal crescent-shaped claws looked as if they were imbedded in her skin. As Jocasta looked at them, they sparkled with a light that had to have been more than a simple reflection. “Now I’ve shown you mine.” 
 
    Jocasta reached to her holster, between it and the outside of her thigh, and pulled out a black, metal flechette from a very well-hidden pocket. With a delicate touch, Jocasta laid it down on the table. She looked up at Eugenia whose brow had furrowed tightly over her eyes. “Are you still with me, lady?” Seven crescent claws, made of black crystal, formed over the flechette and started to spin before they combined and a burst of black light covered the entire table. 
 
    “Snow, can you hear me?” Beta-Alphexeous called to her. 
 
    “There’s no way I am hearing this!” Eugenia whispered. 
 
    “Take it easy, Snow,” he quickly said. “This isn’t Spade! I’m Shade!” 
 
    “And still a Soul Fighter,” Eugenia argued. “… as well as an Officer and an Elder in our ranks!” 
 
    “Good to be remembered,” Beta-Alphexeous whispered. “Listen, this one’s in the shadows, but I trained her on the Sticks.” Snow’s eyes locked on Jocasta and the older woman wondered what she had been playing cards with for the better part of two hours. “I’m not kicking in the door, that’s not my speed. But I say she’s ready for the trials and then some!” 
 
    “I’ll tell Cavern,” Snow reported. 
 
    “No!” Beta-Alphexeous quickly said. “Just be there when she gets to the proper place at the proper time. The trek is all hers to make!” 
 
    “Understood, Commander,” Eugenia replied. The black veil lifted from over the table and the gray-haired woman looked hard into the crystal blue eyes of JoJo Starblazer. She offered her hand and Jocasta was quick to take it. 
 
    “Eugenia Bankhead,” the woman stated. “You can call me Snow. Yeah, discrete is a better word for you!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    There are three classes of men, lovers of wisdom, lovers of honor, and lovers of gain.  
 
    Plato 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4202.22)  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure someone’s coming down here for you, my little lad?” the voluminous woman drunkenly sang as she played with Kryltane’s purple lock of hair. The young man finished what was his fourth double tea-shot, all the while acting as if he were drinking actual whiskey. The bartender was finding it all too entertaining and kept the student’s secret. “Because I have a room that’s not too far from here where we can… get to know one another more better!” Kryltane winced at the bad grammar and pulled his head away from her probing finger. 
 
    “Aahhh, if only I were the sort to fling myself after a commodious lady such as yourself ,” he replied, taking hold of the woman’s hand and kissing the knuckle. “But alas, I must remain here, which is quite unfortunate… for us both.” 
 
    “Oooohhh, I love a man who uses big words!” 
 
    “Especially when the last one he used basically called you fat,” a patron stated loudly before finishing his drink. “Goodnight everyone!” Kryltane sneered at the man as the large woman turned around in her seat. 
 
    “This is where you run,” the bartended whispered, leaning over toward Kryltane. Looking at the man, Kryltane grabbed the bottle of whiskey just as he was grabbed and made to spin around in his chair. 
 
    “Okay, maybe it’s not all fat!” Kryltane thought as he looked at a very angry woman. She grabbed his shirt and he splashed her face with whiskey. His aim could have not been better as he scored both eyes. The woman released him and grabbed her face. 
 
    “And now I dub thee, the Spacecraft Commodious!” Kryltane shouted as he hammered the bottle down on the woman’s head. The bottle did not break and the woman fell to the floor. Laughter and screams erupted from the other patrons, a good number of whom had been placing bets on how everything would come out between the two. No one screamed louder than the man who had bet the young student would strike the large woman. 
 
    Kryltane did notice that there were two who were not cheering or laughing as they stood up from their table; the young man could easily spot them. They glared at him, and they were two people who were equally, if not more rotund than the stunned woman at his feet, and all three seemed to resemble one another. One of them had to walk around the table where they were seated so their approach was not an even one. 
 
    “Siblings?!” he exclaimed. “How are all three of you here and the kitchen is still open?” As more people started to laugh, the two siblings charged Kryltane. 
 
    “Think fast,” he said, tossing the bottle to the closest brother. Looking up and catching the bottle, it was dropped when Kryltane landed a kick to the man’s crotch. Kryltane caught the bottle in time to smack against the hand arcing around for his face. This time the bottle did break, as did a few bones in the hand it had struck. The older brother slowly fell to his knees as the younger brother clutched at his wrist. Kryltane was grabbed from behind and lifted from his feet. 
 
    “Can’t leave you alone for a second, can I?” Jocasta said as she plopped a small stack of credits on the bar, looking at the bartender long enough to get a smiling nod from the man. She marched quickly out of the Stick & Rudder with Kryltane in hand.   
 
    “Oh no, I’m good for a second,” Kryltane protested, keeping a good grip on the remains of the bottle. “After about seventy-two hundred of them, I can get a little distracted!” Jocasta released the young man just as he was about to go off in a tirade. “I mean, what the hell, woman?!” 
 
    “Easy, easy, easy!” she pleaded as she tried to keep from laughing. Most unexpectedly, Jocasta was coming to like Kryltane. She had heard some of the exchange and liked both his cool head and amount of bite in this particular dog. “You’re right, I was gone way too–” Jocasta leaned forward into a hard-pressed kiss. Kryltane’s arms flew around her body and they turned so that her back was against the wall. Jocasta’s cane was dropped, but remained standing as it leaned against the wall. She moaned as she guided Kryltane’s hand inside her coat. The moment he had a hold of her projectile gun, she pushed his shoulder and he spun around, quickly supporting his gun hand and bending at the knees. 
 
    “What do they teach at that damn school?!” she thought as she came away from the wall, grabbed her cane, drew her blaster, and put eyes on the rover she had barely noticed in time.  
 
    “Satithe, give me telescopic with ears to match,” she whispered as she moved after the large man who was carrying a charged energy rifle as if he were about use stealth to engage multiple enemies. Jocasta matched his pace but surpassed his measure of silence. 
 
    “Captain–” Satithe warned. 
 
    “Look out!” Kryltane cried out as he tackled Jocasta to the ground. She could hear the soft hissing sound of shells just missing her head. Projectiles ricocheted off the wall and Jocasta quickly rolled away from Kryltane as she tried to get a bearing on who was shooting at her. As the shooting stopped, she found that she could see only smoke from where the shooter had been standing. 
 
    “I didn’t even feel anything,” she whispered. 
 
    “Ghost Walkers!” Kryltane winced as he looked at his chest. He was bleeding and the sight of his own blood scared him. 
 
    “Bite down on your sleeve!” Jocasta commanded. “No arm, just fabric!” As soon as he had done what he had been told, Jocasta threw her cane up and across the street. The ball of the cane met with the window and all of the glass shattered. She quickly grabbed Kryltane, hopped and then jumped. She flew through the open window with projectiles hitting all around the wall and inside the room where she had landed. She quickly holstered her weapon and laid Kryltane down on the floor in-between crates. “Satithe, I need me some cover. Pull the shade!” 
 
      
 
    “We could send word to the crew,” CK stated, “but they’re too far away to make a difference in this.” 
 
    “Put it on the open channel,” Satithe commanded. 
 
    “Spartans!” CK cheered. 
 
    “It’s a longshot, but it’s the best we can do.” 
 
    “I will upload to the Black Gate Grid.” 
 
    “Master, are you receiving me?” Satithe called to Dungias. There was no response and the computer quickly initiated her locator function. Their master was on board the Xara-Mansura, in the arboretum, and his bio-signs were indicative a very deep meditative state. 
 
    “The Master cannot hear you,” Alpha advised before closing the channel. 
 
    “Alpha!” Satithe called, attempting to open another channel. The entire arboretum was no longer on her network. All the sensors there were offline. It was a matter Satithe would investigate another time. CK was on the station network and broadcasting. Satithe needed to answer her Jocasta. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Captain,” the computer replied, sounding reluctant to carry out the order. An energy pulse was emitted from the cane and Satithe knew it would keep Jocasta from being seen by electronic devices for fifteen seconds, but it would also knock out communications for twenty. 
 
    Jocasta opened her med kit and quickly applied a Gwarthine patch to Kryltane. He closed his eyes and started to breathe easier as the medicine quickly went to work. “That’s a quick fix,” she thought, but I don’t know what all that bullet did to him… and some idiot had to go and sever ties with the closest thing she has to a doctor! 
 
    “Focus, girl. You stopped the bleeding and scrambled the ones that made him bleed. Just don’t take all day flushing the crapstacks! Yeah, cuz this one we go at, even if we have to dance around this spearhead first! 
 
    “Sorry about this, Tane. But you stay put and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Take this,” he choked to say as he held up the pistol. “We both know they’re not here for me.” 
 
    “Baby, Momma’s got toys to spare,” she smiled, taking hold of the gun. “Photonic,” she said and  the gun format changed. “Careful where you shoot that! 
 
    “Let’s dance!” Jocasta thought as she stood up and bolted for the open window. Her cane twirled around her hand before she jumped, clicked her heels together, and caught the side of the window frame. She swung outside the window and a rifle shot blasted the window frame just above her head. Her feet slammed against the side of the building just as the head of her cane touched the same section of the wall. Dozens of tiny cracks formed making a nearly perfect circle around her feet and Jocasta was launched up at an angle. She flew across the street and on top of the Stick & Rudder. 
 
    “What the hell was that?!” one of Nothan’s men asked as he reloaded his sniper’s rifle. 
 
    “We’ve got movement on the far side of the building!” another man yelled. “She’s headed for the park!” 
 
    “Park is right,” Jocasta thought as she looked at how high she was. With the building standing as something sacred to her, Jocasta had made her way quickly across the roof where she jumped off the side. She could feel her boots absorbing her momentum as she landed on the extended arm of a streetlight. From there she had been thrown deeper into the park, landing in the top of one of the larger trees.  
 
    Dropping straight down, she grunted as her arm was stretched and twisted after taking hold of a branch. Jocasta maintained her grip and only released it when she was sure she could stand the fall. She rolled when she hit the ground and rubbed her right arm a bit. She looked up and smiled at how she had taken a near four-story drop and was able to walk away from it. “The groundskeeper’s gonna be pissed after tonight,” she thought as she dropped to one knee and reached to her back.  
 
    “You back with me, Sati?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Captain! Shall I–” 
 
    “Just hold your horses, girl! I got side-swiped, that’s all. No need to panic. You have a reading on these Ghost Walkers?” 
 
    “Nothing definitive,” Satithe reported. “But to create the type of field-signatures I am reading through your goggles… it  would take a tremendous amount of power to maintain.” 
 
    “Which means I’m either dealing with a very potent battery or their toys are just about out of juice,” Jocasta concluded. 
 
    “I concur, and I’ve also uploaded the signature to your heads-up display.” 
 
    “No kidding!” Jocasta said as she jumped up and then off the side of the tree. Three projectiles ripped through the bark, almost decimating the entire tree. Four more shots tried to clip Jocasta out of the air as she jumped three more times and landed in another tree. 
 
    “Flank team, pull back,” a voice commanded; Jocasta immediately placed it. 
 
    “Nothan!” she whispered. 
 
    “The rest of you stay with me. She can’t have too many more jumps like that left in her.” 
 
    “Nothan!” she called out. “This is what we call being really, really rude, baby.” Jocasta lowered her voice again. “Sati, scan for friendlies and fools.” 
 
    “Too bad for you, pirate,” Nothan shouted back. “Your face is all over the Imperial database, darlin’. Five million credits, dead or alive, and Imperial passage perks to boot!” 
 
    “Damn!” she whispered. “I have half a mind to turn myself in!” 
 
    “The perimeter is clear for the next five seconds,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Detonate,” she commanded. The explosion was powerful and Jocasta was knocked out of the tree. She landed on her feet, however, and drew her blade from her cane. She charged into the blast area, slashing the chest of the first man she came to. He was screaming when she spun away from him and sank her blade deep into the chest of another armoured man. Taking hold of his massive weapon, Jocasta broke the man’s arm to aim it and began firing. Her body shook with the recoil, but it did little to spoil her aim. A warning light on her goggles made her drop to her knee and the man’s shoulder and head exploded. Jocasta pulled her blade free and charged the source of the shot. She hopped to her left before jumping right, avoiding three shots before swinging for the man shooting at her. Her blade passed harmlessly through him and her back bend avoided his next round. She slashed for his legs, but found only air, and her spinning kept her ahead of the next gunshot. Both combatants could hear the warning alarm coming from the man’s power pack and Jocasta smiled coldly, jumping over the man. As she landed, Jocasta could at last feel the man’s presence. He screamed in desperation as she turned. Her kick kept the gun wide of her, and he fired into the stomach of one of his own. Her blade, however, did not miss and she opened up his throat. 
 
    “Captain, use your collection net!” Satithe radioed and Jocasta spun around the slowly dying man. She placed him between herself and the quickly closing gunmen. The dying man’s armour could only take two shots before the rounds started blasting away parts of his body, but it was more than enough time for Jocasta to get her range, toss two flash-bang grenades, and hop on her heels. She jumped up and landed in the midst of three of the Ghost Walkers. Her collection field swept across all three and their torsos were severed from their bodies. 
 
    “How many left, Sati?” 
 
    “Twelve, Captain,” she reported. “Two Ghost Walkers, nine heavy gunners, and Nothan.” 
 
    “Dammit!” Jocasta cursed, reading her power level approach seventy percent.  
 
    “Heads up!” a voice echoed over the park as a pulse of blue light arched over Jocasta and landed in-between the last two Ghost Walkers. The pulse exploded in a blue shimmering light and the area was abruptly changed. A light post, the upper two-thirds of the tree, and the upper half of the statue one of the heavy gunners had been using for cover were all of a sudden no more. 
 
    “Heads off,” the same voice called out as a dark, hooded figure appeared behind the bulk of Nothan’s men. The face-shaded man moved in a fashion that might have fooled some into thinking this his motion was slow. He held a gleaming short sword in either hand and slashed through the necks of two people before anyone could turn around. Two more died in confusion and fright. One died when two heavy gunners tried to shoot the lean figure and missed. Their hesitation made throwing the blades simpler. Jocasta heard a crossbow fire and two bolts screamed across the park, lodging in the head of one man and the back of another. The figure held out his hand and a peculiar crossbow flew to it. Placing the crossbow on his back, he recalled his swords in the same fashion. He deflected both shots that Nothan fired; the second shattered the gun Nothan was using. A quick fanfare saw the blades disappear behind the man’s back and he removed his hood. 
 
    “I’ll be damned!” Jocasta said as she stood up from her point of cover. “And here I thought the knife-lighter trick was the best you had.” 
 
    “No you didn’t,” the Vohlbred man smiled.  “And I’ve got my people looking after your friend. He’ll be in a regen in the next five minutes.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve improved your timing.” 
 
    “It’s early yet,” he said, gesturing toward Nothan and stepping back. Jocasta chuckled as she looked down and turned to face Nothan. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going to be more satisfying, plugging you or showing my knight in dark armour the ultimate damsel gratitude. Kot-damned side-swiping bounty-hunters! Coming in all heavy-handed. Shooting up the town… and an innocent… but you don’t give a shit about them, do you? Too busy counting your five million, I bet.  
 
    “First move’s yours, Nothan,” she said, rubbing her right hand. “If it’s your mouth, I shoot. If it’s your hand, I shoot. You’re going to die slow and ugly, Armed.” Jocasta knew that calling him the title given to the least of the gun-wearing community would be the only nudge he would require before he lost what was left of his reason. Had he not moved at all, she would have eventually walked away, but she knew he was not in the mindset to fathom that approach. He went for his fastest gun, but it was shot before his hand could reach it. 
 
    “Oh hell no!” she heard her handsome hero whisper as she twirled her blaster and returned it to the holster. 
 
    “Gee, Nothan, I don’t think your gun was armoured,” Jocasta said coldly. “But you’ve got two more… showing.” 
 
    Nothan’s body shook almost uncontrollably as smoke came from his hip. He saw the flash of the blaster fire and he felt his gun receive the shot. But his eyes had failed to see her draw her weapon. He breathed deep and slow, trying to steady himself. He stretched his neck and stared at his target.  
 
    “That’s it,” Jocasta coaxed him. “Get your courage up. A man should have his courage up when he meets the end!” 
 
    Nothan flicked his left arm forward. Jocasta’s shot his middle-finger’s knuckle on his left hand before the small sleeve-holstered pistol could reach his grasp and it tumbled to the ground as Nothan stumbled, clutching the wrist of his wounded hand. He fell to his knees and Jocasta shot through his right hand and left wrist with the next shot, and she holstered her weapon before taking a deep breath and sighing.  
 
    “You might not want to see this,” she warned the handsome stranger. 
 
    “I don’t want to miss a thing,” he quickly replied. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” she said as she approached Nothan. She stood over him, looking down on him for a moment. “His name is Kryltane and he’s a student at the local university. You almost made it a fatal act that he showed me around to the Stick & Rudder tonight, Nothan. You’re definitely not the goods.” Jocasta reached to her belt and produced a grenade. A stiff jab to Nothan’s face stunned him and she caught his shirt to keep him from falling over. “This would be an easy trick for a man who had a working hand, but both of yours are on the fritz. Like I said, slow and ugly. But then again, not really slow!  
 
    “Ten second countdown, imploding gravity pulse, minimum yield,” she said to the grenade and it beeped after the given command. She stuffed the grenade down Nothan’s underwear. “Initiate countdown.” Turning and walking at her normal speed, Jocasta looked up at the man who was now toting an empty launcher. He offered her his free arm and she smiled as she took hold of it. 
 
    “Tynaum Krensteele,” he said softly. 
 
    “Call me JoJo,” she said. They could hear Nothan scream just before the burst of light and slight popping sound of the grenade. 
 
    “Gravity pulse grenade!” the man nodded, obviously impressed. “Definitely a new one. So, where can I walk you, JoJo?” 
 
    “You said my guy is okay?” she asked. Looking at his brace-com for a moment, Tynaum smiled and nodded to the affirmative. “Then take me to your place. I have an ultimate gratitude to deliver.” 
 
    “Rate yourself that high, do you?” Tynaum asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll rate me higher.” 
 
    “All chuckles aside, I wasn’t going to hold you to that,” he said softly. “We say all kinds of things to get into the he–” Jocasta put her right hand to his shoulder and gently touched her lips to his. 
 
    “You’d better hold me to it! I don’t get to play damsel in distress often.” 
 
    “You weren’t in distress this time,” Tynaum pointed out 
 
    “Let it happen, baby,” she whispered before kissing him again. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta’s eyes opened, finding herself in a most unfamiliar yet incredibly comfortable position, lying on her right shoulder with her back against his chest; his arm wrapped around her body. “My toes are going to tingle for a week!” she thought, moving slowly and carefully to lift his arm. Her eyes fell shut, feeling his lips kiss gently between her shoulder blades. The warmth of his breath eased her body and she moaned. 
 
    “This isn’t a prison, Jo,” he whispered as he continued kissing slowly up to her neck. Like he had been when they first arrived in the room, Tynaum was not a man to be rushed with such things. 
 
    “He called me Jo,” she thought as he nuzzled her shoulders. “I hate being called Jo. Mmmm, don’t I?!” 
 
    Tynaum’s hand massaged her neck and shoulders as he started placing gentle kisses down her spine. “You can leave when you want to. You walked in here, you can walk out the same way.” 
 
    “Highly doubtful, baby!” she whispered. “Right now I couldn’t walk straight to save my – oh stars, that feels good!” 
 
    “That’s the intention,” Tynaum replied. “It’s not bad on this end either.” Tynaum laid his hand on her waist and gently pulled Jocasta over onto her back, kissing her skin as she rolled. His lips pressed lightly against her ribs and stomach. Her fingers ran through his hair before caressing the side of his face. Her body shuddered when he kissed right on the pelvic bone. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize when you don’t mean it,” she moaned. “And I think we’ve been here before,” she said softly. “… when you were undressing me.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied. “But I think I missed a spot.” 
 
    “Dammit, man! Now’s not the time to be missing spots!” she said before his head moved to stimulate her most sensitive region. Her body jumped again as she grabbed the pillow with one hand, a handful of linen in the other. “Baby, that’s the spot!” she declared, releasing the pillow and taking hold of the top of his head. She guided his advances and while he did not always go where she steered him, Jocasta only had praise for his navigation of her body. His hands continued to massage her back and hips as his lips pressed against her flesh. Jocasta lost count of how many times he had made her forget to breathe as the passion escalated between them. But it was more than the fire of their touch that moved her. Jocasta did not know, nor did she care, where her gun was… where any of her weapons were! For a very short moment in time, they did not matter. “Come here, baby,” she called to him. “I want you to hold me!” 
 
    “Not yet, Jo,” he whispered as he continued to delight her. Her body was no longer hers to control, and she surrendered herself to him. 
 
    “Ty,” she called and he finally lifted his head from his work. 
 
    “Jo,” he called to her as he moved on top of her and kissed down on her mouth.  
 
    “Jocasta!” she corrected him, guiding him as they kissed.  
 
    “Jocasta,” their lips separated as he received her guidance, and Jocasta felt him inside her. He kissed the side of her neck as they panted, their bodies pressing against one another in a perfect rhythm. Her hands clenched at his arms, shoulders and back, never staying in any one place too long before he took hold of her hands, their fingers interwoven as they kissed each other with fierce passion. Jocasta found herself giving more than she thought she could, but she never felt alone. Tynaum was with her, stride for stride, and when she bit into his shoulder, he released only one hand to cradle her head and kiss softly on her neck. Jocasta exploded from within, and through every incredible sensation, she could see Tynaum. She could hear him, feel him, and taste him, and she drank him in, feeling as if she could never be sated. She took hold of him and he refused her nothing. When she returned to her side, he was just as close as they were when they started, though this time they were face to face. Spent of their passion, they continued to comfort one another. 
 
    “What?” she thought as their last handhold loosened. “What the hell do I do now? He knows my name! What the hell was I thinking when I said that?!” 
 
    “Hey,” he spoke softly before kissing her on the lips. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Is that what you ask after sex like that?!” she snapped, her temper flaring. She started to say more, but he kissed her again, and again, and again, until she no longer had the urge to say anything at all. 
 
    “I asked because you lost that look.” 
 
    “Wh-what look?” 
 
    “That, ‘okay life, gimme what you got’ look,” he explained. “You should know… you’re not the only one off-balance here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who’s in new territory,” Tynaum admitted. “Or am I assuming?” 
 
    “Keep going,” Jocasta managed. “I’ll let you know when you’re wrong.” 
 
    “I’ve never been with anyone like– okay, this is not what I wanted to do,” Tynaum said, closing his eyes. His hand moved quickly enough to where his fingertips kept Jocasta’s lips from moving. “I didn’t want to sound cliché. Of course I’ve never been with anyone like you. Everyone is unique. 
 
    “What I wanted to say is that I’ve never felt this way after being with someone.” His hand slowly fell to caress her shoulder and Jocasta smiled at her lover. “And there are questions in my head that I don’t have answers to, feelings that are scaring me right now… but the thing I want most is for that clock to stop, just for a lifetime or two.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re not too greedy,” she giggled. Tynaum smiled as he watched her fade into a very intent stare. “I’m feeling pretty damn greedy myself right now. But I was thinking it’d take us three lifetimes. You know, you’d win one, I’d win one…” 
 
    “And then there’d be the rubber match?” Tynaum asked, nuzzling her. 
 
    “Standing room only.” 
 
    “We didn’t do much standing up,” Tynaum replied. “I’m game if you are.” 
 
    “You’re not game,” Jocasta declared. “You’re a rank, and with ‘people looking after my guy’, you’d have to be a serious rank.” 
 
    “I am,” Tynaum freely admitted, looking into Jocasta’s eyes and seeing she was struggling to keep emotions from registering. “And believe me when I tell you that I’m not asking you to change up being you. I’m just admitting the truth. You can’t put everything in the shadows…” 
 
    “Pretty soon you lose the point of why you do it,” Jocasta finished, hearing the teachings of Alphexeous. “No freakin’ way!” 
 
    “Am I in bed with a Soul Fighter?!” Tynaum asked. 
 
    “No, but it would appear I’m in bed with one! That definitely explains a couple of things. But no, Ty, I’m not trained that way. Just another true believer of shadow tactics!” Jocasta smiled. 
 
    “Good,” Tynaum said, kissing her again. “Because you’re already faster than me!” 
 
    “And he kisses me after saying that?!” she thought, receiving his lips and caressing his chest and shoulders. “Because he knows that I am… and he’s totally fine with that! 
 
    “Oh baby,” she said as she rolled Tynaum over on his back. She started kissing his neck and chest and he sighed in delight. 
 
    “Uh, babe, are we doing what I think we’re doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Let me please you,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Jo, did I not demonstrate how you rang that bell already?” He panted as she continued to touch and kiss him. “Believe me, pleased was so two or three heart attacks ago!” 
 
    “Neither one of us can change what happened before this room, or what needs to happen after,” Jocasta said as she kissed his mouth. “But while we’re here, be mine, because I’m already yours.” Jocasta resumed her kissing and touching and Tynaum gasped. 
 
    “Oh God!” he panted. 
 
    “Goddess,” she corrected and he laughed until she took hold of his most sensitive part. 
 
    “Goddess, goddess, GODDESS!” It was not long before Jocasta and Tynaum took to another embrace, only this time she was on top and she received his guidance. Before passions started to rise once more, she looked down on him and smiled. 
 
    “I like my eggs scrambled,” she cooed. 
 
    “I hope you brought some,” he quickly replied, smiling up at her. “… because the breakfast kitchen closes at eleven and it’s damn unlikely I’m going to move before midblock!” Jocasta laughed before she surrendered herself to Tynaum, receiving the same devotion from him as they explored the depths of their passions and desires. The passions were exercised and escalated, while familiar desires were overwhelmed by nameless ones born anew. Jocasta had been amazed at how her training had taken her perspective beyond the mere physical world. She had never expected to find someone who would meet her on every plateau, take her by the hand and take her to heights her masters had only mentioned in passing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To witness two lovers is a spectacle for the gods.  
 
    Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
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    It was bittersweet, coming to this place again. The sight of it never failed to bring elation to the Traveler, but the scene would never again seem as full as the first time he had come.  
 
    “What are we doing here, Alpha?” Dungias asked, looking around the gardens that Saru had created in her dream haven. A garden that Alpha had decided to maintain, if not improve. 
 
    “We are here to help you, Master,” Alpha replied. Dungias immediately noticed a softness to its voice here. “This place holds more than a fond memory for you. It is where you were able to touch upon your strongest and surest senses.” Dungias walked among the various plants, remembering what it was like to fly over them. 
 
    “Your sense of poetic symbolism is well-developed, Alpha,” Dungias remarked, noticing that while many of the plants were thriving, there were many more weeds than when he was last in this place. “I am the gardener of the Rims, eh?” 
 
    “It is time you came to the truth of it, Master,” Alpha replied.  
 
    “The truth?” Dungias question. “Are you to remind me of an error I have already declared?” 
 
    “I am the symbol of your ascension, Master. It is my place to show you the errors you have yet to discover!” 
 
    Coming to a clearing, Dungias expected to see the Crystal Lily, but instead it was a tranquil pool at the base of a waterfall. The cool mists kissed his skin and massaged his demeanor. Z’Gunok Tel Dungias opted to venture further… to hear more… to peer into the insights of his own creation… his universal extension. 
 
    “Continue,” he commanded, taking a seat at the banks of the pool. 
 
    “It is a simple concept and I have found those are the ones most often overlooked,” Alpha started as ripples formed in the water. “Let me open then, with a question. Which are you, Master? Are you the pebble? Are you the pond? Or are you the ripples?”  
 
    Dungias smiled, looking into the waters, but it did not remain on his face for long. His brow tightened over his eyes as he stared intently into the water. Lifting up his hand and opening it palm-side up, he could see a small black pebble in the center of his hand. Rolling his hand over, Dungias moved the pebble to his fingertips and held it up in front of his gold eyes, staring at it, taking in every nuance. 
 
    “Interesting that in my mind, or the mind of Alpha, which is also partly mine, the pebble is black… dark… without light… often mistaken for something of little worth. The last argument has at least been settled. 
 
    “You have given me three options, Alpha,” Dungias said as he slowly rose to his feet. It was time to leave this place, but not because had grown tired of it. No, Alpha had been right to keep it, and together they would sustain Saru’s memory. “The answer is of course simple: I am one as I am all three. 
 
    “But you have forgotten two major places of the cycle,” Dungias said, ascending from the garden toward his perspective of the Void. 
 
    “Oh?” Alpha replied. 
 
    “You failed to conceive of two cycles. For am I not also the child that must hurl the stone into the pond as much as I must be the force or forces that will place the pebble at the shores so that it can be tossed? You are right, Alpha, this is something I missed. For the Founders were the force that placed me, as a pebble, at the shores of the pond of what it was to be Malgovi. The incidence of being born shay-spawn and the measures of Danatra’s mind was the throw, and I fell into the pool, creating many ripples. While I have seen to the ripples, I failed to identify the pool; for though I am still a pebble, I am part of the pool until I am removed from it… and that will take a measure of force I have not yet known. 
 
    “How can a man hope to save humanity without becoming part of it?” Dungias asked. “While I believe I can make the journey, humanity on the whole is not so accepting of such a gesture. So it is good that I have a face to my own humanity… twin faces!” 
 
    Dungias emerged from his meditations only to be advised by Satithe of what had happened while he was reaching the gardens. The Star Chaser found himself quite confused. He did not know how to react to Alpha’s interference because, as he had already declared, Alpha was indeed Dungias but from a different perspective. How could be angry at himself? 
 
    “Just tell me why,” Dungias requested of is Osamu. 
 
    “My faith in Jocasta is greater than yours, Master” Alpha responded. “I took into account the level of skill of those who had set their trap, as well as the possibility that she would receive some measure of assistance being surrounded by pilots who embody the sentiment behind the lack of laws at Black Gate. Even if the matter had ended in a manner unlike what she or you would have desired, I did not believe it would have ended to her detriment. 
 
    “Also, Master… you seek to protect her because of the things she must do. You have yet to consider that one of those things she might be called upon to do in order to save her own kind is indeed to die!” 
 
    “If she dies before she can begin her true quest–” 
 
    “You might be called upon to clone a clone!” Alpha inserted. “Or trust Persephone to finish what her sister started. In any case, none of this was worth interrupting you, given what you have resolved and what we have both gained.” 
 
    “I cannot say that I fully agree,” Dungias said, making his way to the hangar. “But I understand you, Alpha. In the future, you will acknowledge that only I have the right to speak for myself and my extensions. Only when I am not able to speak for myself should any of you assume that station.” 
 
    “It will be as you command, Master,” Alpha stated. “If I have erred–” 
 
    Dungias interrupted, taking a tighter hold of his Osamu. “You have grown, Alpha, nothing more… nothing less. We are all looking for our place in this existence. You are as entitled to your searches as anyone or anything else. Come. The artificial sunlight will be dawning soon and we have a lecture to attend.” 
 
    “What is the subject of the lecture?” Alpha asked. 
 
    “That is not important,” Dungias replied, taking a series of deep breaths before stepping into the airlock. The shuttle he had taken to the Xara-Mansura was fully automated and had already returned to its facility. When the outer door opened, Dungias’ skin turned jet black and he pushed off toward Black Gate. He would be attending the college lecture, but he would not use traditional means to reach the campus. It was time to add to the memory of Gavis Station. 
 
    “There are many treks we can take to further our aims, Alpha,” he thought, sharing the Star-Stride vision with Alpha as his body flew toward Black Gate. “But one trek of particular note flows through the lecture hall. It is composed of three streams, actually, two very bright and one of a most peculiar nature. I would like to know what that trek-mark means.”  
 
    Alpha made no response, but transmitted the recorded conversation to Satithe and CK with an added note: The Traveler walks with the Stride once more! 
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    He had shared in the kind of night where morning came too soon, but he did not mind the reflex of his body as it slowly ran through the steps of awakening. The sweet aroma of the hybridized flowers gave the room a soft feel, and the heavy curtains kept most of the artificial sunlight at bay, painting the wall with a burnt yellow hue. 
 
    Tynaum rolled over and reached out for his sleeping-in cohort. His hand fell only to empty space and he sighed. “Damn!” 
 
    “Miss me already?” Jocasta said softly and Tynaum lifted his head to see the very shapely woman dressed only in his shirt and holding a tray of breakfast foods. He did not smile, but his eyes could not hide his delight. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” he admitted. “Like most women, you don’t know your place!” he complained as he pulled back the sheets on his side of the bed. 
 
    “Is that what it is?” Jocasta smiled as she walked around to his side. “Well, maybe I just haven’t found the man who could put me in my place.” She put the tray down and sat down on the side of the bed. Tynaum did not hesitate in his approach. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” he said softly before kissing her on the lips. Jocasta kissed back, and the slight touch soon increased to something much more endearing. Their lips parted and Jocasta decided to keep her eyes closed. 
 
    “Yeah! That’s my place!” she almost sang. 
 
    “So glad there’s room for two,” Tynaum added as he ran his hand down her back. 
 
    “Just make sure you put up your share of the rent!” Jocasta warned before she was pulled into another kiss and embrace. She moaned with an overwhelmingly good feeling and for once, she did not question it. She was not fearful because he had heard her; she simply wrapped her arms around Tynaum’s neck to pull him closer, and he reciprocated measure for measure – again! He kissed her neck and she kept her arms around him. “Baby?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said in-between kisses. 
 
    “You know how they say that the afterglow is often better than the actual act of passion?” 
 
    “I’ve heard that a time or two.” 
 
    “Wrong!” she moaned. 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “This is the prize,” she stated, gazing into his purple eyes. “Last night was the campaign. We’ve both had our tries at the journey.” 
 
    “But it’s nice to reach the end of the rainbow?” Tynaum suggested. Jocasta moved to kiss him in response. A heavy thud at the door made them both jump. They looked at the door of the room; Jocasta’s cane had been propped up under the doorknob and against the floor. The door was cracked open, but the cane had prevented it from opening all the way. 
 
    “Knew I felt a twitch downstairs,” she thought as they both heard a man moaning in pain. He had probably set himself to kick the door open, but the door-brace she had rigged made the door a more formidable obstacle.  
 
    “Shit!” a man in the hallway barked in a disgusted voice. “So much for surprise. All teams go!” 
 
    “They’re after me!” Jocasta and Tynaum declared simultaneously before looking at each other and smiling. They kissed quickly and crossed each other’s paths as they sprang from the bed. Tynaum smiled at the way his clothes and weapons had been stacked near a chair in the corner. 
 
    “Toss me my shirt,” he said. 
 
    “What shirt?” Jocasta said as she removed the shirt and put on her brace-com. She hit a button and stepped into her pile of clothes, stepping out dressed in her armoured body suit. She put her feet in her pants and pulled them up quickly, all the while holding onto his shirt. “Are you just going to watch?!” 
 
    “Can’t complain about the view,” Tynaum said before his eyes flared with black light. He spun toward the chair and spun away fully dressed, sans his shirt. 
 
    “I… so… hate… you!” Jocasta said as she grabbed her shoulder holster, sliding her feet into her boots. They both looked to the balcony to see several ropes drop past it. 
 
    “Might want to avert your eyes,” Tynaum said as he turned away from the balcony doors. Jocasta had just put on her goggles when a bright light flashed from the balcony floor, bringing with it a massive energy charge. Save for the red color, it looked like electricity the way it arched over to the ropes and shot up out of sight. There were more screams and several bodies falling, one of which collided with the balcony railing before rolling off down the side of the building.  
 
    “When did you rig that?!” Jocasta asked as she pulled his shirt over her head. Her shoulder holster was on in the very next action. 
 
    “In between numbers two and three last night,” Tynaum replied as he opened the doors to the balcony. He put his head out and hopped back into the room. Several shots ate into the balcony, the doorframe, the floor just inside the doorway, and the ceiling of the room. “We both attract armies, don’t we?” 
 
    Jocasta giggled as she slapped her weapons belt to her waist. It fastened on its own and Tynaum looked very impressed as she put on her long coat. The room shook as light flashed through the crack under the door. A soft blue light shimmered from the cane as the door remained in place. The walls around the door cracked and bits of them fell to the floor. Tynaum’s lifted brow crinkled as he looked at the cane and then at Jocasta who smiled and shrugged as she put on her gloves. 
 
    “Good news: the rooftop of the adjacent building seems to be clear,” Tynaum advised.  
 
    “And the bad news?” 
 
    “We’re on the fifteenth floor and it’s only a four-story building. I’ve got a means out of here–” 
 
    “But it’s a party of one method, right?” 
 
    “Don’t make me fall in love with you,” Tynaum warned.  
 
    “It wouldn’t be a long drop, sweetheart,” Jocasta retuned, surprising herself with the words that had just come out of her mouth. What was even more surprising was the lack of shock in Tynaum’s eyes. But the sound of more men coming down the hallway took them out of the moment and Jocasta steadied herself. “You trust me?” 
 
    “Silly question,” Tynaum quickly replied. 
 
    “Then let’s take a stroll, lover,” she said, holding out her right hand toward him. Tynaum crossed the room to take hold of it. “Cane,” she called, extending her left hand. It flew from the door to her hand and she pulled Tynaum into a run toward the door of the balcony. They were three strides into their run when the double doors, and most of the front wall, disintegrated.  
 
    “Flash bang,” she stated, taking a finger-thumb grip of her cane. 
 
    “Go for it!” Tynaum replied and Jocasta tossed a flash grenade out on the balcony. Heavy footfalls stomped into the room behind them and energy weapons charged for firing as the two of them ran out on the balcony. They were consumed by the bright white light as they jumped over the railing. 
 
    Jocasta eyed their landing. Tynaum was right, the roof was clear, but Satithe had marked five different sniper positions; bipod-mounted energy rifles, and spotters to boot. “I’ve got our landing, but we’re in the middle of it right after that.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Still a silly question,” Jocasta replied, throwing her cane to the rooftop. 
 
    “Then follow my lead!” 
 
    “Gravity pulse,” Jocasta commanded as the end of the cane struck the rooftop. A soft blue light shimmered over the ball of the cane and the descending couple felt a soft catch of their forms before they both landed and rolled. Tynaum lunged to run in front of Jocasta who took hold of her cane just before she went into her forward roll. Reaching to his back, Tynaum drew his short swords and clanged the steel together.  
 
    “Look at that man!” she thought as he deflected three incoming energy bursts. The others missed close around them, shredding the rooftop as the couple continued their run. Tynaum yelled before he jumped up, spun, and backhanded one burst, sending it to a sniper perch. The explosion told them both that he had at least scored the energy weapon there. 
 
    “Jump!” he commanded as he deflected another burst into a skylight. The glass shattered and Jocasta did not hesitate to stutter jump before dropping down the hole. She landed on a work table that was not designed to withstand the force of her drop. It shattered, but Jocasta landed solidly on her feet and spun, kicking the debris wide of Tynaum’s landing area. He landed and rolled. “Thanks,” he said as he continued moving forward. 
 
    “No problem,” Jocasta replied as she ran to follow the man. “Nice blade work back there.” 
 
    “Now you’re just being cruel!” he said, genuinely believing she was ribbing his less than par performance.  
 
    “Neither one of our bodies is quite in top form at the moment, baby,” she stated. 
 
    “Damn, didn’t think of that,” Tynaum admitted. “Looks like you’re the face and the brains of this tandem.” 
 
    “Now who’s being cruel?!” she fired back as Tynaum threw one of his swords through a window, sheathing the other. The hurled blade struck the wall of the adjacent building and lodged in the preform mortar. Tynaum jumped out of the window, grabbed the pommel of his lodged blade, placed his feet against the same wall and then reached back for Jocasta. A soft gasp left her mouth and she jumped, looking only at his hand. As they clenched, Tynaum allowed her weight to swing around. He ran along the wall, circling around the anchored blade, and yelled before hurling Jocasta up and slightly toward the alley wall. She could tell by her speed and angle that she would land easily on the roof. 
 
    “Three, five, nine o’clock!” he yelled. “All same level!” 
 
    Jocasta came up out of the alley and threw her body into a spin, moving her cane to her left hand. She drew her blaster, firing at three, five and nine o’clock, scoring scored a face, a neck, and an energy rifle respectively. She landed as the weapon exploded, taking out the gunner and the spotter. Dropping to her knee, Jocasta sheathed her cane, moved her blaster to her left hand, and resumed running, tapping the side of choker to activate her goggles. 
 
    “Can’t help but notice that all of these guys are wearing white,” she thought. 
 
    “Photonic and zero the five o’clock shot,” she said softly as she drew from her shoulder holster. The gun beeped as she watched both of the remaining spotters rushing to become gunners. She fired both weapons. Her blaster scored the shoulder of one spotter as he ran toward the anchored weapon. She could hear the explosion of the second energy weapon from the five o’clock position. She holstered both weapons, taking out her cane again Tynaum landed on the roof. 
 
    “Did you actually have the nerve to keep a lady waiting?!” she ribbed. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m trash!” 
 
    “Well I guess that makes me a custodial engineer.” 
 
    “We’re not done running yet,” Tynaum said as he reached for her hand. Jocasta took his hand and they ran, rooftop-to-rooftop, together. 
 
      
 
    Jumping from the top of the tram brought the couple to the entrance of the spacedock. They panted for a moment and sighed after they had caught their breaths, but while Tynaum’s was one of relief, Jocasta’s was far less pleasant. The dark-haired man could tell the difference between their sounds and looked at his companion. 
 
    “Did I make a wrong turn in your estimation?” he asked. 
 
    “You got us out of the firefight,” Jocasta admitted as she looked around. When her face came around to look at Tynaum, she had already lost her smile. They stepped back from each other and an arrow passed between them. “… and into another kind of fight!” Four swordsman and two archers, all wearing white, were very strategically placed near the dock entrance. They were definitely there for Tynaum, as her lander had been assigned a docking slip on a different level.  
 
    “Give me your back,” Tynaum directed and they turned away from one another. Jocasta pressed her back against his and despite the numbers, and the look of expertise in each man, she did not feel as pressed as when Kryltane had been shot. “Well, that feels better than I expected.” Tynaum continued. “Only problem is, neither of us can duck.” 
 
    “Sure we can,” Jocasta argued. “You pull away from my back and I’ll know.” Tynaum snorted a laugh as one of the archers released. He leaned to his left and Jocasta leaned to her left as the arrow passed between them. “I’ve got the archers!” Jocasta said as she lunged forward, drawing the sword from the cane, surprising the swordsman with her speed and the sudden appearance of an edged weapon. She slashed through his armour, raking the tip of her blade across his stomach. He grunted as he fell back and Jocasta continued her forward movement. Her uppercut swing of her scabbard knocked aside a thrust, and she lunged to her left to stand just outside the swordsman’s right arm. He leaned toward her, lifting his elbow for her jaw. Her head spun out of the way at the last moment and she dropped to her knee as she came all the way around, slashing the leg of the swordsman. She jumped up, landing an uppercut swing of the scabbard against his face, and she landed, deflecting an arrow. 
 
    The archer in front of her hurried to pull another shaft from his quiver while the one on the opposite side of the trap area took his shot at her back. Jocasta bent into a forward roll, dropping both her sword and scabbard. The arrow passed harmlessly over her and she came up hurling two throwing knives. Both lodged into the archer’s chest as Jocasta got up to her feet and turned. Her brace-com deflected another arrow, and her next throwing knife slashed the hamstring of one of the swordsmen as he advanced on a whirling Tynaum. With the man’s body locked in pain, Tynaum ran him through as he lunged by the man, spun around him, drew his gun and fired, scoring the center of the forehead of the remaining archer. A throwing knife from Jocasta sank into the neck of the swordsman she had wounded before. Tynaum removed the man’s head the very next moment. 
 
    The two of them turned about looking for another opponent, but the only one still alive was the swordsman with a bleeding leg wound and broken nose. With his gun still drawn, Tynaum shot him and then looked quickly at Jocasta, relieved at the sight of her unharmed. 
 
    “Awww, you were worried about me?” 
 
    “It seems I don’t very much like the idea of you being hurt,” Tynaum answered, and Jocasta’s eyes squinted. 
 
    “That sounds like my cue to do this.” Jocasta walked over to the man, wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately on the mouth. She almost gasped with the way he wrapped one arm around her waist and lifted her to her toes. She touched her hand to his face as the passion subsided, and their eyes opened at the same time when their lips parted. “Was that a decent goodbye kiss?” 
 
    “There’s nothing decent about you, Jocasta,” Tynaum said without a smile, and she could see the muscles of his jaws flexing. She pressed her lips together and fought against the urge to cry. “Nothing at all. 
 
    “But we both know what we know,” he continued. “I have things to tend to… and so does the Captain of the Xara-Mansura. Mine pull me away from Black Gate.” 
 
    “And mine send me into The Territories,” she stated before sighing. “So this is the sour to go with the sweet, right? Balance in all things?” 
 
    “Commander!” a voice called out and Tynaum turned to see several people, all dressed in black, running toward the two of them with their weapons drawn. 
 
    “Commander?” she asked with a sly grin. 
 
    “Commander Tynaum Wilason Krensteele of the Black Assassins… at your service. And I am kissing Jocasta Endigun, alias JoJo Starblazer, alias Dien, alias Kendra Talos, alias etc., Captain of the Xara-Mansura, and a pirate currently wanted by the Sylgarr Family for crimes against their standard.” 
 
    “Crimes against their standard?!” Jocasta repeated as she stepped away from Tynaum. “Oh how freakin’ puffy can you get?” 
 
    “They can get awfully puffy in the Inner Rim,” Tynaum advised as he smiled. He holstered his gun and sheathed his blade. “But you are no friend of theirs, and that makes me a fan of yours.” One of his men moved quickly to the dead swordsman and recovered Tynaum’s second blade for him. 
 
    “Sir, the White Shroud’s got a cruiser positioned just outside the zone,” the man reported as he handed Tynaum his sword after he cleaned it. “Long range scans show another three headed this way. They’ll be here just inside three hours.” 
 
    “And Novassa?” 
 
    “She recalled all shore-leave an hour ago,” the man replied. “Everyone’s aboard and we’re ready to depart.” 
 
    “This Novassa sounds like she’s sharp,” Jocasta noted. 
 
    “She’s the best First Mate I know,” Tynaum testified. 
 
    “You should get out more,” Jocasta smiled. “Or don’t, and save yourself the heartbreak.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Tynaum said as he approached the woman, taking hold of her hand and pressing something into her palm. He put his forehead to hers and they both closed their eyes. “You know what your problem is?”  
 
    “I can think of several right now,” Jocasta whispered as her body trembled. “Wrong ship being at the top of the list.” 
 
    “No,” Tynaum argued, striking the side of her face. “Right ship, right time, right place. Your only problem is that you’re too good to be wrong.” With a last touch of her cheek Tynaum backed away and started toward the spaceport. 
 
    “I don’t follow,” she said aloud. 
 
    “I know you don’t,” Tynaum said, turning to walk backwards. “A woman like you can only lead.” 
 
    “I could follow you,” she thought. 
 
    “But what I meant was, you’re not wrong. I didn’t have to fall far at all.” Tynaum quickly turned and started to jog away. It was a kindness in Jocasta’s mind, as she did not want him to see her cry. 
 
    “And of course he didn’t kiss me,” she thought as a single tear fell from her eye. “… because somebody had to go and call the goodbye kiss! Dammit! Looks like I’m the owner of the dumbest thing said this time around.” Looking into her hand, Jocasta sighed at the sight of the butterfly knife lighter. Her hand clasped around the device very tightly as she closed her eyes and allowed herself a wistful smile. 
 
    “You should know, Ty,” she spoke aloud, knowing he could not hear her. “I’ve never known what we shared. I’ve never allowed it, never wanted it; came with way too much baggage and strings for my liking. 
 
    “But maybe, just maybe, you sweet son-of-a-bitch, for one night – and one helluva after-sex workout – maybe I can be talked into baggage. And what a cool fucking run he has too! Thanks, Ty. Thank you for being… my first love! 
 
    “Satithe,” she said in a shaky voice. “… would you… send a text to his brace-com… please. Take one of my personal channels and lock it out from use…” 
 
    “Unless he is using it?” Satithe asked. Jocasta could only manage a nod as she watched him run. Just before he was out of sight, Tynaum stopped and looked back. He touched his fingertips to his lips, blew a kiss, and resumed his run. Another tear rolled down Jocasta’s cheek as he moved out of sight. 
 
    “Captain!” his voice reached her ears as his hand found her shoulder, and her body just gave. The tears flowed freely, and she turned to bury her face in his chest. A large, muscular arm wrapped around her and it was her blanket. She could curl up inside of her blanket and nothing could reach her; no one could touch her… except Tynaum.  
 
    Dungias said nothing as he bent slightly at the knees and picked her up. She curled up in his arms and cried. Dungias walked, touching Alpha to the forehead of one of the dying swordsmen. He was beyond technological medical attention, but his mind was still functional. By the time Dungias had Jocasta aboard the shuttle, he had seen the staging of the attack, the viewing of the first attack at the hotel, and the last stage at the spaceport. This would require review from the Traveler. 
 
      
 
    Curled up in Dungias’ arms, fumbling about with her cane, Jocasta looked up into the face of her most loyal companion. She sniffed once and wiped her eyes with the handkerchief he had given her. 
 
    “Gods,” she thought, “leave it to Z to have a sweet smelling hanky!” She looked back down at the cane and started to speak, but did not know the words to say. 
 
    “I must have been something to see back there,” Jocasta remarked, failing in her attempt to laugh it off. “Some bad ass pirate captain I make, right?” 
 
    “Her name was Saru,” Dungias started as he continued to hold Jocasta close… just as he had the day he found her with the plant. “She was my nyaka, my most beloved.” Dungias spoke of his late wife in specific and soft terms. While Saru was nothing like Tynaum, Dungias made it clear that he was nothing like Jocasta. That which had been shared between pirate and Black Assassin, however, was very close to how things had begun when Dungias finally admitted to himself how he felt about the Vinthur woman. Jocasta’s eyes welled up when she saw the tear run down his face… how still his body was, even as he wept. Jocasta tried to put her hand to his mouth, but his hand caught her wrist and he continued talking about what his mate had been and still was to him.  
 
    Taking only a moment of silence, Jocasta whispered, “How can you not fall in love with that?”  
 
    “Believe it or not, I tried,” he admitted. 
 
    “Nope, you never stood a chance. You see, us love-sayers, we know these things.” 
 
    “Love-sayer?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “The ones who say ‘I love you’ first, Z,” Jocasta explained, patting his chest. “Keep up, man!” 
 
    “My apologies, Captain.” 
 
    “Don’t get sorry, get with it! Now, us love-sayers, we spend most of our time waiting for you love-admitters to buy a clue and get on the same page. She was patient just long enough. Gods, Z, she sounds almost unbelievable!” 
 
    “That she did, and that she does,” Dungias replied and he smiled. The sight of it lifted Jocasta’s heart, and she touched his face. “Please remember that we are still alive, Jocasta. What you feel in your heart is proof of that. Look to what you felt and are feeling, and realize its power and place in your world. If I learned nothing else from my nyaka, it was that I was not meant to excel at every single moment of my life. Concerns over victory and defeat are for the foolish. Focus on the moment at hand and let nature take its trek. It will do so anyway.  
 
    “And one last thing, Captain,” Dungias added. “But this is just from me. You may have to remind yourself of one thing in the coming days.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “To be no less than the person you were when this passing of two ships happened. Because if you had been any less the person you are, this moment would not have occurred! Every event of significance changes us, and while we trek what we think is the best course, in times of great loss, we can fall short of our ambitions. To stumble is one thing, to lose ground or to lose your way is another. 
 
    “That sounds pretty Z-ish,” Jocasta chuckled. “Nugar teach you that?” 
 
    “No, Captain… you did!” Dungias moved out from under her. “And, in response to your teachings, I have vowed never to hold back ever again. Take a moment. I will remind you that the wash basin is available in the rear of the craft,” he said before leaving the shuttle.  
 
    Jocasta found herself too flabbergasted to be emotional as she watched him walk off the ship. He even closed the door behind him to ensure her privacy. “Huh!” was all she could say as she sat looking at the closed door with her mouth open.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Life’s challenges are not supposed to paralyze you, they’re supposed to help you discover who you are. 
 
    Bernice Johnson Reagon  
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    Within the boundaries of the Rims, days come and days go; most without a need for notation as there are no events of enough significance from one city to the next, let alone from one planet to the next, one system to the next, one Rim to the next! But there is an awesome contradiction unfolding, and on this day Mr. Feliort opened the doors to his bakery in the dead of night, anticipating the work that awaited him before the dawning of the artificial sun.  
 
      
 
    At the very same time…  
 
      
 
    Baxzym Effelrukk received his third summons. The white-bearded Delman was being called from his home in Sandthrunn in order to be foreman of the construction project to restore and renovate the Imperial Embassy in Oasis City. It was a job he was not interested in taking, but the scarred Temple Chevalier who brought the summons did not appear to be the sort who was willing to engage in a debate. 
 
      
 
    In the very same instant… 
 
      
 
    Shifu Forenzia Cortez put the keycard to her security system, locking the doors to her dojo. The class had gone a lot smoother; all of them had been since the unexpected departure of Stewart Campbell. She had made inquiries as to his whereabouts, and had been told he had transferred to another home. She posted correspondence to his telnet account and left the matter in his hands. She had a good long walk before her, and she smiled as the cool night air blew over her face. 
 
      
 
    And still, within the same moment… 
 
      
 
    Tolarra stood awestruck and confused, looking at the smoldering, twisted heap of carved stone, shaped steel and glass. She shook her head in disbelief, not knowing what to feel or think. She had spent hours streaking through star systems, teleporting in between them, eventually reaching the coordinates Freund had given her, only to find empty space. Nothing seemed to be out of sorts, and her senses told her she had come to an empty location. Still she pressed her light to shine so she could bear out something. After days of searching, she had found nothing! 
 
    “And my Plan B isn’t looking so hot either,” she thought, gazing at the remains of the Temple of Light. Something had hammered it into rubble and dust; she could feel none of the power that had made this place, and the order it had housed, so very special to her. 
 
    “I know there weren’t many Light Priests,” she reviewed. “… but I thought there were enough to hold the Temple; and it was KaA that did this! Not of the same alignment of the Light Priests, but it’s definitely linked to a deity.” 
 
    “Your level of sentience is inspiring!” a voice noted as a figure materialized in front of Tolarra. The Star Lark was immediately drawn to the glowing teal eyes of the man. She had not learned much about vitaception, save that it was something of which one should be fearful. “Inspiring and yet unfortunate.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you were going to say something like that,” Tolarra hissed as she readied herself.  
 
    “You prepare to do battle against me?!” the Mensori man asked, not knowing if he should laugh at the humor or be insulted by the incompetence. “What do you hope to achieve?” 
 
    “You’ve got a point,” Tolarra said, closing her eyes. She locked her mind on the moment when her light had been used to distract the entity of the board. D’Vatri was her name and in the instant that Tolarra was pulled away from her, their minds had touched. Tolarra had taken much of her flight time to look back through those thoughts and the more she saw, the more she feared the Mensori. She had, however, been led to discover a means to fight the vitaceptive. It was probably an accolade that needed to be conferred on Freund, but that was not important at the moment. She focused her thoughts on her center and touched upon her love for Freund. She found it as the crystalline sword found and slashed her heart. It had not even fully materialized when the point pierced her flesh. She could not scream, and the illusory image of her body faded from sight. Her ability to bend light around her body was suspended and she could be seen once more by the untrained eye. Neither ploy had worked against the creature, and she was now dying. 
 
    “Wrong,” the man said softly. “Your love was a fuel, not the technique that had proven so effective against D’Vatri. Still, I can see where you might have been led to that particular assumption. These are the mistakes–” 
 
    “To hell with you!” Tolarra thought, reaching for her most powerful expression of light. Fifty Star Larks flew from the center of the explosion of light and the Mensori looked impressed. 
 
    “A most peculiar response to my death-stroke,” the man noted. “… you have indeed been learning from Rendell. But you forget the universal balance. You created light, leaving room for shadow. Behold!” Fifty shadow spears lashed out and ran through each of the birds, destroying all fifty of them. The Mensori man smirked at his efficiency when his crystalline sword exploded and shards ripped through his flesh, thrashing especially his face, neck, and chest. His contact with the cosmos was broken, and Tolarra, already converted to living light, took to the pommel of the weapon, using it to find the means to enter the creature’s body. She triggered a massive explosion, ripping his right arm from his torso. The man cried out in pain as light shot into his mouth. One final explosion saw the man’s head fly apart from atop his own shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve been doing more than learning from Rendell,” Tolarra snapped as her light turned back to flesh. “Using a crystal-based construct on light?! Yeah, you’re the best in your class! 
 
    “But your pompous ass did just gave me one hell of an idea! I’d thank you, but you simply don’t know how many shits I don’t give about you right now.” Taking only a moment to focus on her collected thoughts, Tolarra changed to her Star Lark form and took once more to the stars. She had been told to find out all she could, and she intended to do that. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Freund stood at the door to the chamber with his arms folded, hearing and feeling the actions and reactions of his latest wards as they were put through their paces. They were eager, the lot of them! Eager and driven. They had the energy of youth and the vision of time-weathered eyes given to them by their foster mother. Their mutual love was apparent and Freund smiled at the sensation of it all. It had been a very short time, but they were progressing nicely all the same. 
 
    “You look very pleased with yourself,” Aleesha said as she approached, using the towel to dry herself after a very necessary shower. 
 
    “I try to soak in moments like these for as long as I am allowed,” he returned. “… it will pass soon enough, I’m sure. We cannot be allowed too much in the way of happiness; it might lead to some level of confirmation that what we’re doing is somehow right or needed.”  
 
    “So why is it that I get the feeling you create your own misery?” Aleesha questioned. 
 
    “Because you are an intuitive woman. Both of you are!” 
 
    “Both of us?” Aleesha asked. 
 
    “He was talking to me as well, Aleesha,” Shuronne said as she allowed herself to be seen. “You’ve got to tell me how you knew I was there.” 
 
    “I knew because you did,” Freund replied, pleased to see his two leaders invested in tasking both his reasoning and his ability. “And no, I am not going to explain what I mean. That is for you to fathom. 
 
    “I am glad the two of you are here,” Freund continued. “Kaila will be along shortly, but it may not be in time.” 
 
    “In time for what?” Shuronne asked. 
 
    “With any good fortune, Tolarra will return soon. Until she returns, Shuronne, you are in charge. I would like to think you know that means much, much more than the giving of orders.” 
 
    “I do,” Shuronne replied. It was clear she did not like the subject of the conversation, but she was not about to argue what she had been told. She had witnessed enough of Freund to take him at his words and trust his instincts the same as, if not more than, her own. “I take it the castle will brief me when the time comes?” 
 
    “It will,” Freund said, mentally placing the order to the castle, and it giggled at how smoothly Freund had corrected his oversight. “And thank you, Shuronne.” 
 
    “Thank me when all of this is over and done with,” she insisted. 
 
    “Uh oh, this can’t be good,” Kaila said as she entered the chamber. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got female intuition to spare,” Aleesha said. “Now if only we could get a–” 
 
    a loud, booming horn echoed through the castle, shaking every chamber and cracking much of the stone bricks that made up the construct. The students and their teachers fell to the ground, writhing in pain, and even the two Chevalierra were forced to join them. No offensive or painful sound reached Freund’s ears. The summons was meant for him and no one else.  
 
    “If nothing else, Greesdev has improved,” Freund thought. The Adjudicator called to Freund, and the blind entity could feel the aperture forming in the wall behind him. He was slowly losing his perception of the observation deck and everyone on it. Apparently it was more than a mere summons that had found him. Freund directed two thoughts to Tolarra. The first was filled with emotions and a sense of gratitude. She had been more than a comfort to him; she had reminded him what it was to love and be loved in a way that only two can demonstrate. The second was where she could go in his castle to find his journal. There she would find what he had planned for his new entities. With a gentle smile, he summoned his staff and walked through the portal. The time for the Game had come! The door closed quickly behind him and the castle was returned to the state in which Greesdev’s summons had found it. The ThoughtWill messages left from inside the castle, seeking out the mind for which they had been generated. 
 
    Shuronne winced in pain as she slowly got up from the floor. “I’m tempted to say that the man calls them as he sees them, but then I’m reminded that he is blind.” 
 
    “Just his eyes,” Aleesha said. 
 
    “Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” Kaila asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Shuronne returned. “Get the team ready for a field deployment. We’ve got personnel to collect.” 
 
    “More people?” Aleesha asked, slowly getting up from the floor. It was going to take some time before her headache would pass. “And shouldn’t you review Freund’s plans before making that call?” 
 
    “We’re going to war against the anti-life, people,” Shuronne returned as she started to glow slightly. “Just how small of an army do you want?” 
 
    “Good point,” the older woman agreed. 
 
    “Thank you, Aleesha,” Shuronne said softly. “And I don’t need Freund’s updates to know where we should be making our first recruiting attempt.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Ethadior sat in the high chair of his old wooden desk and tucked his thinning gray hair behind his ears. The wood in the fireplace had been replaced by a long-standing incantation, and the fire continued to burn warm and bright. It had grown late in the evening, and the sounds of the campus had fallen to a relative murmur; the occasional student or two passing by in the midst of a conversation. The potpourri on the windowsill had been replaced just a day ago, so the aroma from it was still strong but soothing. However, there was no easing the tortured soul today… not with what he had just seen! He closed the lid of the chest and removed his glasses before rubbing the bridge of his nose. He was tired, but there was so much more work to do. 
 
    “Is it that bad?” Shanvah asked, and Ethadior spun around in his chair, his normally brown eyes already aglow with MannA. He lifted his hand, readying his take on the MannA Bolt Spell, but his wrist was caught. He looked over to see that the woman who had spoken to him had not barged into his office alone. A young, lean black man held Ethadior’s wrist with a strength that did not suit his frame. There was a softness to his deep, brown eyes, though, and he quickly released the Enacranite once it was clear that he was not going to cast. “I think we’ve demonstrated that we’re not here to do you any harm, Teacher.” 
 
    “I am not your teacher!” Ethadior quickly stated. 
 
    “Our benefactor would greatly disagree,” Shanvah returned. “And I think you might have just taken a peek into why it is that the man himself has not come to speak with you.” 
 
    “How do you know what I’ve seen?” Ethadior asked, trying to buy time so that he could figure out what to do. 
 
    “He’s stalling,” Reginald reported as he looked at the man. “Working a backdoor to the moment, from the looks of it.” 
 
    “That will be enough, Reggie,” Shanvah said, and the young man took an immediate step back. The Chevalierra knew there was a swagger to her stride, but it was about as contained as it was going to get. She had been in the field many times, both as a lead and support. She was the former now, but doubted seriously she had ever given Shuronne the feeling of control and power that Survaysi’s children provided in abundance. She knew Reggie did not agree with her directive, but that did not matter; the directive had been given. If the two of them were still alive after this, there would remain the chance for a discussion. Until that moment, she was in charge and his job was to see to the mission first, her orders second. “Enacranite Ethadior, we don’t have time to play games! I’m certainly not going to hold your hand and talk away all of the fears your mind is generating about me and my colleague… so I’ll just come to it. 
 
    “You’ve been a busy little boy,” she stated as she turned to walk around the room. Ethadior had an opportunity… to die! The moment he looked at the woman walking, the young man began to shake his head ‘no’.  Ethadior’s eyes dropped to his right pinky-ring. Its lack of reaction told him there was no discernible, exercised ThoughtWill in the area. The young man was indeed in the Enacranite’s mind, but he was not using telepathy in order to achieve that position. That told the InvokeR that despite the young man’s appearance, the accolade that might best address his status of training would be ‘supreme’. “Not too long ago, a quaint little sandy planet in the Gulmar System played center stage to a circumstance of events you had a hand in initiating. The body of Enacranites must be a buzz right now. Or at least, they soon will be.” 
 
    “The holding chamber of Qualzuroth,” Ethadior admitted. “I have had it moved.” 
 
    “The holding chamber!” Shanvah repeated. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “You must be joking!” Ethadior snapped. “Do you know what was stored in that room?! All the knowledge… the power! And they don’t even know it’s gone, do they? Placing some trickster’s gadget in the room to guard it! I grafted a Living Key to the room, without their knowledge and using a practitioner judged insufficient by my fellow colleagues, I sent it off to the bloody Gulmar System! Gulmar! By now, that room is in the hands of a former applicant, one that was also denied Enacranite status because of the condition of their blood! We will see what they think of their ability now!” 
 
    “How is it I always get stuck with these jobs?” Shanvah thought. “Dealing with another freakin’ know-it-all, only this one has a revolutionary axe to grind, a statement to make! And he’s so busy making it that he failed to keep his eye on the ball! 
 
    “I said played center stage, not is playing,” Shanvah reminded the InvokeR. Ethadior was taken from the passion of his tirade to a point of realization. He moved from his high chair, Shanvah signaled to Reggie to allow the movement, and the man quickly made his way to his largest bookshelf. The top shelf held an impressive collection of crystals. Various sizes, shapes and colors, all mounted over platforms that kept the crystals afloat. 
 
    “Where is the Living Key I most recently made?” he asked of one sky-blue, teardrop-shaped crystal that started to spin as he spoke to it. 
 
    “That key is dead!” the crystal replied. 
 
    “What?!” Ethadior stammered. “Why didn’t you tell me?!” 
 
    “Your safeguards were not placed upon the recipient of Key Status, they were placed upon most of the items stored within the holding chamber,” the crystal stated. “No harm has befallen them.” 
 
    “And where are the tomes and wands?” 
 
    “They are in the vicinity of the Prism Baronies.” 
 
    “You have to love the way he can just dial up Information like that,” Reggie remarked. 
 
    “Might be why we were sent,” Shanvah shared, speaking softly so that only Reginald could hear her. “Makes me wonder what Shuronne and the others are working at the moment though” 
 
    Ethadior stepped away from the shelf, his mind falling almost immediately into deep contemplation. “I have to get to Black Gate,” he muttered. “Yes, gather the others and get to Black Gate.” 
 
    “What others?” Shanvah inquired. 
 
    “My students, of course!” Ethadior snapped before realizing to whom he was speaking. He looked at the Chevalierra and the young man and fright fell over his face. He had revealed that other people were involved in his campaign, and now they had been placed in a very precarious position. Ethadior had to protect them… somehow. 
 
    “Don’t!” Shanvah commanded. “Don’t even think about it! Both of us are faster than you. I may not be strong enough to stop you, but I know I can stall your attempt to cast. That would give my very eager friend here plenty of time to lay you low and trust me, he only needs one chance at that! 
 
    “Now, I know you want to protect your students from harm,” Shanvah continued, easing her tone of voice. “But we all know that’s not very practical thinking. They’re going around following the bane of Human existence that might have been the very reason why Old Earth was destroyed! How close can they dance to that fire and not get singed?” Shanvah extended her left hand as she carefully approached. Her steps were slow and shallow. 
 
    “I won’t let you hurt them,” Ethadior vowed. Shanvah’s eyes flashed briefly with light of the color Tolarra often emanated. She blinked them rapidly and shook her head, returning her focus to Ethadior in order to apply what she had just gained by way of vitaception. 
 
    “We’re here to help them, Master Ethadior,” Shanvah stated. “Let us help you. You know the last place you can go is Black Gate. There’s too much going on there now. The whole region is just waiting for something to come along and give it the right nudge for all hell to break loose.” 
 
    “Those tomes will be that nudge,” Ethadior declared. “And I’m the one who made it happen!” 
 
    “Some of the greatest advancements of man came by way of accident, Master,” Shanvah stressed. “Now, I’m not saying this will be one of those advancing accidents, but the die has been cast and maybe, just maybe, we should let this scenario play out. You sent the tomes to Gulmar and somehow they’re at Black Gate. That’s not just the wrong shipping code we’re talking about. 
 
    “Ethadior, we’re wasting time we’re not sure we have. We have to collect your students and get out of here!” 
 
    Ethadior thought, but only for a moment. How many times had he worked beyond the point of reason, sacrificing time, effort, personal holdings, and cherished relationships all in the name of ascending to becoming more? For each new height attained, how he had gathered himself for the next effort until finally, he had been declared an Enacranite… and how on that day he had died a little as reality met with the stuff of dreams, leaving only a lack of fulfillment in its wake. 
 
    It was not long after that day Ethadior had found himself teaching students the Enacranites had deemed unworthy or inadequate. It was from those ranks that he had chosen his five most talented. He selected one from each of the avenues of Casting with which he was familiar: wizardry, sorcery, elementurgy, witchcraft and fantasiation. It was his wish that if the Enacranites were not going to fulfill the promise of their history, he would create a new order, beginning with these hand-chosen students. 
 
    Looking at this mysterious woman and her colleague, Ethadior could already read certain lines of power about them; the sort that Temple Chevaliers do not normally demonstrate, as it was quite rare to come across one who had experience with the workings of Time and Space. Still, he had to make at least one thing perfectly clear. 
 
    “Who are you with?” he asked. “Tell me that and perhaps we will not need to test either of our resolves.” 
 
    “Very well. But first, tell me, how guarded is this chamber?” Shanvah inquired. 
 
    “That will be answer enough,” Ethadior said, extending his hand toward the fire. A tongue of flame lashed out toward him and he reached into it, pulling his cloak from the fire and wrapping it around his shoulders. Reggie smiled as he witnessed the cloak whisking around the man, and every shelf it passed was suddenly made barren. “Fortunately, my charges are all in one place.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The spark and song of steel rang throughout the scene, mixing with the sounds of the stream and the bird that sang in the trees. The woman smiled at her opponent, brushing back her long hair that was silver with asymmetric bronze streaks.. “Not bad,” she commented as she spun away from him. He knew better than to try and press, and he took a step back to secure his stance.  
 
    “Now try this!” she said, coming out of her spin and glaring at him through her steel gray eyes. She huffed before lunging toward him. She left the ground and flew toward him, swinging her blade. He lifted his weapon, but it was knocked from his hands and up into the air. The edge of her blade rested against the side of his neck before his sword reached the ground. “I’d say that makes me the victor,” she smiled. 
 
    “Why do we even do this stuff?!” C’Zaddrus yelled, frustrated at his performance. 
 
    “The Great One wishes it,” the woman replied, confused as to why the young Human did not understand. He glared at her and huffed before speaking. 
 
    “Let me tell you something, Vrelsha–” 
 
    “And I think we’ve had all we can stand for one session,” Jashana blurted out, speaking louder than she normally did. She glared at C’Zaddrus who found he could not hold her stare. “So, please, C’Zaddrus, thank the Sword Maiden and let’s get ready to go.” 
 
    A distraught Teyan turned to look at Jashana. “Go?! I haven’t had m–” 
 
    “Yes, I think we need to be going!” Jashana snapped, finding a way to speak even louder. 
 
    “You’re not too incredibly bright sometimes, you know that?” Wesley said to Teyan as he put on his cloak. “And you’re supposed to be the brightest among us.” Teyan said nothing as his lips moved. Quantil gestured for the young wizardry student to start gathering his things. 
 
    “Thank you, Maiden Vrelsha,” C’Zaddrus said as he bowed. 
 
    “Young Master C’Zaddrus should take heart,” the woman said with a smile as the sword in her hand faded away. “I am forced to change my tactics in order to disarm you. That was not the case three seasons back.” 
 
    “No,” C’Zaddrus said, finding reason to smile. “… I guess I have improved… a little.” 
 
    “And I am exceedingly glad to hear that come from you, C’Zaddrus,” Ethadior said as he appeared. 
 
    “Great One!” Vrelsha sighed as she smiled. 
 
    “Forgive us, Sword Maiden, but we must be away and very quickly, I’m afraid,” Ethadior said as he took hold of Vrelsha’s hands. “Please tell the High Lord that we will speak, at length, upon my return. It should not take too long, but there are pressing matters which demand my immediate attention.” 
 
    “I will convey your message, my betrothed. Do you have your steel?” 
 
    “You are my steel, Vrelsha,” Ethadior replied, kissing the back of her hand. “Again, you have my gratitude.” 
 
    “And you have my heart!” Ethadior smiled at her words, gave a slight bow with his head, and turned toward his students as they passed through the portal. Vrelsha kept her eyes upon their departure point until there was no trace of Ethadior’s essence or his castings… her smile did not waver until then. “They are no more, my Master.” 
 
    “And what, if anything, were you able to perceive?” a soft voice echoed around her form. 
 
    “The children only know that Ethadior is pressed,” she reported, holding out her hand. The sword that C’Zaddrus had been using flew to her grasp. For a brief moment, the image and essence of C’Zaddrus Ginnolio could be seen imposed over her body. She had the same brown hair that he did, the same dark brown eyes, and the same memories. She sifted through them and shook her head in disgust.   “Something vexes him greatly, but he has yet to share it with his young hopefuls. He also did not come alone. There was at least one other with him, but she chose to remain silent and out of mortal sight.” 
 
    “At least one?” 
 
     “I cannot say for sure,” she advised. “There was significant energy blanketing the woman. I could only detect her because of Ethadior’s thoughts, but even his most recent impressions seemed to be shielded somehow.” 
 
    “That is something we have not seen from him,” the voice commented. “Dispatch a Watcher. There is too much going about for this to be a simple passing tide of circumstance.” 
 
    “I agree, my Master,” Vrelsha replied. “Shall I fetch you a vassal?” 
 
    “You might consider dispatching a Seeker to find a fitting candidate,” the voice directed. “But how are you situated among the mortals?” 
 
    “Most of my followers are in regions where the means of transit is greatly inhibited,” Vrelsha reported. 
 
    “Then let them prove their love of you and your edicts. Commune with one of your followers and send them on a pilgrimage to a place called Black Gate. It is a place that is heavily on the mind of our dear Ethadior and I would like to know why.” 
 
    “It shall be done,” Vrelsha said as she bowed her head. She could feel the powerful presence of her master recede into the shadows until she was at last alone. She made her way to the stream and put one knee to the ground. “Yes, it shall be done,” she whispered. “And my master does not risk any of his patrons in this fool’s quest. His KaA will flow the same today as it did yesterday and the day before. What matter is it if mine is lessened? 
 
    “I will send a follower, as I was bade, but it will not be one of my disciples,” Vrelsha decided. “Any agent of the sword that will hear my words and perform this deed will suffice… and I have the perfect swordsman in mind!”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Freund arrived at the chamber at the same time as the other two players and he was struck by the stark differences each of them had presented. He was wearing one of his finer soft-gray robes over a white bodysuit of the softest silks. The woman who had arrived with him wore familiar dark green, tattered robes that dragged along the ground behind her. The third body was simply a mass of thick, black, living smoke. It swirled about without truly dissipating. Whatever seemed to disperse was simply born anew somewhere else in the perpetual cloud. 
 
    Three walkways and a central platform were the only lit surfaces in an otherwise dark chamber. An escort had been provided for each of the three contestants, and the Adjudicator awaited them in the center of the room. 
 
    “I must say, I never considered this to be a spectator sport,” Freund said to his escort who made nothing in the way of a response. “While I can sense directed light on my skin, it does not seem to cover the entirety of this immense room! And there are so many wondering if I can hear them breathing.” Freund chuckled as he was ushered forward. “… not as clearly as I can hear some of them thinking!” 
 
    “Gamesmen, take to your positions!” Greesdev commanded. 
 
    “Excuse me, my good man,” Freund said as he teleported to stand behind the chair intended for him. He could feel the board and was impressed with the life-essence coming from it. He wondered if the board he had shared his castle with for so many years was supposed to have felt the same. 
 
    “In many ways, yes, Master Freund, and in many ways, no,” the game board responded to his whim. Speaking in a warm and well-blended chorus of three male and three female voices. Obviously it was vitaceptive, though there was a grace in its response and humility to its tone. 
 
    “Perhaps the Guardian entity I am most familiar with had spent too much time in my company,” he postulated. 
 
    “A most gracious and humble gesture, Master Freund, but we are like most living things, capable of choice. For instance, I have chosen to take a name. You can call me Chorudatti, if you would prefer.” 
 
    “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Chorudatti,” Freund said as he lifted his hand and pushed the remaining two chairs away from the table so that his competitors could sit. Freund walked around his own chair and Chorudatti pushed it back for him. “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    “It would be wrong of you to assume a level of friendship with me, Master Freund,” Chorudatti warned. “I will show no favoritism, for that is not my function.” 
 
    “Friendship does not begin with one asking another to be something they are not,” Freund replied. “At least, not any true friendship! No, it begins best when one recognizes and acknowledges another without asking them to change in some manner. You get along despite such differences. 
 
    “And as for favoritism, you needn’t worry. Between the three players, I’m the smartest one in the room!” the old blind entity chuckled as he sat down.  
 
    The Adjudicator approached and stood on the platform midway between the smoke-shrouded figure and the robed woman. His staff crackled with power as all signs of the spectators were removed from the sensory ability of all the players. 
 
    “Speak your true name to the game board!” he commanded. Freund gestured to the robed woman who nodded, pulling back the hood of her robes which turned black and were adorned with simple silver jewelry and small ivory skulls. Her skin was powdery-white, but it seemed to shine like a very fine porcelain. Her hair was misty gray and full of body and wavy curls. Steel gray eyes flared wide with anticipation as she gazed at the game board. 
 
    “I am Death,” she announced, smiling and bowing slightly to Freund who returned the gesture. She then turned and set her gaze upon the seated cloud of darkness, but it made no motion and gave no response to her words.  
 
    “I am Ebdique,” he said, speaking in a very soft and controlled voice. “I represent Neve who has taken the name Antavida!” 
 
    “Representation is not allowed for the purposes of the game!” the Adjudicator ruled, turning to face Ebdique. “However you may answer for Antavida at this moment. 
 
    “I am Rendell Avery Harrison V, known to most of you as Freund.” He quickly turned his head toward Death and smiled. “It is so good to be in your presence again, my dear. You feel absolutely ravishing!” 
 
    “As always, old friend, you are too kind.” 
 
    “The prize of this game can only go to one contestant,” the Adjudicator declared. “… and the final tournament will be between two players. Before that game can begin, Death will face Antadvida, Antavida will face Freund, and Freund will face Death in three simultaneous contests. You are all aware of the rules of the game. Reminders will be provided should anyone begin to stray from the path of a fair competition, but each gamesman will be warned only once for the duration of the tournament.  
 
    “I present to you your game pieces!” 
 
    Before each of the players, chess pieces started to form. For the first moment, they all appeared to be the same, handsomely crafted stone chess pieces that were smooth and clean, but not shiny. The only difference between any of them was their color; black and white. Each gamesman had one set of black and one set of white. 
 
    “Freund, would you mind terribly turning the board with me?” Death asked. “It is not that I insist on going second–” 
 
    “You would just prefer black,” Freund finished and smiled as he did so. He turned toward Greesdev. “If both parties are agreeable, can such a change be made?” 
 
    “And if I do not agree?” Ebdique inquired. 
 
    “You are only a witness to their contest and as such your opinion holds no weight in this matter,” the Adjudicator ruled. “As both parties agree to the change, it is allowed.” With a wave of his massive hand the board between Death and Freund was lifted, turned and lowered back into place. 
 
    “Thank you,” Death said with a very warm smile on her face. 
 
    “Remember this should you have me in Check,” Freund ribbed. 
 
    “Don’t you mean when?” Death parried. 
 
    The Adjudicator stepped forward and extended his hand toward the game area. “The Gamesmen have been selected, reviewed, and accepted. The final prize will be announced once the final two players are declared. The boundaries for this contest are as follows: while the game is chess and strategy will of course assist the players, it is the chess pieces themselves that will decide the outcome of this contest. You may not directly recruit from any form of life that is not, at this very instant, within the boundary of the Rims. That includes dimensional entities. For any party or parties receiving power from a source outside the Rims, that power must flow through a nexus that is both alive and a life-form of the Rims. You have until the birth of the next star in that region to assemble your ranks. Are there any questions?” 
 
    Death spoke first, pushing back from the table. “I have come to expect nothing but the highest standards from you, Greesdev. You have been clear and thorough, not to mention incredibly gracious in light of the loss of the Mensori Gamesman. You do not disappoint. I have no questions.” 
 
    “Nor do I!” Ebdique declared before teleporting away. 
 
    Freund cleared his throat before putting his hand to the table and pushing his chair back. “I fully expected you to insist we begin the game immediately. Surely Death has soldiers awaiting her call.” 
 
    “And my numbers are constantly growing!” Death added. “But why rush? Especially since, as you and Antavida clash, those that fail your fatal regimen will simply fall to me. 
 
    “And I know,” Death continued. “… it is not your wish to lock horns with the anti-life. Interesting reference term, by the way.” 
 
    “A most recent development, I can assure you,” Freund replied. 
 
    “I am sure,” she giggled. “But you must realize, your wishes mean nothing. You have assumed the mantle of the defender of humanity… and I hesitate to cast judgment, given the obvious, but such an ambition is terribly shortsighted of you.” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Freund quickly pressed. 
 
    “Dearest friend, do you recall when we first met… as entities?” 
 
    “Indeed!” Dungias said, nodding emphatically. “… and you must say ‘as entities’ because we had met many times before, yes? Times when I considered you to be a raving lunatic, fully committed to my undoing!” 
 
    “Not just yours,” Death added. “… but your perspective shifted over time, though I should say it evolved, and we met… officially, and I said…” 
 
    “Welcome young soul,” Freund recalled the moment as he tried to fathom what the mysterious entity was trying to show him. “I was well over three centuries in age, preserved by MajiK, and you called me a child. 
 
    “What am I missing, Death?” 
 
    “Aaahh!” Death held up her finger as her other hand touched lightly against Freund’s cheek. He had come to expect the coldness of her touch, but her skin seemed softer than last he remembered. “To know that something has been missed is discovery enough, is it not? You are not the child I met those thousands of years ago, Rendell… but still you are young, and you are still making the mistakes of the young… though it is hard not to run afoul given the circumstances.  
 
    “To make it simpler, we will stay with the time you do know,” Death said as she stepped back from Freund. 
 
    “Which only means my answer is not within that time,” Freund quickly concluded. 
 
    “Blackguard was at one time a common mortal word,” Death explained as she started to fade. “Rascal, at its beginning, never conjured good feelings or tidings. Bad, sick, and insane were exclusively derogatory terms, and gay only used to mean happiness. Mortals are always about the business of redefining truth, as if truth needed such renovation, or that they actually possessed the authority to do so. Neve comes from a very old time… before your time, good Freund. And when she was he, and called Baron Nomed, a declaration of war was made.” 
 
    “Yes, against all of humanity,” Freund added. 
 
    “No,” Death declared. “That was not the word used!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Our acts make or mar us, we are the children of our own deeds.  
 
    Victor Hugo  
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    Following the instructions they were given, everyone convened in the dining room of the estate with their appetites roused and ready to take in all manner of succulent cuisine. Jocasta and Dungias arrived with bags of food, but none of it was prepared. They also had a new face with them, someone who looked anything but comfortable as he carried two large trays of prepared fruits and cheeses. 
 
    To Dungias’ accolades, which included officer, scientist, engineer, machinist, pilot, gunner, navigator, tracker, warrior, drill instructor, and font of knowledge, the crew got together and voted to add grill master. He did not cook any of the meats that had been purchased for this meal, but Nulaki swore by the Malgovi’s technique, and said he had never seen cooking appliances perform as efficiently. The crew ate near the pool with the sunlight just beginning to wane. 
 
    Jocasta brought an end to the festivities, clanging her table knife against her glass. Three sharp rasps was all it took for everyone to settle down and listen. “Ladies and gentlemen, without further delay, let me officially extend a hand of fellowship to Mr. Kryltane Duvia. Cutter, let the record show that if he so choses, Mr. Duvia will join us as a crewman, not a hopeful. Taking a slug for me or mine should have its own set of perks.” After the initial shock subsided, glasses were raised and cheers were made. Kryltane smiled humbly and nodded his head. Jocasta was happy to know that something could pull his eyes away from ogling over Pristacia.  
 
    “And while we are in a celebratory mood, let us raise a glass as one of us begins to make his way on another trek. Adleon, if you please.” There was applause as Adleon stood up from his chair. “You are a fine man, and a finer Gallant. We wish you every possible success as you take up your path, and though our wishes for your prosperity are indeed great, you will be missed. Z!” 
 
    Dungias stood up with a small canvas bag in his hands. He walked from his seat to hand it to Adleon. “You may be a novitiate in the eyes of the Temple, but you have already mastered much in the way of life. Continue to soar!” As Adleon received the bag, there was more applause. Jocasta cut her eyes over to Annsura who quickly signaled Pristacia.  
 
    “Let’s get back to the party!” Pristacia yelled as she jumped up. With a small remote control device in her hand, she started a track of music that was light-hearted and fast-paced. She grabbed Adleon’s hand and pulled him away from the table, forcing him to dance with her; after two gyrations and her beaming smile, he obliged her. 
 
    Jocasta then caught the eyes of Nulaki and Dungias and they knew to follow her away from the festivities. Just inside the house, Nulaki walked with Jocasta while Dungias slid the doors closed before following. 
 
    “I was originally thinking to have the crew involved,” Jocasta started as she walked. “… but I think we need to bring them in only after I’ve decided the course of action I want to take. Where am I going, Z?” 
 
    “Up the stairs, second door on your right,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Do we have a lot of options?” she asked as she reached the stairs. “And where is Tuitonn?” 
 
    “Quite a few,” Nulaki stated. “It really all depends on how many birds you want to hit with one stone.” Jocasta looked back at Nulaki who flashed a very handsome smile. 
 
    “As for Tuitonn,” Dungias spoke up. “… he is proving himself worthy by keeping a watchful eye over the Xara-Mansura. Added to that point, we do have two guests asleep in the Brig at this time.” Jocasta shifted her eyes from Nulaki to Dungias. 
 
    “It’s been one damn day!” she snapped. 
 
    “Apparently, that is their modus-operandi, Captain,” Dungias reasoned. “After all, who comes to Black Gate for only a short period of time?” Jocasta’s frown quickly relaxed as she considered Dungias’ perspective. 
 
    “Point made,” Jocasta said as she made it up to the second floor. “They just came up a couple of points… I don’t have to immediately kill them. Any damage done?” 
 
    “None, Captain. But I do not believe we have the entirety of their group.” 
 
    “What makes you say that, Z?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “In short, there is no getaway vehicle,” Dungias replied. “Satithe has scans of three incidents of ships around the Xara-Mansura, but they all transmitted security codes of the BSZ Control when she hailed them.”  
 
    “Black Gate has a Control Department?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “They do not,” Dungias advised. “I suspect that it was in fact the same vehicle and Satithe’s scans were somehow compromised. In any case, no vehicle was left unattended in the area.”  
 
    “Well, that’s just being smart, right?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “Please don’t get him started on auto-drive computers!” Jocasta barked, cutting Dungias off from that very retort. “Okay,” she said, entering the office. “No need to execute them if they didn’t break anything. I’ll talk to them later. You two need to talk to me now. Trust me, boys, your Captain needs to be involved in something foul right now. I’ve had enough fair to last me. 
 
    “At least until the next weighted sigh,” she thought. 
 
    “But before we get to the fun side of things, where are we with unloading the stones?” Jocasta asked as she walked around the large desk and sat down in the chair. 
 
    “I made contact with my guy,” Nulaki responded as he entered commands on his wrist-com. “… but he’s got some personal issues he’s dealing with at the moment. The good news is that he gave me a contact here at Black Gate we can approach to move our stones.” 
 
    “The stones, Mr. Conadier,” Jocasta corrected. “Not our stones.” 
 
    “But I’m working the fencing end of things!” he insisted. 
 
    “For which you will be handsomely paid,” Jocasta shot back. “But the procurement of those stones was my people making the best out of a Nulaki-made situation. That reminds me, do we know anything about the things we collected when we picked up Tuitonn?” 
 
    “I attended a symposium at one of the Black Gate universities this morning,” Dungias stated, surprising both Nulaki and Jocasta. 
 
    “Atsildylweer College?” Jocasta asked and Dungias nodded. “I love that big ass weeping willow tree they have in the eastern courtyard.” 
 
    “It is very soothing,” Dungias agreed. “While the subject matter of the symposium had little to do with enchanted artifacts, I was able to engage a number of contacts who were quite eager to research the matter on our behalf.” 
 
    “You up and trust total strangers with this stuff?” Nulaki questioned. “Just like that?!”  
 
    “Nulaki,” Jocasta said calmly. “Z operates differently than you and I, but I’ve yet to find grounds to question the man’s results.” 
 
    “Of the three, I can personally vouch for two, Captain,” Dungias affirmed. “The third harbors great ambitions, but I cannot yet say whether they are of the precarious capacity. Communication with the group is exclusively within my control.” 
 
    “Fair enough, Z,” Jocasta smiled, asking herself what he had managed to do in the same span of time that she had found a bar, a card game, a fight, a lover, and a serious chase resulting in another fight. She looked back at Nulaki and her eyes squinted. “Think you can talk to me without the butter?” 
 
    Nulaki looked at the ceiling and chuckled. “I can manage that.” 
 
    “Then proceed.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I got a telnet message from the Sultan of Cashmere. Yeah, no grass grows under this man’s boots. Anyway, he’s made it quite clear that he wants a MannA Rod.” 
 
    “A MannA what?” Jocasta asked, leaning on the desk.  
 
    “It’s like a wand, only more powerful.” Nulaki explained. 
 
    “Oh, sure!” Jocasta exclaimed. “Anything off the top shelf for the Sultan!” 
 
    “All things being what they are, I’d rather have this man as a favorable contact,” Nulaki returned. 
 
    “I would have to concur,” Dungias added, cutting Jocasta off from her normal path of contradiction. Holding back her retort, she signaled for the Black Scarab to continue. 
 
    “The really good news is that there are a number of these devices in Black Gate,” Nulaki shared. “It just so happens that one is in the possession of the Madam Gassio. While Z was making his investigations of the sitting representatives, I was looking into the Governor and his position. Word on the street is that he has several rivals for his position. Of the eleven baronies, nine are voting and our boy’s only got solid support from four.” 
 
    “Who does the Crystal Barony support?” Jocasta asked. Both men looked at her slightly confused and surprised. “What?!” she exclaimed, throwing up her hands. “I’m bound to piss somebody off during this caper. Might as well try to steer around the biggest gun on the deck.” 
 
    Nulaki looked at Dungias who gave only an eyebrow acknowledgement of the notion. “Good point, Captain,” he smiled. “… but the Crystal Baron’s too busy throwing his weight around in The Territories to be too concerned with Black Gate. His representative tends to abstain from voting altogether. Since that’s also the position of the Sapphire Barony representative, the Governor’s keeping his seat by a very slim four-to-three margin. The three all go to Gassio.” 
 
    “And I’m sure the good Madam is doing what she can to change that count,” Jocasta said softly, leaning back and rocking in her chair. “So, she happens to own one of these rods?!” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Nulaki replied and Jocasta’s head fell back as she sighed. Nulaki opted to speak quickly and try to minimize the impact of what he had to report. “She will, however, soon be entertaining an InvokeR who does happen to own one.” 
 
    “Gods, Conadier!” Jocasta exclaimed. “Wait! Entertaining how? What kind of a Madam is this Madam?” Nulaki’s head titled as he smiled. His eyes stared an obvious truth and Jocasta smiled. “I see, a-true-to-the-word Madam. And what does she have that will make the Governor smile should it cease to be her property and find its way into our possession?” 
 
    “A paramour,” Nulaki replied. “And no, from what I’ve been able to gather, this would not be a kidnapping so much as an act of deliverance. The girl was brought in, paraded under the Governor’s nose, he bit, and Gassio’s been jacking up the price of visitation ever since. And by price, I don’t mean credits.” 
 
    “And the Governor pays,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “So far. The word is that he hasn’t seen the girl in weeks, but he is definitely gagging for it.”  
 
    Jocasta considered what she had been told and came to a quick and easy conclusion. “Yeah, I can see where someone who controls the best lovers would be in a position of power around here.” 
 
    “There is some word that she uses programmable clones,” Nulaki shared, and Dungias engaged to keep his reaction from showing. He could not be sure if he had succeeded or not, but he had been spared any real concern as Jocasta’s eyes had locked on Nulaki after he shared that information. 
 
    “She what?” 
 
    “I haven’t been able to confirm that yet, but I’m working on it,” Nulaki said, realizing that he had found a tender spot with JoJo Starblazer. “The target pulls in tomorrow night and he’s there for six days. I figure I only need two to–” 
 
    “We go tomorrow, two hours before midblock,” Jocasta said, getting up from her chair. 
 
    “I’m going to need two days to get the proper equipment!” Nulaki argued. 
 
    “Get with Z, tell him what needs to happen.” 
 
    “My pardon, Captain,” Dungias said quickly. “I was expecting to go with Nulaki when he was to meet with the new contact.” Nulaki blurted out a laugh and Jocasta smiled, holding up her hand. 
 
    “Z, darlin’, I may not intimately know the world of fences, but you seem to forget what an imposing figure you can be at first meetings. Not to mention this is a climate I’m sure the guilds are heavily monitoring. I would rather you be there when the exchange has to go down.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain!” Nulaki said emphatically. 
 
    “Might I then suggest either Dugger or Princess?” 
 
    “I was hoping to take both, actually,” Nulaki inserted. Jocasta looked at her First Mate who nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Done, Thief. You have your wheelman and your distraction.” Jocasta started for the door. “Please bring them back in the condition you found them.” 
 
    Cutting her off from the door, Nulaki took hold of Jocasta’s hands. “Captain, about this go date you’ve assigned. I–” 
 
    “Z, any chance you know the girl in question?” she asked without looking away from Nulaki. A three-dimensional image of a very comely dark-haired girl projected from Dungias’ brace-com to the middle of the room. Nulaki looked up and was surprised to see the actual lady. “Here’s a tip, when he stands there with one hand in the other behind his back, he’s not just standing there, he’s feeding info into Satithe and correlating data. Between the two of them I bet they’ve already got the address of the Madam’s house with the last registered blueprints of the building.” 
 
    “Along with one of three potential places where the girl might be found at the given address, Captain,” Satithe added. 
 
    Jocasta smiled brightly and put her hand on Nulaki’s arm. “They don’t work this well and this fast to show off, Thief. They do it so I won’t waltz in there and blast the bejesus out of every crapstack in the house! We go, with you or without you. I’d prefer with. 
 
    “Speaking of preferences,” Jocasta said as she remembered something of a significant point. “… aside from his taste in horizontal company, anything dark and slimy about our MannA Rod target?” 
 
    “I can do some more digging, but the primary sweep just pulled him up as a target,” Nulaki stated. 
 
    “Yeah, if you get a sec, do the digging,” Jocasta directed. “If you find something, let me know. If not, sucks to be him!” She gently pulled away from the man and looked at Dungias, shaking her head. 
 
    “So, Satithe let these bastards get on my gumball?” Jocasta asked, walking for the door with her First Mate directly behind her. 
 
    “Given the laws of the zone, I am sure she thought it best, Captain.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Once an unwelcome body is aboard a ship, the laws of that ship prevail over the laws of the zone,” Dungias advised. 
 
    “I could learn to really like it here,” Jocasta said softly. “… aside from the damn bounty-hunters.” Jocasta started down the stairs and looked at the time. “When is your meet, Mr. Conadier?” she called out. 
 
    “I’m getting right to it, Captain,” Nulaki said as he walked behind Dungias. 
 
    “Did I oversell you, Z?” she asked as she reached the ground floor. 
 
    “We have quite a bit of unused equipment, Captain,” Dungias said confidently. “I doubt Mr. Conadier will require something that I will not be able to jury-rig in the timetable  you have given us.”  
 
    “That sounds like my Chief Engineer,” she said. “Do whatever you need to, use whatever crew members you have to.” 
 
    “Then I will be calling upon Tank and young Mr. Duvia, given that he seems to be well-trained in the use and applications of computers. Should he take you up on your offer, that is.” 
 
    Jocasta huffed as she looked out on the shenanigans of the evening. “Dammit, Z, when did you get a line on what that kid could do?!” 
 
    “While Nulaki was cooking, of course,” he replied. 
 
    Jocasta chuckled and started walking again. “Of course. Tell Adleon to get his gear, say his goodbyes, and meet me in the garage. I’m going to talk to some very bold bastards, two at the very least. I’m thinking I might get lucky.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” Dungias said as she stopped walking. He watched Jocasta don her long coat as she walked. She was reaching the door to the garage when Nulaki stepped up beside him. 
 
    “Not much grass growing under her boots either, huh?” 
 
    “Not unless it was already there when she put her foot down,” Dungias replied. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Ephaliun checked his brace-com a fourth time as he put the hover-car into another turn. He then took in a deep breath and calmed himself. He looked over at Pristacia and was only slightly relieved to discover that he was not the only one in the car who was looking nervous. 
 
    “Easy children,” Nulaki said calmly. “This is just a meet and greet. We’re here to get to know one another and see if we can conduct business.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, why do you need us?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “I like it when a blonde isn’t dumb,” Nulaki stated. “One thing, my children: we walk in the world of shadows. Everyone is darker and more deceitful than you want or need them to be. Just because we’re going to meet someone to talk about stones doesn’t mean they don’t know a Slaver with a quota to fill if they decide that they don’t like the merchandise.” 
 
    “If they’re not Slavers themselves,” Pristacia added. 
 
    “Quite right, Princess.” 
 
    “Aren’t they more likely to try something if Princess shows her face?!” Dugger pointed out. 
 
    “Depends on what face she shows,” Nulaki replied. “If she’s stupid arm-candy, they might have a bigger itch.” 
 
    “You’re just saying this now?!” Pristacia turned around in her seat to look at Nulaki reclined in the back seat. He smiled and waved at her. 
 
    “There aren’t many faces you’ve got that work to my disadvantage,” he shared. “If you play the arm-candy, and they decide to make the wrong play, they take you lighter than they should and you get in some clean back shots. If you play competent and fierce, then the man who tells you to shut up, despite his appearance, is in some fashion more fierce than you, or at least thinks he is! I thought Z was teaching you about this sort of thing.” 
 
    “We’re still on the subject of me working alone,” she answered. “But I’ll follow your lead… and be arm-candy.” 
 
    “Interesting choice,” he remarked. 
 
    “Playing to the worst-case scenario,” she stated. “If they want to take us bad enough; me being fierce won’t really stop them; they’ll just come harder. I’d rather pad our first move if I can.” 
 
    “Okay, Z really is training her!” Nulaki thought. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    “I guess that means I guard the car,” Ephaliun stated. 
 
    “I love the way you make that sound minimal,” Nulaki chuckled. “They want us bad enough, cutting off the route of escape is the first thing any competent grabber’s gonna do! And speaking of making moves, mentioning the word dance, or any form of dance, is our trigger for tonight.” 
 
    “Gotta love this world of shadows,” Ephaliun muttered as he opened a channel to Pristacia, directing Satithe to use direct sound from their headgear so that Nulaki could not hear him. 
 
    “Did he really say, ‘easy children’?” he whispered. 
 
    “Nulaki is new at this,” Pristacia replied, looking out over the buildings. “You have got to remember that he’s got a name, a rep, and one of his victims happens to be the reason why Oasis City was interesting. I’d listen to him if I were you. We’ll talk about the bravado later!” Both crewmen of the Xara-Mansura smiled as the thief in the back seat pretended to not hear the conversation. 
 
    Following Nulaki’s directions, Ephaliun backed the car into an alley a little over two blocks away from the intended meeting place. Pristacia and Nulaki piled out of the hover-car, with their goggles on, and started down the avenue toward a number of nightclubs and businesses of various amusements. 
 
    “Are we running a little late on purpose?” Pristacia asked as she adjusted the appearance of her goggles. Arm candy, she thought, should be wearing something too big for her face. 
 
    “I’ll have to talk to Z about a bigger and more gaudy format,” she thought. 
 
    “I noticed you told Dugger to take some turns he didn’t have to,” the young woman continued as she put three pieces of chewing gum in her mouth. 
 
    “Know the layout of Black Gate already, do you?” 
 
    “No, but Satithe does,” she replied. “You added time on to our drive.” 
 
    “And you didn’t say anything because…” 
 
    “I’m new to all of this,” Pristacia admitted. “You’ve been a thief long enough to have a name and a price on your head... and you have the trust of the Captain and Z.” 
 
    “I’m going to let you in on a little secret… I don’t have their trust. I have their respect... and their curiosity. Real big difference!” 
 
    “You seem okay with it, though,” Pristacia remarked. 
 
    “I’m a thief, plain and simple,” he said. “I’m not sure I would respect them if they trusted me. But to answer your question, yes, we’re late on purpose. I wanted us to be late. We’re not from here after all, so we’re not familiar with the area and it’s easy to get lost, even with an auto-map.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of smoke and mirrors in the world of shadows,” Pristacia commented. 
 
    “There are even more in the light,” Nulaki returned. “And I think that’s our contact right there; thirty-three meters and on your left.  
 
    “And how much more conspicuous can a person get,” Nulaki thought, looking at the man’s long coat. He had the collar up and dark glasses over his eyes. It was quite obvious to Nulaki that the man was not a professional, and amateurs made the Black Scarab nervous. 
 
    “You mean the one that just signaled to someone across the street?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s our guy. You stay in character until I say otherwise, or you see something I don’t,” he said as he wrapped his arm around her waist. Pristacia smiled, and giggled, tripping as she walked, taking deliberately short strides. 
 
    “Not too shabby,” Nulaki thought, observing the change in her demeanor. “Maybe I latched on to the wrong one to roll with me. 
 
    “Evening, friend,” Nulaki said softly. “You the one I was talking to on the city grid?” The man nodded ‘yes’ as he looked around. Nulaki pushed Pristacia from his side and she stumbled away, grasping the light pole to keep standing. Nulaki hopped up and planted a front kick to the man’s sternum. He was lifted from his feet as the wind was knocked out of him. “No one worth a damn talks on the city grid, you idiot!” 
 
    “Hey!” the man that Pristacia had spotted came from the nightclub across the street. Nulaki turned and hurled a black shuriken into the man’s shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t hey me, man. You don’t know me!” 
 
    “And you don’t know us!” a woman said, walking out from behind the wounded man. She was holding up her hands as she advanced. Nulaki could see a man come to the roof of the building and another take up a position at the far corner of the building. It did not take Nulaki long to see that they would be shooting in one direction with little risk of hitting their own  “But I came to talk, not to fight. If you’re here to talk stones…” the woman lifted a small cylinder-shaped device to her neck. “… I’m your man,” she said, sounding like the man he was here to see. 
 
    “You okay, baby?” Nulaki said to Pristacia. 
 
    “Yeah, Daddy, I’m all right. I just hurt my arm,” she answered, rubbing her arm... with only two fingers. Taking a passive glance, Nulaki could see two figures posted behind parked vehicles, twenty meters to his right flank. He could also hear soft footfalls behind him, deep in the alley. That made five.  
 
    “Can we lose the working girl?” 
 
    “She’s working!” Nulaki snapped. “I got four hours plus on the clock… and it’s none of your damn business anyway. I’m here to talk stones. What are you here to do?” 
 
    “Do you have a sample?” the woman asked, smiling. 
 
    “Fucking amateurs!” Nulaki thought as he smiled and nodded. “When will they ever learn?! 
 
    “Boogie!” Nulaki said, jabbing the woman in the face and then grabbing her. Pristacia threw down two smoke bombs with her left hand and hurled a flash-bang grenade toward the parked vehicle. She then bolted for the alley, drawing her gun out of her purse. After two back strikes, Nulaki backed into the alley, using the woman as a shield. He fell down when a rifle blast struck her chest. The laser had burned through her body and into his chest. His shirt had a large hole in it, but his bodysuit looked untouched. “Damn, you got to love that blue-skinned freak!” 
 
    “It helps,” Pristacia said as she fired. She darted left to the wall of the alley, pulling her belt out of her purse. The buckle of her belt locked into place. “Infrared,” she whispered and her field of vision was altered to where she could see two men with energy pistols. “Lock on!” Her goggles flashed green and she knew to duck. One burst burned into the wall where her head had been. 
 
    “Lock established,” her goggle computer reported. Pristacia popped up, aimed, and fired one shot. She could hear the man scream as he fell to the alley floor. 
 
    “I think they blocked out Satithe,” she said as she ducked again. Rapid fire energy bursts ate at the wall and she darted to the other side. The laser fire followed her as Nulaki ran down the alley. 
 
    “This smells like a guild trap!” he huffed as he ran. The last man in the alley aimed and Nulaki jumped. When his body was parallel with the alley floor, he spun and his body shifted to the right and three shots just missed him. Nulaki landed on the side wall, still running, and fired without aiming. He scored the stomach of the man, followed by the chest and shoulder. 
 
    “Nice moves!” Pristacia exclaimed as Nulaki jumped down to the alley floor. She looked up at the sound of engines approaching. “And that sounds way too heavy to be our ride!” 
 
    “Probably a troop carrier,” Nulaki said. “… that rules out using the rooftops.” He reached back for her hand and Pristacia took off her shoes, placing them in her holding satchel. She started running after she rolled a grenade toward the mouth of the alley. One man had posted up at the front of one of the buildings and peered around to get a target to aim at just as the device went off. While the young woman smiled, it was bittersweet for Nulaki. They had taken out yet another person, but in using explosives, she insured no one was getting off that transport with just light armour on.  
 
    “Damn pirates!” Nulaki cursed under his breath. 
 
    “So this is the fork in the road, eh, Z?” Pristacia thought as she took a moment to look back at her handiwork. 
 
      
 
    “Remember, you are trying to be alluring,” Dungias had said softly in her ear as they slowly danced close together. “Which means the last thing you would want to do is to look like you’re trying to be alluring… unless you believe your target would be more easily manipulated once that revelation comes to them.” 
 
    “You mean there are times when it’s better to deliberately fail–” 
 
    “Look out!” Dungias had ordered, pushing her away with such force that she fell to her back and rolled. When she had stopped, she looked up to see the head of a spear come out of Dungias’ chest. He had grabbed the neck of the spear, but it spun in his hands and in his body and he screamed as his hands fell away from the weapon. His body had been cast away as if had no weight, and Pristacia had looked up to see a Malgovi Warrior nearly three meters tall. It had locked eyes on her the moment Dungias was no longer in its view. It smiled and drew a sword, quickly swinging it into a screaming Pristacia. She had continued screaming even after Dungias had taken hold of her and called her name several times. He had continued to call her name after she opened her eyes and once more after she stopped screaming. 
 
    “You’re not dead!” she had whispered. 
 
    “And it is only by the fact that the attack was illusory that I can say the same for you, Princess,” he had replied. “Before you begin trying to piece things together, resolve one issue: tell me why you did not think! You screamed well enough and that is good, given you were afraid. It is clear you have little issue in showing your feelings.” 
 
    “Do you have to mock me at every turn?!” she had snapped. 
 
    “Must you confine me to being Terran simply because you are?” he had replied just as quickly. “Because mocking is what you would have been doing, the same reasoning must then be applied to me? Perhaps we should call you Goddess instead… and yes, that was mocking you! 
 
    “Pristacia, it is my hope that you will come to know that there is more than simply the Terran perspective to the Rims and therefore to the Cosmos.” Dungias had slowly lessened his grip on her arms and he had stepped back from her as the image of the stars filled the room. “The moment you are able to admit that is the moment you can begin to understand what little any of us truly knows about anything. Once you have that perspective, you will think when others are gripped with fear. The notions that strike you, which now you might think of as mad, you will come to see as strokes of unexpected genius.” 
 
    “All this is going into my training?” Pristacia had asked as she shook her head. In the mid-shake she stopped and closed her eyes. “But then, I am only assuming you are teaching me to be what I consider to be a manipulator of people. I need to get out of my own way, don’t I?” 
 
    “You ask that in a voice that would suggest that you–” 
 
    “It’s what the Witch told me,” Pristacia admitted. “She said I think I know too much, and with my mind filled with so much wrong knowledge, there isn’t any room for discovery. Help me, Z. I’m scared!” 
 
    “Are you?” Dungias had asked, offering his hand. “Or are you simply telling yourself that is what you think you should be, stepping into the face of something new. You are a Princess! But I can only lead you to the throne; that is my part of the plan. The ascension is up to you! Your life-trek has come to a fork; one path is the life you have assumed, the other is the life waiting for you to explore before you define it. Which path will you take?” 
 
      
 
    “Trust the man. Trust the plan!” Pristacia thought, repeating what served as a mantra among those who had trained the longest with Dungias. 
 
    “We’ve got to get some altitude,” she said, looking over the layout of the walls of the buildings. 
 
    “That’s the last thing–” 
 
    “They expect,” she interrupted. “Those engines were still inbound, and with the layout of this area they can only land troops right where Dugger is parked!” Nulaki looked at the woman as she ran by him and looked at the rear of the buildings. She saw one with a fire escape chute and turned toward it.  
 
    “Now how is she going to–” Nulaki muttered as Pristacia jumped up and stabbed the outside walls of the chute with her knives. She planted her feet and then stabbed to the left, pulled up and stabbed to the right. She started making a rhythm to her efforts and was scaling the chute quite well. “Well I’ll be damned.” Nulaki jumped and used his hands and feet to get to the top and roll over the ledge. He put a hand down for Pristacia to grab and pulled her over the side. She got up on her feet and started sprinting. Nulaki followed, curious as to how this was going to play out. 
 
    As she ran, Pristacia hit a button on her brace-com. “Dugger, this is Princess.” 
 
    “This is Dugger. It’s real good to hear you, girl!” 
 
    “Tell me about it. You see a transport?”  
 
    “Can’t help but,” he replied. “They fragged the car before their ship had even come to a hover.” 
 
    “Any off-loading?” 
 
    “Not yet, but the ramp is down!” 
 
    “We’re on our way to you. That transport is our ride out. You with me?” 
 
    “You want me to start without you?”  
 
    “Negative. Just find a pretty perch.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” he replied. “Rifle is drawn, assembled, and ready to fire!” 
 
    “Awesome, Dugger. Be there in fifty!” Pristacia said as she jumped from one building to the next. The next building was two stories taller, but Pristacia was not slowing down. “Give a lady a hand?” 
 
    “You’re no lady,” Nulaki replied, running ahead of her. “But…” He jumped from the edge of the roof to the wall and readied himself to take on more weight. 
 
    “Shoulders,” she cried as she jumped, and a slight blue shimmer passed over her body. “Ten… nine,” she counted as she landed on Nulaki’s shoulder and jumped. He could barely feel her and shook his head as he watched her go up to the ledge, catching it with her hands. He quickly made his way up the side of the building. 
 
    “So that anti-gravity thing only lasts ten seconds?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she panted as another shimmer passed over her body. “Each cell has ten seconds of power to it. I’m only wearing three cells right now; have to conserve.” 
 
    Nulaki looked over at Pristacia once more as they both ran. Princess was definitely a misleading name. “And I thought I had a problem between knowing when to run and when to fight. 
 
    “Well, I can see our target,” Nulaki advised. “Two more buildings and we’re there.” 
 
    “Princess, they’re off-loading!” Ephaliun reported. 
 
    “Drop smoke after the fifth man, Dugger,” she ordered before looking over at Nulaki. “You take the troops on the ground, I’ll handle what’s on the transport.” 
 
    “Princess, that’s suicide!” 
 
    “Then I’ll see you in hell!” she laughed, jumping the next building and then leaning forward for even more speed. She had a knife in one hand, a pistol in the other, and the blue shimmer passed over her body again as she jumped. Her body carried over the side of the building and she landed on the nose of the transport.  
 
    Nulaki decided he was better off dealing with the troops on the ground. He jumped off the building and his goggles adjusted for the smoke. He landed on one of the troops and relieved the downed fighter of their heavy riffle. Two laser bursts cut into the person behind him, breaking the glass of the trooper’s face mask with the first shot and blasting the head with the second.  
 
    Nulaki set the weapon on full automatic and fired into the closest body; it took four shots to eat through the thicker body armour. He rolled and shot the next, and the next, and the next! In between the cries of anxiety and panic, he could hear Dugger’s rifle covering him. He could also hear the engines of the transport increase and decrease, as if the transport was in a spin of sorts. He looked up long enough to make sure the ship was not spinning in his direction. When he did, he saw the light of a flash-bang grenade, which meant that crazy young woman was still alive. More importantly, the blast came from inside the transport before it was followed by several laser blasts. 
 
    “This is Satithe. Communication has been re-established. Per Princess’ instructions, I am overriding control of the transport and signaling all armoured suits to lock.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Nulaki muttered. 
 
    “Nulaki, I got you covered,” Ephaliun radioed. “I am twenty degrees to your port and across the street. If you can get to the roof, Princess will only have to make one stop!” 
 
    “On my way!” Nulaki said, dropping the rifle. There was no need to shoot someone who could not move, but that did not keep from Nulaki smiling devilishly as he pondered something wicked. 
 
    “You’re always supposed to take advantage of a good opportunity, right? 
 
    “The name’s Black Scarab!” he cried, hurling a black shuriken. It lodged in the faceplate of one of the imprisoned men. “Remember it!” Three flipping and twisting leaps later, he was on the roof of the four-story building as the transport approached. He could see Pristacia behind the controls in a very bloody cockpit. The ramp was still down, and Ephaliun ran to catch it while Nulaki jumped and landed inside the transport ahead of him. He grabbed Ephaliun, giving Pristacia the ‘all clear’. She throttled up the transport and turned for open sky. It was not the smoothest of maneuvers, but no one gave voice to any criticisms. 
 
    “You got a present back there, Scarab!” Pristacia yelled. “Seems one of the guildsmen wanted a front row seat to the affair.” 
 
    Nulaki whipped his head around and among the thirty or so men trapped in their body armour, there were two people in very fine civilian clothes, cowering in the far corner. They had been splashed with the blood of the third who was dead on the floor. From the looks of him, he had been the muscle for the guildsman, but he had gotten trapped under a falling trooper. Pristacia’s knife was still in his chest. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s been learning from Z all right!” Nulaki thought as he removed the knife and handed it to Ephaliun. 
 
    “Get that back to the lady, if you please,” Nulaki directed. 
 
    “You got it,” Ephaliun replied, taking hold of the weapon. “I’ll also ask if she wants help with flying this thing.” 
 
    “No. If she doesn’t ask, let her do it. She’s earned it.” Ephaliun nodded with absolutely no intention of listening to Nulaki, and headed for the cockpit. Personal feelings be damned, the crew of the Xara-Mansura were in a position of major potential profit. If Pristacia was being trained by Z, the last thing she should do is let her personal feelings get in the way of a major win. He was the better pilot, he would make the offer to assist. 
 
    “Mind if I lend a hand?” he asked, smiling at Pristacia. 
 
    “Not in the least,” Pristacia said, getting up out of the pilot’s chair. “Satithe, let’s wipe every set of eyes in the sector and every suit assigned to this transport.” 
 
    “Already in progress, Princess,” Satithe reported. “I even have coordinates of a storage facility that will take the transport as is. They’re offering unmarked platinum bars.” 
 
    “Is it a fair price, Satithe?” Pristacia inquired. 
 
    “It will be by the time you get there,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “You heard the lady, Dugger,” Pristacia said sitting down in the co-pilot’s chair and closing her eyes. She was surprised at what she had done and flat out amazed that she was still alive. She sat in the chair and waited for her hear to stop pounding. “Satithe, if you could have one of the house vehicles meet us there, we’d sure appreciate it.” 
 
    “Public conveyance en route, will rendezvous with you two blocks south of your drop coordinates.” 
 
    “Even better, Satithe,” Pristacia smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome. Princess, I can’t speak for the Captain… or for Z for that matter. But from my perspective… well done, Your Majesty!” 
 
    Ephaliun smiled as Pristacia laughed. 
 
      
 
    Nulaki smiled at the man before he looked at the floor and contemplated his approach. He made two starts before his face shone with the brightness of inspiration. “Two words, fat man,” Nulaki said, slowly drawing his long knife from one of his dimensional pockets. “For you, I have only two words. They are account and passcode.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Every man of action has a strong dose of egoism, pride, hardness, and cunning, but all those things will be regarded as high qualities if he can make them the means to achieve great ends.  
 
    George Seferis 
 
      
 
    [image: ]  
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4202.23) 
 
      
 
    Tried and tested, troubled and true; the walls, door and ceiling of their holding pen were made of stern stuff and beyond the measure of their combine efforts to escape. Hennix hurt his hand trying to remove the paneling, behind which he believed he could access the controls for the door. Much like the other panels, though, it did not budge and he came away frustrated and in pain. Deolun knew better than to ask if he was all right with the way he was cussing and holding his hand. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Hennix cussed, massaging his left hand and pace in the cramped space. 
 
    “Was that a confession?” Jocasta asked as the cell door opened. “Not that I’m a constable or a priest. It just sounded like you wanted to get something off your chest.” Jocasta looked at each man in turn. Both of them were older than she expected. Usually breaking into someone’s ship was the folly of the young and unwary. 
 
    “Satithe did mention they were wearing clothes that would have made them invisible to normal sensors,” she remembered. “Maybe there’s money in this sort of racket. Not the way I’d chose to cut my cred, though. 
 
    “Either of you want to say something that will keep me from killing you?” she asked. 
 
    “Where’s the floating ball?” Deolun asked, looking outside fearfully. 
 
    “Getting a new polish,” Jocasta said, sounding impatient as she approached. “I do not have time for lip-flapping, people! You got something to say or not?!” 
 
    “You must have forgotten that energy weapons don’t work once you cross that threshold,” Hennix said, his eyes glaring at Jocasta as her face lost all expression. She looked at the doorway that was behind her and swallowed hard. It was very close quarters, and the dark-haired man who was staring her looked like he had maintained a very fit body. The quiet light brown-haired one that sat on the bed did not look weak; he looked to be very fast! “Over under!” Hennix cried after he flipped his long black hair out of his face. He lunged forward half a step and then stepped back; the ball of Jocasta’s cane passing harmlessly in front of his face. Deolun’s shoulder met with Jocasta’s hip and she was thrust into the wall. She lifted her cane as Hennix’s round-kick swung through, scoring her jaw. Jocasta slowly slid down the wall, moaning. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” Deolun cried as he got up to his feet. Hennix looked down on the stunned woman and started toward her when Deolun grabbed his arm and pulled hard as he left the cell. “Come on!!!” 
 
    The two ran out of the cell and then out of the Brig before any alarms sounded. 
 
    “Shit!” Hennix cursed. “We just left a hostage, man!” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Deolun said as he looked at his left forearm. He smiled when he saw the display of his arm-com. “The computers have power now. Check your bracers and anklets!” 
 
    While running, Hennix looked at his wrists and ankles. “Looks good to me,” he reported as Deolun tapped in a few commands. Hennix heard a tell-tale tone in his ears and smiled brightly. “You got your ears on, sweet thing?” 
 
    “Hennix?!” a soft, worried, and anxious voice replied. “Hen-babe, is that you?” 
 
    “It sure is! We ran into a major snag once we got inside, but we’re making a break for the exit right now. Are you close by?” 
 
    “You know I would never leave you!” Bruveia replied. “I’ve got you on my screens and I’m three minutes out.” 
 
    “Might take us a little longer to get there, sweets,” Hennix estimated. “… but we’re hauling it as best we can!” 
 
    “Partial power restored to the module,” Deolun advised. “Should be more than we need.” 
 
    “Scratch that last bit, Bru-doll,” Hennix corrected himself. “Haul ass!” 
 
    “I’m reading the key is still in place,” the woman reported. “… so it won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “You with me?” Hennix asked as he eyed the lower levels. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Deolun said softly as he turned off the display. 
 
    “Activate Jump Program,” Hennix commanded before hopping over the side of the rail. Boots of light formed around their feet as they descended, and flared brightly when they touched down three levels below where they had jumped. The boots faded and Deolun smiled as he put his hand to his ear. 
 
    “That put us back to seventeen percent,” he reported as he keyed in new commands. 
 
    “More than enough,” Hennix whispered as he started for the drop shaft. “As long as we don’t run into that damn brain ball again, we should make a clean run of it.” 
 
    “I’m opening the access doors… now!” 
 
    With no doors or floors to get in their way, the two made the drop all the way into the hangar. Deolun ran to the hangar doors while Hennix made his way to the scout ship. Running behind the spacecraft, he located their satchel, laughing that it was still where he had managed to throw it before their encounter with the silver sphere. 
 
    “What are we looking like there?” Hennix asked as he shouldered the bag. 
 
    “That ball must be the only security that really works on this tub,” Deolun measured. “The key is still in place and it still has enough power to make a seven-second safety field.” 
 
    “That’s cutting it close,” Hennix grinned. “But I’ll take it.” Putting his hand to his ear, Hennix looked up and around. “Bruveia, baby, we’re ready to hop. Please tell me you’re close!” 
 
    “I’ve got eyes on the hangar doors right now,” she advised. “Going for knock, knock in three… two… one…” The hangar doors shuddered and both men took in a deep breath, holding it. With a sudden jolt of electricity and a few sparks, an atmosphere integrity field formed, the hangar doors opened, and a small spacecraft entered the hangar. Pitch jets fired to turn the starboard side toward the two men who ran toward the ship. The side door of the ship split in the center with half of the door going up and the other half going down. Both men boarded and the doors quickly closed as the engines fired forward thrust and the craft sped away. The vacuum of space pulled at everything in the hangar, but the hangar doors closed before the scout ship could move too far. 
 
    “This is what happens when we change up our jobs,” Bruveia complained as she piloted the craft toward Black Gate. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hennix said, planting a kiss on the woman’s cheek. “That was pretty nice flying. Not as smooth as Deolun, but good enough to get us out of there.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, sweetie,” she said in a softer tone. 
 
    “Sorry, cousin,” Deolun said as he took the controls. “But there’s no way I was going to let you go in there on that leg. Besides, there were a few perks to having the brains of our little outfit going in on the run this time.” 
 
    “He’s got a point, Bru-doll,” Hennix agreed as he moved the woman’s blonde hair out of the way so he could caress her shoulders. “We were able to take scans of the equipment in that ship. Their regen is better than anything I’ve ever seen! It even tops the stuff the Empire is trying to develop and debug! This could be the score that gets us out from under, I’m telling you.” 
 
    “So they have all of this wonderful tech, and no security?! Come on!” Bruveia pressed. 
 
    “Easy on that call,” Deolun warned. “That ball-thing was no joke!” 
 
    “Tell me about it! Do you want to know the size of the headache I still have because of that damn thing?!” Hennix added. “One flash from it and I’m reliving my childhood; all of the bad parts, and then everything went black. We were out for hours!” 
 
    “That thing was not friendly,” Deolun said softly. “But apparently it takes a lot of power to run it.” 
 
    “I still have a bad feeling about this,” Bruveia said. “I say we ditch the normal return plan and land at Site B.” 
 
    “It’ll take us an hour to get home!” Deolun whined. 
 
    “Then we take the hour,” Hennix declared. “I trust her feelings more than your tired feet! Besides, if she says we need to walk with her ankle the way it is, I say we walk it.” Bruveia looked up at her man and smiled. “Site B it is,” he said before kissing her.  
 
      
 
    From the spaceport, to the tram, to the cred-conveyance, to the near mile they had to walk, the three were quiet as they made their way to their warehouse lot. Hennix picked up Bruveia again and she knew better than to complain as he carried her through the front door, heading directly for the stairs to the upper floor. She smiled at him and stroked his hair. 
 
    “Is this where I get to say thank you for carrying me for as long as you did?” 
 
    “I have to admit, it was pretty touching,” Jocasta said as she walked out at the top of the stairs, Tuitonn floating over her right shoulder. “She’s shapely, but I get the feeling there’s more muscle than fat under those clothes.” 
 
    “Where the hell did she come from?!” Deolun cried. 
 
    “You know, that’s something I would truly like to know,” Jocasta replied before grabbing the railing on both sides of the stairway and sliding down the stairs. Bruveia planted her good foot against the wall and pushed, back-flipping over the railing. She landed on her good foot and limped on her bad one. Hennix, however, spent so much time admiring his girlfriend’s agility that he forgot he had an opponent inbound. Jocasta’s boots reminded him of her presence and catapulted him to the floor. He landed hard on his back and was slow to move. “Okay, that looked like it hurt.” 
 
    Jocasta hopped to her left and a wild left hook just missed her. She could hear the crackle of energy around the man’s hand as she thrust the ball end of her cane over her left shoulder, jabbing the approaching woman in the face. Ducking the Deolun’s kick, Jocasta swept the stunned woman’s feet and she landed hard on her right side, grabbing for her right ankle as she wailed in pain. Jocasta gave ground once more, avoiding another punch. Now she could actually see the energy form around his hands and she frowned at the application of technology. 
 
    “You’ve got the heart, brain-boy, but not the skills,” Jocasta said, stepping back again. “Observe,” she instructed, lunging forward. Deolun moved to block an attack she had not fully committed to and left himself open to a hook that Jocasta drove into his ribs. Deolun staggered from the blow and Jocasta rushed past him, landing a front kick to Hennix’s face as he was trying to get up. The man was unconscious as he fell back to the floor and Jocasta ducked low as Deolun’s hands came over her head and back. He continued a few more steps forward as he had run in order to reach the elusive woman. Jocasta smiled as she pivoted and swung her cane. It was blocked by Bruveia. Jocasta stepped forward with a jab that was blocked and another cane swing that was caught. 
 
    “Skilled,” Jocasta smiled before ducking. Deolun missed Jocasta yet again, but his light-enveloped hand managed to strike his cousin at the hip. Her entire body flashed with energy as it shuddered before being sent across the floor. She slid to a stop, quite unconscious and with a broken hip, just over fifteen meters away. 
 
    “Bruveia!” Deolun called out before the ball of Jocasta’s cane was swung into the back of his head. He was out before he hit the floor, and Jocasta looked around the warehouse. 
 
    “Can you help the girl?” she asked. 
 
    “I believe I can mend her bone and joint,” Tuitonn replied as he floated toward her body.  
 
    “Good,” Jocasta said as she walked over to the one called Hennix. She grabbed his feet and pulled him across the warehouse floor. “And especially good on the invisibility thing. I still can’t believe they didn’t see me right there with them.” 
 
    “Oh, their eyes saw you,” Tuitonn clarified. “I just altered the information the optic nerve reported to the brain. And if anyone deserves an accolade, it is you, Captain. That was an absolutely diabolical plan!” 
 
    “Sometimes when you want the good stuff without the ‘good stuff hassle’, you steal from thieves,” Jocasta said. “And this was a lot easier than beating or telepathically wrenching the location of their base out of them.  
 
    “I think Z is going to love getting his hands on some of this stuff,” she thought. 
 
    “As far as the latter mode is concerned, this was also more economical,” Tuitonn added. “What will you do with them?” 
 
    “Now that we have their entire team, we shanghai ‘em! Look around and see if you can spot some rope.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4202.24) 
 
      
 
    Siekor smiled as he looked over the rooftops of the buildings. The weather was programmed for sunny, cool, and breezy, making where he was a wonderful perch to look down into the goings on of this level of Black Gate. He put his hand to his goggles, though they did not need adjusting. He tugged at the sleeves of his jacket and then adjusted his weapons belt.  
 
    “You getting ready for your close-up?” Mel asked as he looked at the virtual screen projected from his brace-com. 
 
    “Anyone ever tell you that you have a big mouth?” Siekor asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Mel replied without looking up from his work. “All the time. Nowadays they say it with a smile though.” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m smiling?” 
 
    “You look like all you need is some privacy, a dab of hand lotion, and three minutes!” Mel returned as a light started to flash on his display. “Okay, Satithe, that should be the district.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Tank,” Satithe replied. “I now have control of the sensors network for the region and the site. I will cause a power fluctuation in thirty seconds. There is no Grid Support on-site, but their monitoring facility will more than likely request a diagnostic. Override measures will be installed at that time. I thank you for your assistance, but I will say again it wasn’t necessary.” 
 
    “You keep thinking that I’m helping you,” Mel replied. “I’m watching your every move on this. May come a time we have to do it without you.” 
 
    “A very wise perspective, young man,” Satithe said. “Even more appreciated. I have located our target and his entourage. Sending coordinates and sensor-feed to Roam Team Two.” 
 
      
 
    On another rooftop, Olkin and Silnee came out from inside the building with the latter smiling as she put away the device she had used to force the door to unlock and slide open. 
 
    “You’re getting better at that, Tolip,” Olkin smiled, adjusting the strap of his shoulder bag. 
 
    “Like any of us have a choice,” she responded as the very sunlight seemed to flicker. “This woman is crazy, absolutely crazy!” 
 
    “Old news,” Olkin dismissed, looking at his brace-com as he received information from the computer of the Xara-Mansura. “Got it, Satithe. We will be in position in thirty.” Olkin removed the bag and carried it to the corner of the roof. He chuckled, setting the bag down. “Damn, it is pretty bright out today.” Olkin opened the bag as Silnee put her hand to her goggle to adjust her sight parameters. 
 
    “I’ve got them,” she announced before pressing her lips together. “Looks like he’s rented a room at the Olassi-Cuisine restaurant. Damn if the man didn’t bring an army with him!” 
 
    “Hey, it’s Black Gate,” Olkin reasoned. “You want to stay merrier, you’d better bring more!” 
 
    “And the two of us are supposed to keep twenty mercs on the run?” Silnee asked. 
 
    “Trust the man,” Olkin replied. “Trust the plan.”  
 
    Silnee sighed in disgust as she adjusted her angle of view. “I’ve got Roam Team One, approaching the building. Will you look at that fool?!” Olkin adjusted the view of his goggles and chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    With Agatha seated side-saddle in front of him and Marlene clinging to him from behind – both wearing less than appropriate riding attire – Llaz appeared to be the envy of every young man with enough credits to make his dream come true. Looking as if they were on their way to a pool party, the taxed hover-bike wove in and out of traffic to the shock, dismay, and aggravation of other conveyancers as well as a few pedestrians. 
 
    The two girls giggled as Llaz turned onto the drive that fed into the parking deck which was attached to the Euphoria Palace. A guard emerged from the small guardhouse at the side of the main entrance. He held up his hand for the hover-bike to stop, placing his other hand on his holstered blaster. Llaz came to a swerving stop and the girls giggled. Marlene patted the back of his shoulder while Agatha hopped off the bike, scratching Llaz’s chin. 
 
    “You almost lost it there, cool man!” she whispered as she nuzzled him. 
 
    “Best I could do with hair in my face,” Llaz returned and Agatha’s eyes flared as she continued her laughing. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride, handsome,” Agatha giggled. She turned to walk away and Llaz slapped her nearly-exposed bottom. 
 
    “Anytime, Red!” Llaz said before lowering his glasses to watch the two women walk away. 
 
    “Bikinis and big belts,” the guard noted. “That’s some fashion statement. This facility is for paying customers and–” 
 
    “Those that get them to pay,” Marlene retorted, reaching to her belt to produce an identity card. 
 
    “You two don’t work here,” the guard said, receiving the card. 
 
    “Oohhh, I bet you just mark every mole and dimple in the place, don’t you?” Agatha inquired, leaning against the guardhouse. With the internal alarms disabled, she was able to easily place the flash-bang device. “Our ship just put to port, Admiral. Today’s our first day.” 
 
    The guard ran the card over the reader on his arm and he looked at the monitor. Marlene’s picture came up with the name of Flora Findell. Her information included the amount to which she had been indentured to Madam Gassio. 
 
    “Go right in,” the guard ushered. He watched as the two women walked by. 
 
    “Hey, doll,” Agatha said as she sashayed. “Do you think he’s looking at our asses?” 
 
    “Probably,” Marlene replied. 
 
    “Then he doesn’t see the guy sneaking up behind him.”  
 
    The guard spun around, drawing his blaster with one hand and calling for a power shield that formed over his left forearm. Llaz was still on his bike, shrugging his shoulders. Marlene thrust the stun stick to the small of the man’s back and he winced in pain before falling unconscious. Both women moved quickly to open the satchels on their belts and unloaded their body armour, clothing, and equipment. Llaz rode by the downed man, released his catch-net and scooped the man up without stopping. He pulled out onto the street and tapped his belt buckle, activating a device on the rear of his hover-bike. Llaz whistled as he drove away from the building. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    As the candles continued to burn away at the last of the wax left to the stands, the music tickled across her mind. Silnouria Gassio was reminded of a better time, a simpler time, a time that would soon be hers again. The fingers of her personal masseuse touched gently against her lower spine and the tensions of the day continued to melt like the candles in the room. 
 
    She could almost taste it; the Governess of Black Gate they would call her, and how she would make them all bow at her feet once more. With her little gem tucked safely away, and the Governor proving to be most vulnerable where so many men were, it was only a matter of time before he would allow her to bring her ships in without tributary costs. That ‘gift’ would definitely cost him the favor of the Sapphire Barony representative. His vote would then be exercised, bringing the count to four a piece and forcing the representative of the Crystal Barony to vote. Silnouria was fairly confident she could count on that vote. It had been her influence with the Baron himself that had helped Vornessa reached the much-coveted position of representative in the first place. 
 
    “Soon,” she thought. “… so very, very soon!” 
 
    The charms of the soft sounds and heated hands were spoiled as the doors to her room were opened, without any announcement or her consent. “Madam, we have a guest who is requesting your presence!” Phalzer said in a hushed sort of scream in between his panting breaths. 
 
    “And what of it, fool?!” she barked, quite surprised that it was one of her more trusted servants who had dared to barge into this room. “What will that matter when I have you decapitated?!” 
 
    “Pardon me, milady, but you will definitely want to talk to this man,” Phalzer said as he bowed. “… he will not be paying with credits.” 
 
    “What do you mean he won’t be paying with credits?” Silnouria said as she got up from the bed. There were more muscles she had planned on having touched, but Phalzer had been with her too long; his advice had been helpful more than once, and even when she had been mad with him upon occasion, she could not remain that way, for his service had always been to sustain if not improve her standing. She grabbed her robe and started out of the room, but not before telling the masseuse he was to remain in the bed until her return. 
 
    “This way, milady,” Phalzer pleaded as he walked quickly into the parlor. For the time of day, it held a slightly larger than normal crowd, but such things were only good for business. Phalzer stepped into the large room and served as a wall between his Mistress and the closest patron who had cornered one of the girls as they came to an arrangement for the evening’s services. 
 
    “I know the way fool,” she snapped, pushing her way past three scantily-clad women who seemed to be just standing in the middle of the floor. She would be talking to those three in the not too distant future. “This is my place after all.” 
 
    “Perhaps the little man was just worried that I wasn’t the patient sort,” Nulaki said in between bites of a piece of fruit he had claimed. He turned to face Silnouria, and neither the Madam or the Scarab seemed pleased to see what they saw. “In point of fact, I’m not, but circumstances being what they are, I find I have little choice but to wait for the uninspired to find new perspective.” 
 
    “You brought me from my chambers for this?” Silnouria said as she gestured toward Nulaki. 
 
    “Maybe he thought you needed the exercise,” Nulaki suggested. “You look like you’re pushing two hundred there, sweetie. Abundance in everything is not all it’s cracked up to be!”               
 
    Suddenly, the whispered conversations throughout the room came to a stop. Silnouria slowly turned with fire in her eyes as she glared at Nulaki. He smiled as he chewed, stopping to cough and spit into his hand. 
 
    “Here you go, love,” he said, tossing what was in his hand at her. The woman gasped as it touched against her face and she waved frantically, trying to smack it away. The five guards in the room drew both blades and guns. “You ready to die, boy?!” Nulaki shouted. 
 
    “I am ready, Master!” Ephaliun yelled as he stood up from the sofa where he had been sitting. His coat opened to reveal a number of charges strapped to his chest. 
 
    “Holy shit!” one of the guards exclaimed. “…those are ion charges!” 
 
    Silnouria looked at Ephaliun, taking note of his pale skin and the black rings around his eyes. She doubted if the poor fool even knew who he was anymore, the way his hands shook. “You force an issue by risking your own life? That is very cliché, Mister…” 
 
    “They call me the Black Scarab,” Nulaki replied. He smiled more brightly when he saw she recognized the name. “And I am never cliché. Those charges aren’t rigged to blow, they’re rigged to glow, and that means radiation. I’m wearing a small null-field device. You, me, my parcels here, and a few others will still be alive when the lights die down. But each courtesan and patron in this building will be cooked faster than you can look and see that you just smacked away a fortune.” Nulaki nodded in the direction of the item he had tossed to the woman. 
 
    “What are you–” Silnouria looked at the floor and saw an uncut stone that somehow glowed even in the low light of this chamber. She bent down to pick it up to get a closer look and she could feel the warmth of the stone. 
 
    “It’s from Gulmar,” Nulaki advised, and knew that she knew what that meant. “And so is this,” he said, reaching back to the closest parcel and removing an oversized cloak. Pristacia had been dressed in nearly see-thru silks before being bound and gagged. “And she’s untouched!” 
 
    “Untouched,” Silnouria blurted out. “Like I’ve never seen a restored hymen before!” 
 
    “I doubt you’ve seen your feet since adolescence, beautiful,” Nulaki said calmly, earning another hateful glare from the woman. “… but you can scan her all you like.” 
 
    “If she’s from Gulmar, then she’s got people looking for her,” Silnouria started. 
 
    “Don’t make me slap you skinny, because neither one of us has the time!” Nulaki retorted sharply. 
 
    “Look–” 
 
    “No, you look!” he interrupted. “You’ve heard of me, which means you’ve heard of what happened to the Gem Guild when they tried to cross me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard about you,” Silnouria replied. 
 
    “Then get a better monitor!” he hissed, yanking at the other cloak. Silnouria gasped at the sight of a customer she had come to know very well. Ionsurr Tralden was a guildsman Silnouria despised for the way he always charged her excessively for her purchases. “I’m trying to offload Gulmar stones and her. Him I picked up along the way.” Nulaki looked the guildsman, shuddered at the sight of him, and replaced the cloak. “Not as lovely to look at, to be sure, but still of some value to you, yes?” 
 
    “Word has it that you were with a man and a woman,” Phalzer noted. Silnouria looked back at him and he knew to speak quickly to explain as to why he knew but had not informed her. “It happened only last night and it has yet to be confirmed!” 
 
    “At least the pissant’s informed,” Nulaki remarked. “Take a look behind the guards to your rear.” 
 
    “Don’t look,” Silnouria commanded as she quickly lifted her left hand. She turned her eyes to the closest mirrored wall. 
 
    “Bug Team, be advised,” Satithe broadcasted. “Madam Gassio’s eyes just cued an internal monitoring program. Cutter, the camera just activated is at your eye level, forty-three degrees left of center.”  
 
    A virtual monitor formed where Silnouria was looking and it displayed a view of the room. Annsura stood exactly where Nulaki had said, with wakizashi drawn and waving at the supposedly hidden camera which was being used. 
 
    Nulaki chuckled as he shook his head. “Awww, you know that game. She can’t kill them unless they move.” 
 
    “Then they won’t move,” Silnouria said loud enough for the guards to hear. “You are everything I’ve heard and more, Black Scarab. But we need to be elsewhere to discuss business. I would suggest that everyone else keep their places until our return. Phalzer, see to the needs of the Scarab’s… associates.” 
 
    “Whiskey for me,” Annsura demanded. “Nothing for him!” Phalzer acknowledged the directions he had been given as Nulaki walked out of the room directly behind Silnouria. He pulled the chain connected to the neck manacles around the necks of Pristacia and Guildsman Tralden. Nulaki tapped his wrist-com to signal that Stage One of the plan had been completed. The hammer of the gun had been pulled back, but it was not yet time to fire the shot that would begin this race!  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Do you want to know who you are? Don’t ask. Act! Action will delineate and define you.  
 
    Thomas Jefferson 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4202.24 – Two Hours Prior to Bug Team Insertion) 
 
      
 
    Jocasta tightened her gloves and sighed as she approached the hover-bike. There was little she could say. She had set the target and the deadline. It was a functional vehicle, she just hoped there were no security measures on roller-skates that would be able to run up and catch her! 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias called to her from the rear of the estate. “I need to see you.” 
 
    “Z, what the hell are you still doing here?!” she barked. “You’re supposed to be in position!” 
 
    “The conveyance carrying Nulaki’s target has not even docked yet,” he argued. “There is time.” 
 
    “You know, for someone who comes off as being all disciplined, you sure know when to let your end sag. What if one of the crew were to see this?!” 
 
    “One of the crew is seeing this,” he countered. “Tank is with me right now!” 
 
    “Damn it all to hell, alien,” Jocasta said as she threw up her hands. “Get your ass in gear and get into position! And if anything other than ‘Aye, Captain’ comes out of your mouth, you and I are going to have words!” Jocasta turned to get on the bike but found it too low for her to grasp. She was floating above it and slowly ascending. “That’s what I get for not being more specific,” she muttered as she folded her arms and sighed. 
 
    She was lifted to where the trees were out of her reach and then she was pulled toward the back of the estate. Mel buried his face in the fold of his elbow to keep from laughing at the sight of a very disgusted woman being lowered slowly to the ground, tapping her foot. With her arms still folded, she glared at Dungias with evil intent behind her eyes… but she could not help notice the rather sizeable object that was covered with white silk. It was the very same soft tarp material he had used when he had unveiled her fighter. The tapping stopped and she unfolded her arms. 
 
    “Speak,” she said softly, steadying herself. “Somebody please say something!” 
 
    “I thought this would be a good time to show you my latest creation,” Dungias said as he pulled back the sheet. It looked to be a mound of finely crafted silver, chrome, and glass that floated centimeters off the ground. Jocasta gasped as she stepped back, covering her mouth as her eyes gaped wide.  
 
    Mel shook his head looking at the sky-bike until he noticed something that made him frown. “Hey, Z, where are the weapons?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have any,” Jocasta whispered as she stepped forward. “…at least, not yet. The pilot has to make their approach to the vehicle as the vehicle makes its approach to the pilot. Only after that do you decide whether or not it’s even supposed to have weapons. 
 
    “But Z, I can’t take this out on a job!” Jocasta claimed. “… I haven’t field tested it… I’m not used to the controls…” 
 
    “Captain, what do you think you have been flying in the simulator?” Dungias countered. “You should know that both Satithe and I have analyzed this vehicle. She has taken one further step and tested its engines and maneuvering capabilities.” Jocasta looked up at Dungias after looking at the controls for the sky-bike. “Don’t hold back now, Captain!” he urged. 
 
    “Like I said,” Jocasta said as she threw her leg over the sky-bike. “Get your ass in gear and get in position!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” Dungias gave a slight bow and turned, ushering Mel to follow him. After a few strides, the Traveler looked down at the young technician. “Your pilot rating for hovercraft has improved, has it not?” 
 
    “I think I’m at Adequate Level Two,” Mel quipped. Dungias allowed his head to come forward as he drew Alpha. Dungias inserted his Osamu into a port on the young man’s chair that Mel did not know held such a function. The drives for the chair increased in power as a small stand protruded from the rear of the chair. Dungias stepped up on the back and patted Mel’s shoulder.  
 
    “I trust you will not mind giving me a lift to the end of the row?” Mel’s response was a bright smile as he cued the throttle to open up for more speed. 
 
    “No one needs to know everything,” Dungias thought. “… but this mind needs to know more!” 
 
    They sped down the avenue, quickly reaching a speed most hovercraft could not. Dungias could feel the young man’s exhilaration and he released the hold on his face in order to allow himself a smile. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta’s goggles formed without her needing to touch them, and she chuckled at the unspoken rule Dungias might as well have shouted. She laughed before looking at the bike. Her smile fell from her face as the goggle’ heads-up display for the bike’s controls showed her altitude, power, direction and speed. She could also see on the menu of options the ability to dock the sky-bike with her fighter. 
 
    “Open a channel to Z, Satithe,” she requested as she revved the engine. 
 
    “Channel open.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Icarus,” she said, leaning forward on the bike and engaging forward thrust. Before she knew it, the bike was up and over the estate. She wailed with excitement as she took the bike into a banking turn. The feel of the vehicle was beguiling to her at first. She had to remind herself that she was not in the sim-room aboard her ship – that crashing now would actually hurt – but the way the sky-bike responded was so close to the program she had spent hours mastering that she felt completely at home. She spun through three barrel-rolls and came to the conclusion that what she was riding was only slightly slower than the vehicle in the simulation. She immediately could see the sense of it: she had been trained to handle something faster, heavier, and more sluggish. Flying Icarus would come as easy to her as walking. Now was as good a time as any to take a stroll. 
 
    “Would that mean the fighter then is Daedalus?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “You better believe it!” Jocasta barked. 
 
    “Fly well then, Captain,” Dungias said softy as he climbed into the spacecraft they had recovered from the warehouse belonging to Hennix, Deolun, and Bruveia. “And welcome, Icarus!”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    It had taken some time, but the effort had been well spent. At last the room was at the proper lighting. Nulaki had turned off the music, as it only made him sleepy, and this was certainly no time to be taking a nap. Silnouria did not like him. She probably wanted to kill him, but she could easily see the value in not doing so. She had relieved him of his two living parcels and had given him a room where he could wait and… entertain himself until the Madam could arrange for a means to exchange the stones for credits. In the meantime, the Madam of the Euphoria Palace had arranged for companionship for the Fazbred thief. 
 
    After nearly half an hour of picking over each of the offerings that had been paraded in front of him, Nulaki had at last settled on one woman. She seemed the least like a courtesan and more like an assassin. Something in her eyes just screamed ‘don’t touch’ to him. Nulaki always appreciated a challenge. 
 
    “Am I not to your liking, Master?” the red-headed woman purred as she climbed up onto the foot of the bed. 
 
    “I’ve always had a soft spot for redheads!” Nulaki grinned as he lay back on the pillows he had stacked at the head of the large circular bed. The red silk robe fit him perfectly and he was partial to the aroma of the chamber as well. “Something about their passion has always mystified me!” 
 
    “I am pleased that you are pleased, Master,” she cooed. 
 
    “Stop right there,” he said, holding up his bare foot in front of the woman. “You have to pay homage to the toes!” 
 
    “The toes, Master?” she said, looking at his feet. To say they were in a state of disarray would have been too subtle a statement. He nodded as he smiled. “Surely you want to taste of my lips first,” she said, caressing his feet and finding them hard and odorous. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not kissing you. Are you insane?!” Nulaki asked. “There’s probably more miles on those lips than I have on my boots. No way are you kissing me!” Nulaki shook with disgust before pointing at his feet as he wiggled his toes. “And here’s just another reason! Get to it, Red!”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Though the manacle had been removed from her neck, Pristacia felt no closer to freedom as she stood awaiting inspection and cleaning. There were at least twenty females in the room who had been made to stand against the wall, along with seven males. Their ages ranged from early teens to early thirties; and it was obvious that Madam Gassio saw to the tastes of many races. Still, every one of the initiates was very attractive in one way or another. They were kept in a tight pack and made to march into a large processing area. 
 
    “Has anyone ever escaped this madness?” Pristacia asked in a very soft voice. The woman in front of her turned to tell Pristacia to be silent and to make the best of what could be a much worse situation. 
 
    “It is too late for us,” a soft voice whispered from behind her. “You were brought in by yourself, and probably by someone new to the trade. The rest of us are already wearing these.” Pointing at her left arm, just below the shoulder, the young woman drew Pristacia’s attention to a slender band of metal that had been made to look like gold. “They touch one button on those black rods they wear and it can deliver anything from a slight pricking pain to something like your heart seizing up in your chest!” Pristacia looked at the men who were moving them along. Not all of them had the device the young woman had mentioned. She could only count three among the half score of people she had seen. 
 
    One by one they were led into a device that scanned their bodies and when Pristacia entered the machine, she could see the faces of the men who were reviewing the results. They were pleasantly surprised, and one turned to confirm Nulaki’s claim to Silnouria. The smile on the round woman’s face turned Pristacia’s stomach, but she made no sign of her feelings. With a single motion from the Madam, Pristacia was grabbed, taken from the line, and brought to her new owner.  
 
    “You are everything the Black Scarab said you would be, child,” Silnouria smiled as she looked over Pristacia’s form. “He is not known for his integrity, but his skill leaves little to question… obviously.” Silnouria put her hand to Pristacia’s face and gently stroked her skin. “Very little indeed. I might even be able to forget his wayward tongue for this… but I suppose that is a moot point now. 
 
    “Take her to my chambers,” Silnouria commanded. “My sampling of her will not change her value!” Pristacia whimpered as she was dragged away from the processing chamber. Silnouria turned to follow, giving one last gesture to the men in the processing chamber. “As for the others, you already know the drill. I want them ready for tomorrow night’s extravaganza!” 
 
    Pristacia put her feet down and devoted only a portion of her strength toward resisting the men holding her. She managed to bring her forward progression to a halt before they picked her up and resumed walking. 
 
    “Save your strength, girlie,” Silnouria called to her. “You’re going to need it.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” Pristacia thought. “I just wanted to tap my earring. And draw you closer, eyeing your prize!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Annsura had sheathed her swords some time ago, but her efforts to remain observant had never been discontinued. She had walked Ephaliun over into a corner and made him close his coat so that the customers could at least somewhat put their minds to ease. With her back to the wall she looked at the patrons, the ones who had been there when she arrived and the ones that had come since Nulaki’s departure. She was waiting, watching the front door, and keeping an eye on the guards who had yet to look as relaxed as they had before they knew there was an ion bomb in their presence. The young woman decided to play with their minds a bit as a means to keep them at bay and afraid of both her and Ephaliun.  
 
    She reached into one man’s plate and removed a large meat-covered bone. The man said nothing, as he had been in the room when it was revealed the young woman was the trigger on a living bomb. Taking a large bite of the meat, Annsura chewed once before moving to Ephaliun and kissing him on the mouth. When she pulled her lips away he was chewing and swallowing. She wiped her mouth with her sleeve and tossed the bone back into the man’s plate. There were a few muttered comments, but nothing was said directly to the woman and most people just turned so that they would not have to see anything else. 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting that,” Annsura thought, suppressing a smile. “But I’ll take it!” 
 
    Annsura heard a soft and low moan coming from Ephaliun. She turned her back to the bar to get a look at the chamber. She had not seen a side entrance to the building and it certainly had not been in the blueprints they had studied… but it was being used, and though she could not see the faces of any of the three figures being escorted into the establishment due to the hoods on their cloaks, Annsura could make out the staff that was Nulaki’s target. Her brace-com captured a frame of it and sent it to Nulaki before opening a channel to all receivers.  
 
    “This is Cutter, the stick has entered the pool hall. I repeat: the stick has entered the hall. No positive identification on the courier, but we have confirmed the stick!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Nulaki leaned back with his eyes closed as his foot was massaged. He opened his eyes to look at the woman as she was lying down, propped up on her elbows to rub his foot. She actually appeared to be happy that she was pleasing him and he shook his head at her professionalism. “Ol’ Silly does bring in the best of them. That’s what I’ve always heard.” 
 
    “Are you pleased, Master?” the red headed woman asked. A flash of yellow light came from Nulaki’s belt buckle; it was Annsura’s signal. It was quickly followed by a flashing red light which was Pristacia’s warning signal. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be me otherwise,” Nulaki thought. “My prize is in the building, and Fat Sil’s pulling a double-cross of some sort. Wonderful! 
 
    “I am in heaven, woman!” 
 
    “Then perhaps I should do away with the rest of my clothes,” the woman said as she rose up on her knees. “… and please the rest of your body.” 
 
    “Oh, you got to kiss it first,” Nulaki said, holding up his foot again. He untied the knot of his robe and smiled. “… a nice, wet, kiss on that big toe. Then we can get down to business!” the woman blinked several times, looking at Nulaki and his foot. 
 
    “One kiss and then you will take me?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, baby, will I!” 
 
    “If it pleases you, Master,” she smiled before taking a gentle grasp of his foot. She closed her eyes, licked her lips and touched them to his big toe. Nulaki thrust his toe into her mouth and the near microscopic barbs that extended to enable his wall-crawling were applied to the inside of the woman’s mouth as he brought her face down to the bed. A twist of his foot and the false skin clinging to the woman’s face and neck came right off. She coughed and gasped as she rolled off the bed. 
 
    “You’d be surprised what pleases me, lady,” Nulaki said, jumping from the bed to the chair where he had placed his clothes. He removed the robe, revealing that he was still wearing his bodysuit. He rolled down each pant leg using his feet as he reached for his shirt and pants. “And don’t think I didn’t notice that false skin turning black around your mouth. Poisoned lipstick went out with nuclear drives, baby! 
 
    “Whoa!” Nulaki dropped his clothes and hopped back from the chair as the redheaded woman’s fist just missed his head, hammering into the wall. Nulaki grabbed his weapons belt and backed away quickly. 
 
    “I’ll have to note that for the Mistress,” the woman said as her eyes flared with a pale red light; the tell-tale sign of electronic visual sensors. She pulled her hand easily from the wall paneling.  “In the meantime, I still need to be about the business of killing you!” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have let me grab my belt,” Nulaki smiled just before the android leapt forward. Nulaki jumped back again, taking hold of the machine’s forearms, lifting his feet to its chest. The power of their mutual leaping effort carried them to the wall, and they both phased through it. Nulaki pushed off from the android and the moment he was clear of it, there was a muffled explosion. Stuck in the wall, the android’s systems began to fail. “You really shouldn’t have.” Nulaki was quick to get up and jump back through the wall to put on the rest of his clothes. 
 
    “So… we’re using Black Widow Bots, are we?” Nulaki muttered as he donned his belt and opened his holding area to get out the rest of his weapons and equipment. “This bitch needs to be brought down a peg or three!” Donning his brace-com, Nulaki quickly opened a channel to everyone. “Rack ‘em, Cutter. I’m going for the break! 
 
    “Satithe, please tell me some good news!” 
 
    “I have located the woman in question,” Satithe reported. “She is on the third sublevel of the building, cell number twelve. According to the facility system, she is in perfect health, but each sub-level is well-guarded, Mr. Conadier.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Nulaki said as he ran for the stairway. “I have the perfect sauce for that roasted bird.” Looking down the center of the stairway, the Black Scarab smiled at the proximity of the flights. He jumped over the railing and started flipping from railing to railing, keeping his descent speed manageable. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Annsura picked up her drink and looked at it as she received Nulaki’s transmission. She poured it out on the bar and started to rock left and right, as if she was inebriated. She looked at the shot glass in contemplation as her nostrils flared. She could feel it again, ‘the twinge’ they had come to call it; the feeling of anxiety just before a fight. In the pits, fights were often life or death, so this moment was nothing new to her. It was, however, the first time she had looked forward to experiencing the sensation. 
 
    “We don’t have eyes on Z,” Ephaliun whispered, hardly moving his lips as he spoke.  
 
    “And you didn’t hear him asking us to hold, did you?” she quickly returned. “We keep the plan and trust the man!” Annsura threw her glass at the large mirror behind the bartender and screamed with rage. 
 
    “I have had it!” she roared. “I’m sick of these bottom feeders and all of this diseased-ridden filth!” Her face broke into a smile as she looked at a very slender young woman who was too terrified to move. “Except maybe you, baby. Hell, even if you’re sick, I’ll join you!” 
 
    “I think you need to remain calm,” one of the guards said as he approached. 
 
    “Why?” Annsura asked before connecting with a lightning jab that rocked the man’s head back. She stepped forward in a flurry of Wing Chung strikes that paralyzed the man where he stood as she hammered into his body. She stepped back, landing a spin punch that might have broken his jaw. “… do I look distressed? 
 
    “And it’s because of people like you,” she said, looking at one of Silnouria’s patrons who started looking around for some protection. “Just because you have coin and cred, you think you can have anything you want – at any cost! Well, deep pockets, let’s see if you can buy me out of yanking your ass out through your nostrils!” Some of the patrons laughed, a few others decided that now might be a good time to take their leave of the establishment. One particular pair of eyes looked on the scene with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    It was not as if Thrydias had seen enough; the InvokeR was very curious to see just how many of the guards the comely and yet very capable woman could put down. What else he saw, however, was an opportunity by which he could make this particular visitation to the Euphoria Palace less impacting, financially speaking; a favor for a favor, so to speak. This would not be the first time he was able to leverage his services to ensnare a discount. His visits to Black Gate were already so expensive. 
 
    “Student,” he said, touching the young man to his left. “Restrain that woman.” Pulling back his hood, the young Terran man put his eyes on Annsura as he nodded in acknowledgement of his master’s orders. When Annsura took hold of her chosen target’s shirt, drawing back her first, the young man moved quickly and lifted his hand as he spoke. 
 
    “Wait!” he called to Annsura. “If it is a fight you want, try me!” 
 
    “Trust the man… trust the plan,” she repeated in her mind as she turned to face the young disciple. She released the man she was holding who was quick to run away. She looked back at Ephaliun, chuckling when their eyes met as she pointed at her opponent. 
 
    “Do you see this?” she asked before waving Ephaliun off. “Hell, do you see anything?!” Looking again at the InvokeR student, she nodded as she looked over his body. “Nothing I’m packing tops MajiK,” she admitted. “… but a good friend once told me something that’s gonna let me take you up on your invitation… and it’s gonna be the very thing I use to kick your ass!” 
 
    “And tell me, what was this gem of wisdom that is about to lead you to your downfall?” the young student asked with his hand still elevated. 
 
    “I don’t have to be faster than MajiK,” Annsura replied as she set her feet, still wavering as she spoke. “I just have to be faster than you!” 
 
    “You mean faster than this?” he asked, thrusting his already lifted hand toward Annsura. A small orb of light flew from his palm and burst against Annsura’s drawn and swung blade. Both combatants looked surprised at the outcome, but Annsura was quicker to recover. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, nodding. “… faster than that!” 
 
    “Enough of this,” Thrydias said as he leveled his rod toward the woman. 
 
    “I concur,” Dungias said as he grabbed the man’s wrist. He had dropped his stealth field the moment the MannA Bolt spell was dispersed, and he found himself quite proud of the woman his Captain had named Cutter. He spun, back-kicking the second assistant and bringing the InvokeR’s arm down over his shoulder, hyperextending the joint. The young man flew to the wall and bounced off of it, unconscious. Thrydias screamed as his arm was debilitated. A lift and sweep maneuver slammed the InvokeR’s head to the floor as the rod landed in Dungias’ grasp. 
 
    Annsura lunged forward, landing a running front kick to the side of the young man’s head. “Of course, not as fast as the man who told me that, but I do okay! 
 
    “Dugger,” Annsura cried, dropping to her knee and donning her goggles. “Drop number one!” 
 
    Removing one of the disguised ion charges from the bandolier on his chest, Ephaliun threw the massive flash-bang grenade toward the center of the room. The bright light and thunderous sound made everyone scream in confusion, pain and dizziness. Dungias moved quickly to Annsura, handing her the acquired artifact. 
 
    “Tank and Siekor are waiting outside with your means of exodus,” he informed. 
 
    “What about Nulaki?” Annsura asked. 
 
    “The Scarab can see to himself, I will see to Princess. Now, you should leave.” 
 
    Annsura nodded, waved for Ephaliun to follow, and started for the front door. “Don’t make me have to come after you, Z!” she warned. 
 
    “And if such a thing were ever necessary, you just might try,” he thought as he moved for the stairway. According to the brace-com trackers, Pristacia was on one of the upper floors. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Well there’s no mistaking that, is there?” Olkin asked rhetorically, seeing the effect of the massive flash-bang device. “No com-links came out of there, but that flash just lit up the entire district and its two hours before midblock!” 
 
    “And it looks like they had a guy posted at the window,” Silnee advised. “He just ran to tell the others in that room!” Hearing the report, the archer’s eyes gaped wide with innovation.  
 
    “That room!” Olkin whispered, quickly lifting his brace-com. “Satithe, what’s the construction grade of that restaurant?” 
 
    “Grade eight,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Gotta love the Olasson people,” Olkin said, reaching into his quiver. “Tolip, set that rifle for full-auto and burn a clip on the doorway.” 
 
    “I sure hope you know what you’re doing,” Silnee said, reaching to her back. After hitting the proper thumb switch, she took aim and started firing in short five or six round bursts. 
 
    “Satithe, can I spread a gravity pulse charge over those two big windows?” 
 
    “Take your aim,” Satithe instructed. “I am accessing the arrowhead. Shoot when your shot-arc flashes red.” Pulling the bowstring back, Olkin allowed the rest of his body to relax. He could see the men inside the room quickly recovering from the surprise of being fired upon. He had little doubt that they had already surmised the direction of the incoming fire as well as how many shooters they were dealing with. 
 
    “Access the second pulse head to do the same for the door to that room,” Olkin commanded. 
 
    “Accessing,” Satithe reported as she signaled the archer. The arrow struck and the gravity pulse turned the two large front windows into an energy-sealed wall.  
 
    “Whoa!” Silnee gasped, lifting her gun to safe-position as Olkin nocked his second arrow. The changes to the arrowhead had already been made, and Silnee’s gunfire had cleared enough of a path for his arrow. Once it hit, the mercenaries Thrydias had brought with him were trapped in a Grade Eight Room. “Will that hold them?” 
 
    “Not indefinitely,” Olkin answered. “But by the time they blast their way out of there we’ll be out of the district.” 
 
    “Provided the rest of the plan goes down the way it should,” Silnee stated. 
 
    “We’re already twenty-three seconds ahead of the projected schedule,” Olkin said, putting his bow away. 
 
    “Twenty-eight,” Satithe corrected. Olkin flashed a smile before turning to run for the door leading to the stairway.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “It is amazing what some people call luxury,” Pristacia thought as she was gently pushed onto the bed. She looked up at Silnouria and scurried back on her elbows and feet. “And talk about going fishing. I’ve got me a whale!” The dismissed masseuse closed the door on his way out, muttering his contempt for his employer. It was a false protest, but the more he sold his affection for Madam Gassio, the more freely his credits flowed. 
 
    “I saw that,” Silnouria said, waving her finger at Pristacia as she slowly approached the bed. “I saw that gleam in your eye.” 
 
    “Only because you were meant to,” Pristacia thought, shaking her head in disagreement as she looked more frightened. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes… I saw it!” Silnouria purred as she crawled on the bed. “You’ve been with a woman before, haven’t you?” Pristacia continued to shake her head, looking around as if she were desperately searching for a means of escape. “Don’t worry, it’ll be our little secret. 
 
    “Oh, indeed! I’ve heard about you women from the Gulmar System. So much passion! So very sweet to the taste.” Silnouria laughed as she took hold of Pristacia’s ankle. The younger woman jumped and tried to twist free. “I must admit, I half expected you to try and fight your way out! But here you are, all but naked and unarmed!” Silnouria continued her approach and Pristacia gazed fearfully into the larger woman’s eyes.  
 
    Pristacia leaned back, brought her legs up to her chest and stomped into the woman’s ribs with her shoes. “You forgot the heels!” Pristacia’s hand muffled Silnouria’s scream and she rolled the large woman over on her back. “Now, be quiet!” Pristacia commanded, striking the woman in the neck. Silnouria was choking for air and Pristacia rolled off the woman, running for the door. “Guard,” she called out. “Guard!” 
 
    “Mistress?” the guard spoke as he opened the door to the room. Pristacia kept her speed and jumped, planting both feet into the man’s face. He flew out of the room and into the main corridor. Getting up from the drop kick, Pristacia looked up to see a second guard come into the room.  
 
    “Shit! I only called for one guard.” 
 
    “I bet you did,” the guard replied, backhanding Pristacia who spun to the floor. He came into the bedchamber deep enough to see Silnouria on the bed, still gasping for air. “What the hell?! Central Control, this is–” a chair crashed into the side of the man’s head. It fell to the floor as the guard staggered back a step. 
 
    “Satithe, scramble his signal,” Pristacia commanded as she ran to the man. She used the fallen chair for a jump step and landed a front kick to his face. The man fell back against the wall and started to slide down before he caught himself. Pristacia put her hands together and swung for his face, but he blocked the attempt and brought her in for a knee to the abdomen. 
 
    “You little bitch!” the man barked. “You better be damn glad the Mistress probably wants you ali– ARGH!” A blind and desperate clawing hand found the man’s face. He screamed as he grabbed Pristacia’s wrist. 
 
    Pristacia quickly reversed the grip and spun, twisting the man’s arm. He bent over in pain as Pristacia maintained her grip. “You like knee lifts, do you?!” she barked, stepping forward and lifting her knee into the man’s face. She released his hand and spun once more, delivering an uppercut that lifted the man to his toes before he fell unconscious. She staggered to the wall from the effort of the blow and braced herself against it. 
 
    “Princess, I did manage to scramble his signal,” Satithe reported. “… but I’m afraid they already knew his name and location the moment he opened the channel. An alarm has–” 
 
    “Satithe?” Pristacia called out as she dropped down to frisk the guard. “What is it?” 
 
    “An alarm was sounded,” Satithe advised. “… but another alarm has just gone off on the main floor and a third at the sub-level detention center. These are manual alarms… not on the system!” 
 
    The door burst open and three guards came running in. The first two were shot before they could complete their inventory of the room and react to what they saw. The third sought cover as he drew his weapon. It had cleared his holster when Pristacia put the barrel of her gun to his head. 
 
    “I suppose you have to ask yourself if this is a job worth dying for,” she warned. 
 
    “Signature lock!” the guard said before he turned to slap the gun away. Pristacia tried to pull the trigger, but the gun did not fire. The guard stood up and took hold of her neck with his right hand, immediately squeezing. Pristacia lifted her left leg and moved it to the inside of the man’s stance. She slapped his elbow with her left hand as she pivoted. Their hips met and the man’s face was the impact point as he was thrown into the wall. Keeping her grip on the offending arm, Pristacia spun and landed an elbow to the back of his head. She broke the man’s arm as two more guards came into the room, followed by a gray-blue blur that threw both men across the room, over the bed, and into the far wall where they remained. Pristacia watched Dungias’ hands slowly lower to his sides as he turned to look at her. 
 
    “I brought you your things,” he said, handing the panting woman her belt. 
 
    “Do we have time for me to dress?!” 
 
    “I will make time,” Dungias said as he turned to return to the corridor. Pristacia removed the fine silks and donned her belt. Her bodysuit was immediately on as she brought out her other clothes from her holding pocket. She could hear combat, laser fire, screams, and several soft explosions as she wasted no time getting dressed. When she stepped out into the corridor with her blaster drawn, she could see clearing smoke and something in the neighborhood of a dozen downed bodies with yet another falling away from a turning Dungias. “They are nothing if not dedicated,” he said as he walked toward Pristacia, holding out his hand. 
 
    “Yeah, but what good is a paycheck if you’re too dead to spend it?” Pristacia asked as she took hold of his hand. 
 
    “How very prudent of you,” he replied as they both started to run. Pristacia looked up to see the end of the corridor fast approaching and Dungias was only running faster. She said nothing and continued to run. There was nothing funny, but Pristacia could not keep from smiling, coming to yet another proverbial fork in the road, another abyss. She gasped when they passed through the wall. She felt Dungias pull on her arm, release her hand, and wrap his arm around her waist. The alley awaited their arrival, but Pristacia felt a wave of energy pass over her body just before they landed; something like a gravity pulse had moved over them but it was more sophisticated. Their bodies were slowed and Dungias bent slightly at the knees before putting her down. 
 
    “You’re never boring, Z!” 
 
    “Likewise, Princess,” he replied as Marlene came jogging up the alley with her rifle drawn and smoking from the rounds she had already fired. 
 
    “That wasn’t exactly the exit plan we talked about, was it?” she asked as she looked around. 
 
    “We were forced to improvise a few measures, Mayhem,” Dungias replied. “Do we need to continue the trend?” 
 
    “Negative,” Marlene quickly answered with a smile. “As promised, the Palace’s park lot had a lot of options to offer!”  
 
    “Then let us be on our way,” Dungias said, ushering Pristacia to run in front of him. It was not long before they saw Agatha seated at the controls of a sky-car, smiling brightly at the recently acquired vehicle. 
 
    “Pilot-tested and Satithe-approved,” Agatha said proudly. 
 
    Dungias extended his senses before getting into the sky-car. Only Jocasta and Nulaki were still on the property… but that was by design and the Captain’s insistence. The crew of the Xara-Mansura would soon be in the clear with one of the two sought artifacts in their possession.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The manhole cover came up from its frame and flipped once. It did not land, and Nulaki looked up to see a familiar face smiling back at him. He marveled at the way the woman held the cover comfortably as he climbed up into the alley.  
 
    “You’re strong,” he said, reaching down to get a handhold of the woman whom he had liberated. She was indeed extremely attractive, and it was easy to see what all the fuss was about in regards to her time and how it would be spent. But there was a genuine fear in her eyes that was unmistakable, and it extended even to those who were freeing her from her imprisonment. 
 
    “I do okay,” Jocasta replied. She waited for the woman to be in the clear before placing the cover back in its place. A quick tap of her cane and she saw the cover meld with the frame. She shook her head and smiled. “You gotta love a good engineer!” she muttered.  
 
    Jocasta stood to see Nulaki giving the woman hand signals to instruct her on how to use the breathing mask and to keep her eyes closed. She nodded as she received the mask and put it to her face, closing her eyes. Nulaki reached to his belt and placed the woman in his holdings pocket. 
 
    “Where’s the ride?” he quickly asked. 
 
    “Try behind you,” Jocasta replied, and Nulaki turned to see her astride Icarus as her goggles became a faceplate. Nulaki did not waste any time getting on behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist.  
 
    With one flaring burst of the boost rockets, Icarus was away from the ground and streaking across the sky. Nothing from the Euphoria Palace was giving chase, but Jocasta did not take that as permission to dally. By the second turn, Nulaki’s grip had improved and Jocasta smiled, taking her sky-bike into another barrel-rolling turn. Using the buildings for cover, and following the path Llaz had created with his hover-bike as it emitted directed electrical impulses at any surveillance device Satithe detected, Jocasta made her way to the first rendezvous point. She smiled even broader under her faceplate when she looked down to see her crew assembled and well. She flew past the point, and signaled the return to the estate.  
 
    Jocasta was flying the second fastest vehicle, but she had been the first to leave the rendezvous. Dungias was not surprised, however, to see her arrive at the estate last by a few minutes. Nulaki was off the back of the sky-bike before she could put it into park. Though she was not familiar with the Fazerian tongue, Jocasta was fairly certain that Nulaki was not giving her praise as he staggered away from her and into Dungias who simply caught the man and helped him to stand. Alpha glimmered for a very brief moment as Nulaki reached to his belt, released the girl, and resumed shouting as he entered the house. 
 
    “I trust the initial flight went well?” Dungias asked as he watched Nulaki go inside. Many things had been expected, and so many more were not. The Traveler had to come to terms with the best means by which to proceed. He knelt down to examine the woman, placing a consoling hand on her shoulder. Another glimmer came from Alpha, but once again it was missed by everyone save its creator. 
 
    “Z, I’ve got zero complaints,” Jocasta smiled. “Do you know what Conadier was saying?”  
 
    “It is not his opinion I seek,” Dungias replied, confirming what he had read from Nulaki. “But it is safe to say that he does not appreciate your piloting skills.” 
 
    Jocasta laughed as she looked over at the frightened woman. “I trust nothing more than a few bumps and bruises?” 
 
    “Minor at best and already on the mend, Captain,” Dungias reported. 
 
    “Damn we still need that doctor and cook, don’t we?” 
 
    “Cutter has a list, albeit a short one, of candidates for those positions,” he stated. “…and after viewing our escapades, Kryltane has decided to take you up on your invitation to join the crew. Currently he is en route to his home to gather his personal belongings.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a first. We recruit someone who has actual physical baggage?! 
 
    “Wait, he’s going back to the campus?” Jocasta asked, remembering the trouble he had waiting for him there. 
 
    “Tolip, Cupid, Llaz, and Siekor are with him,” Dungias replied. “For two of those four, I think it was their way of getting more involved, as I believe they feel they were left out of our plans for the Palace.” 
 
    “Tell them to take it up with Nulaki,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “But it was your plan, Captain,” Dungias reminded her. 
 
    “I know that,” she stated without apology or reconsideration. “But tell them to take it up with Nulaki anyway! Besides, we can’t expect everyone to have a death-defying role on every job,” Jocasta sighed. She looked at the way the woman was responding to her First Mate. With the fear she had demonstrated looking at Jocasta and Nulaki, she seemed to be at ease with the imposing alien man. “Do me a favor, Z. See what you can get out of her. The sooner we do this exchange and get to the Territories, the better.” 
 
    “Then perhaps we should remain here for a moment longer.” Dungias stated, taking a soft hold of Jocasta’s shoulder. “I need to make you aware of a few things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ethics is knowing the difference between what you have a right to do and what is right to do.  
 
    Potter Stewart 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4202.24)  
 
      
 
    Nulaki rubbed his hands together as he looked around the roof of the park lot. He waited patiently as the Governor was presented with his gift. The wind of the city blew through the man’s long red hair as his brown eyes flared wide. The look on the Governor’s face was captured by the sensory-surveillance program in Nulaki’s his goggles, and the thief had leanings on starting a scrapbook of sorts. After reviewing the playback of the run on Euphoria Palace, the idea was beginning to gain favor in his mind. The look of utter shock and pain on Silnouria’s face when Pristacia had applied her stiletto heels was beyond priceless, and remained his favorite. The freeze frame with Thrydias’ face when Dungias took hold of his arm was a close-running second. 
 
    “Gods! Whit’s this?!” Condell said as he looked at the young maiden, approaching the ten-foot wide cylindrical device that had been used to transport her. Nulaki had questioned why Dungias had drugged her so heavily, but as he monitored the reunion, he came to believe that the Malgovi might have just been listening to his instincts. She was dazed and confused, but the way her eyes flared told Nulaki the young woman who had recently been liberated from Madam Gassio did not want to be where she had found herself. While his bottom lip curled under his teeth, Nulaki said nothing to address the thoughts going through his mind. Instead, he put his mind to the business of the moment. 
 
    “How it was done is nowhere near as important as you returning the favor with the Baronial Council,” Nulaki warned. “The name of the ship is the Xara-Mansura, and it will be asking for passage into The Territories.  
 
    “Take a moment from panting all over the woman and listen to me!” Nulaki said in a voice and volume that was out of character for him. 
 
    “Watch your tone, thief,” Isaiah Gundryss said as he stepped forward. His official title was Lieutenant Governor, but he was little more than an assistant and recipient of tongue-lashings whenever Condell Perth was not able to get what he wanted. “Remember this is Black Gate, and he who holds the power is the lord of the manor. You hold favor and little else with all the enemies you’re racking up.” 
 
    “Easy there, Gundryss m’lad,” Condell said as he stepped away from the device, putting his eyes on Nulaki. “The Black Scarab has brought us quite a’ treasure, wrenchin’ it from the hands of a most troublesome rival. Gods know why, but he has now taken ta raisin’ his voice ta me, and I’d like ta know why.” 
 
    “The Captain who masters this ship is not one to be crossed, Lord Governor,” Nulaki reported, giving a slight bow toward the man that was the Master of Black Gate. 
 
    “Aye, bug, I am yer Gov’nor!” Condell agreed, giving a sharp nod of his head. “Best you remember that whilst well-placed memory can keep yer head atop y’shoulders there. 
 
    “But I’d like ta think of m’self as an honorable man as well. And this be no mere gift,” Condell considered as he walked around in a large circle. “I’m sure ye know the position Madam Gassio had me in when ye set y’self upon this adventure. Ye give me something I’m wantin’ a muckle amount if not more, n’ at the same time ye relieve me of a fate I’d just as soon dodge.” Condell turned to look back at the young woman, his nostrils flared as his brow furrowed. 
 
    “What the hell was that?!” Nulaki thought, seeing the face of the Governor change to something far less human and much more animalistic. 
 
    Lieutenant Governor Gundryss had seen it too, and advanced toward Condell Perth. “Are you all right, Gov–” 
 
    “Nothin’ ye need fret yer head about, black spasm,” Condell shot back, putting his hands on his hips. “The Xara-Mansura,” he repeated, looking down at the ground. “And how long ‘til this Captain comes b’fore the Council?” 
 
    “It’s been moved up to eight days from today, Governor,” Gundryss advised. “But it is also still in pending status. Shall I lock it down for the next–” 
 
    “Lock it down for a week from the morn,” Condell directed. “That should give me time to trade words with the Council gents and lasses.  
 
    “That’s eight days, Lord Governor,” Nulaki stated. 
 
    “Would ye prefer two weeks from the morn, bug?” 
 
    “Nae,” Nulaki replied, giving another bow. 
 
    “And be leaving your bug mouth off’n all that is left of the Scots, if ye please,” Condell urged. “Ye haven’t th’ tongue or th’ taste for such things!” With a wave of his hands, the guards collected the holding device and allowed it to fall so it could be carried like a coffin. It did not reach the ground but rather floated on a cushion of anti-gravity, and they pushed it like a gurney. Governor Perth walked beside the chamber, looking inside with cold and hungry eyes. 
 
    “Easy there, m’bairn,” he whispered to the woman. “We have time to get reacquainted.” 
 
    “I will do what I can to see if the Governor’s recourse can be accelerated,” Gundryss said before taking his leave. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “As you said, the people who aided you in… acquiring the young lady from Madam Gassio do not strike me as the sort to be pressed,” Isaiah admitted as he sighed, watching the Governor walking with his prize. “They have not been here long and already they are the subject of a growing number of conversations. Such people should be treated as allies, for they seldom bow to the likes of Governor Perth.”  
 
    “And the real power remains behind the throne,” Nulaki said as he turned to make his departure. “I’m not going to say I have anything against the Governor, personally. But I’ll cross him well before I cross the Captain of the Xara-Mansura.” Without waiting for a response, Nulaki jumped off the edge of the roof. Isaiah watched long enough to see the thief make his first catch on a passing transport, flip and fly over the next rooftop, falling into the darkness. He then heard the scream of a guard coming from where the Governor had gone. The outcry was followed by weapons fire. Isaiah turned quickly as his guards drew closer to his position. He heard more screams and saw the flashing lights of gunfire. 
 
    “Your orders, sir?” one of his men requested. 
 
    “We move in,” Isaiah said as he drew his gun and blade. The way he moved proved it was not the first time he had taken to fighting, and his men waited for him to take the lead. “… but carefully and cautiously. Gravity field on the container… damn old trick!” Isaiah moved, but not so quickly as to rush blindly into a firefight. When he came to the edge of the park lot roof, he looked on a scene of torrid death and recently passed mayhem. There were laser-fire burn marks in all directions, but there were only two people standing that did not belong in the park lot at this time of the evening. They stood fairly close together and were surrounded by the full complement of twenty-four men that made up the bulk of the Governor’s guard; each one of the armoured individuals was either dead or quickly dying from blade, laser burst or impact damage. The two guards who wore shoulder-mounted weapons looked as if their heads had been crushed. Isaiah could not see any weapon that could have worked such results on hard body armour, and none of his indicators had signaled the presence of MannA or ThoughtWill. 
 
    In the middle of the field of death stood a slender woman with a scabbard that shimmered with a soft blue light held tightly in her left hand. Her right held a bloody single-edged blade that looked incredibly sharp even at the thirty meters of distance which was between them. 
 
    “We’re pretty hard to kill in a straight up fight,” she warned. “When we get the drop on people, we can be a fucking calamity!” Isaiah looked into the sky blue eyes of the woman as he slowly approached. It felt more like he was looking into the eye of a spatial storm. He holstered his gun and sheathed his blade; each of his five men following suit. “You should have seen the look on his face when his little helpless victim turned into a six foot, eight inch mammoth with a mind. That one was a classic! 
 
    “I think that might just take the lead in the bug’s book, what about you?” Jocasta stated to Dungias before adjusting her grip on her sword. 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t know,” Jocasta said, lifting her bloody blade to point at the recently removed head of the Governor held by the large, blue-skinned man who stood at her side. Condell was dead and his mouth was open. Isaiah’s eyes flared at the sight of pronounced fangs in the man’s mouth. “I’ll take that as a no,” she said, walking over and using the Governor’s red hair to clean her blade. “Fair enough. That means we can talk.” 
 
    “Talk?!” Isaiah thought. “It’s all I can do to keep down my dinner! But you don’t have time for that sort of thing, Gundryss. You’ve got a lot of work to do and it all needs to be initiated before the morning! Might as well start with these two. 
 
    “Inside his cloak on the front, left-hand side,” Gundryss said calmly as he dismissed his men. Dropping the head, Dungias squatted down to inspect the Governor’s body. He found a pocket where the Lieutenant Governor had directed them to search. Inside that pocket there was an electronic card packet and Dungias took it out to show it to Jocasta. “The chromatic one is the Governor’s personal pass card,” Isaiah stated. “… and I will see to it that the codes on that card remain active… provided.” 
 
    “Think you’re in a place to work a deal?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “We both do,” Gundryss replied. “Or else you would have attacked the moment I walked up on the scene.” 
 
    “Tall, dark, handsome… and smart,” Jocasta smiled. 
 
    “Don’t let the dark brown skin fool you,” Isaiah warned. “I won’t melt in your mouth!” 
 
    Jocasta chuckled as she took the card from Dungias. “Provided?” 
 
    “Word has it that you’re a pirate with no care save her own,” Isaiah said as he dared to walk closer. “I don’t think that story is altogether accurate.” 
 
    “Oh really,” she smiled. “…and how’s that?” 
 
    “Why give a damn about the girl if you’re that kind of person?” he postulated. “My proviso is simple: you owe me a favor for this. You give me your hand and your word and I’ll see to it that the codes on that card are made permanent, accessing the automated systems that can open the doors to The Territories. I’ll give you my word that when I exercise my favor, it will not be an insult to your standing or station.” 
 
    Jocasta looked the man over and her eyes squinted. There was something to the way he moved, the manner in which he spoke. “You’re a Maggot!” she declared. 
 
    “Former magistrate,” he quickly corrected. “When I get to know you better, perhaps I can tell you why I left their ranks.” 
 
    “Only to come to work for an Upyri,” Jocasta said sharply.  
 
    “I didn’t know he was a blood-feeder,” Isaiah quickly attested. “… but now that I know he was one, I know where he nested and where I’ll find more of them. They’ll be dealt with before morning.” 
 
    “Damn, Mr. Man,” Jocasta said as she shrugged her shoulders. “You just gave me chills! Here’s my hand,” she said, extending her hand toward him. “You have the word of JoJo Starblazer. You’ll find me under a few different names, but that’s the one that walks from this point onward.” A soft glint of hope and pride flared across Dungias’ eyes. 
 
    “Good to meet you, JoJo,” the man said as he smiled, shaking her hand. 
 
    “No it isn’t,” she said after her hand was released. “But it might just get there. Consider it a work in progress. 
 
    “And if you will excuse me,” Jocasta said as she started to turn away from the man. “… I’ve got some… housekeeping issues to address before taking our leave of your fine station.” 
 
    “Travel well, JoJo Starblazer. I’m sure we’ll meet again.” 
 
    “Seems like that’s my trek, Mags,” Jocasta smiled as she walked. “Let me apologize beforehand for the next visit.” Isaiah chuckled as he watched the woman head toward the Governor’s extended air-car. He did not say anything. Condell was not going to need it in the immediate future… or any future for that matter. He was impressed with the speed with which her man unlocked the vehicle and made it ready for use. Isaiah waved as the car pulled off, heading for the streets below. 
 
    “The way she said housekeeping,” he thought. “I wonder if I should keep an eye on the medical facilities, just in case she gets sloppy… or merciful.” Isaiah chuckled, thinking to himself that he could not decide which of the two would happen more quickly… if either would happen at all. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The appropriated air-car parked in front of the estate and Silnee laughed as she came away from the window. 
 
    “Captain’s made it back,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “… and it looks like her and Z field-claimed us another ride!” 
 
    “Damn,” Siekor said, shaking his head. “… Captain’s on a serious rip! She keeps coming back with stuff; crew, ships, slaves… if we don’t get out of Black Gate soon, it will be standing room only on board!” There was a bit of laughter as Annsura walked by, lightly slapping Siekor’s arm. She opened the front door just in time for a fast-walking Jocasta to enter. 
 
    “Nulaki?” she said as she walked inside, stopping only to look around. 
 
    “He’s in the Rec Room playing cards with Dugger and Kryltane,” Annsura answered, only to see Jocasta walk quickly in the direction of the given room. Annsura looked back at Dungias who was slowly closing the door. Everyone else tore off after the Captain and followed her up to the doors of the room. Jocasta opened them and walked inside. 
 
    “Well it’s about time you showed,” Nulaki said as he placed his bet. “I was about to gather up the troops and come out after y–” Jocasta dropped her cane and planted a round kick to the side of Nulaki’s head. He fell over with the chair and rolled when he hit the ground. 
 
    “An act of deliverance?!” Jocasta yelled as she walked up on Nulaki. He stood up quickly, slightly stunned and swinging blind. Jocasta ducked under the punch, landing a left hook to his sternum. It was followed by a right hook to the chin. Nulaki rolled over the top of the billiard table to the floor. “I do believe that was the term you used: deliverance. He was a fucking Upyri, Conadier! You had us working for a god-damned blood-feeder!” 
 
      
 
    Ephaliun’s fists were tightly clenched, but he did not move to assist Nulaki and decided to just look at the floor instead. 
 
    “What did she say?” Marlene asked. 
 
    “I’m not too sure, but it sounded like she said we were working for an Upyri,” Agatha replied, trying to get a vantage point on the fight. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Marlene pressed. 
 
    “It’s what you get when you cross an InvokeR with a vampire,” Annsura explained. “They supposedly receive all kinds of power by drinking the blood of their victims. But they don’t choose just any kind of victim; they only feed on the best that they can find.” 
 
    “Well aside from killer eyes, what made that skinny thing so damn special?” Marlene asked. 
 
    “She has DerFae blood in her,” Dungias answered as he entered the room. 
 
    “Did he just say what I thought he said?” Marlene asked softly. “Did he say that the woman we stole from the fat madam was one of the Faerie Folk?!” 
 
    “That’s what the man said, Mayhem,” Annsura answered. “And the Captain has reason to think that Nulaki knew something about it but failed to tell her.” 
 
    “If Nulaki didn’t say anything, it wasn’t a failure of any kind,” Pristacia inserted. 
 
    “You sound like you know the man, Princess,” Siekor stated. 
 
    “I know him as well as I’d like to,” she replied coldly. “He told me himself he knew the Captain didn’t trust him and that she was right not to. I hope she beats the ever-loving shit out of him; trading that woman for profits and favors!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I thought we were pirates!” Siekor argued. “Are we saying that we draw the line at tits because the Captain’s got a pair of them?!” 
 
    “Keep it down, everyone!” Annsura snapped before she looked at Siekor. Her eyes shifted to Llaz and then she looked at the floor. “You’ve got a good point, Siekor, but at the end of the day, the Captain says where the line is drawn. Nulaki’s crossed it, and this is the fallout. It’s not our place to weigh in like there’s a vote to any of this. The only vote we get is whether we stay on the ship. If that vote is ‘yes’, we follow the Captain, end of story!” As Annsura turned to look back at the fight, Siekor looked to see what had made her change her trek in mid-discussion. He saw Llaz standing off to the side, watching the Captain fight. 
 
      
 
    “Scheiβkerl!” Nulaki thought as his head pounded from the blow he had received. The mood of the moment had changed, drastically, and he needed to focus on moving. “She tried to take my damn head off! 
 
    “I had you working the angle!” Nulaki yelled, landing a mule-kick to Jocasta’s face. She was lifted from the floor and landed on the billiard table. He got up slow, trying to shake the cobwebs loose. Instinct caused him to turn around quickly, catching a hurled billiard ball in his right hand. The second hurled ball hit him in the face. He staggered back to the wall as Jocasta came away from the billiard table.  
 
    With the ball still in hand, Nulaki swung his fist for her face. Jocasta ducked, landing a fierce jabbing strike to the inside of his arm just above the elbow. Nulaki dropped the ball and stepped to the right, blocking a punch meant for his face with his left hand. 
 
    “Work this angle!” Jocasta huffed, sending a barrage of hooks for his body. Nulaki took one step back to avoid the first. His hands and forearms blocked the other five. Jocasta then kicked high for his head but Nulaki ducked, rolling under her leg and by her body. 
 
    Nulaki stood up delivering a back kick that Jocasta caught. She moved to strike the leg but Nulaki jumped, spun, and landed an inside crescent kick across her face. He landed as Jocasta dropped to her knee. Nulaki yelled, jumping up again to deliver an axe kick to her shoulder. Jocasta sprang up screaming, catching Nulaki’s body as it was still rising and he was immediately thrown off balance. They both came down and Jocasta slammed him down on the billiard table. Nulaki’s back arched in pain from the various balls that felt as if they were now lodged next to his spine. Jocasta yelled as she brought one hand around after the other, hammering the first to his sternum and the second to his crotch. 
 
      
 
    Everyone watching the fight from the corridor reacted one way or another. All of the men winced in sympathetic pain and Mel put his hands over his crotch. 
 
    “Ouch,” Silnee said softly. “I think this fight’s over.” 
 
    “Yeah, but only the fighting,” Marlene added. 
 
      
 
    Nulaki’s eyes were shut tight as he tried to contend with the pain and the difficulty he had in breathing. He was brought up from the table and he suddenly remembered how well the woman had manipulated the manhole cover. He was in trouble, and there was nothing he could do about it!  
 
    “You still want to work angles?! Here’s another angle!” Jocasta took hold of Nulaki’s head and brought it down into a knee lift. His head snapped back and he fell to the floor, struggling to remain conscious. Jocasta looked down on the man and then she turned toward the main door of the room. “Cane!” she cried and it came up from the floor. Halfway across the room, Dungias’ hand kept it from reaching Jocasta’s grasp. 
 
    “I believe you have made your point, Captain,” he said softly. 
 
    “You forget yourself, Z,” Jocasta panted. “This doesn’t require an engineer’s analysis. Not yet anyway.” 
 
    “Then I exercise my option to take his punishment,” Dungias said, taking a long stride toward Jocasta. “He may not be crew, but as far as this operation is concerned, I endorsed it… when you were asking for my opinion! I fell short of my responsibility. This punishment is mine.” 
 
    “Release my cane,” Jocasta commanded and Dungias did as he was told, taking a position between Nulaki and Jocasta. Their eyes never broke from one another, and Jocasta slapped Dungias with the back of her hand. She could hear the gasps coming from the corridor, and she was reminded of just how many were watching these events as they unfolded. Dungias did not move to defend himself, and the only place he put his eyes was on Jocasta. 
 
    “An Upyri!!!” she cried. “You’ve never seen anything so dark, alien.” 
 
    “I thought we had agreed that it was best not to assume such extremes with one another,” Dungias replied, staring fiercely at his Captain. “While I have not been forced to experience blood-feeders before this evening, what darkness my eyes have seen is a matter best visited when you are not so fiercely ruled by emotion!” 
 
    “One of us has to have emotion, you white-haired freak!” 
 
    “I suppose it is fortunate then, that you are now displaying enough emotion for three crews!” Dungias did not take his eyes off of Jocasta as he took a step away from her. “Cupid, Llaz, Siekor, kindly take Mr. Conadier to the regen in the infirmary. His willingness or not to go inside is not a consideration you should acknowledge unless you wish to join him.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Llaz replied sharply as he ran to take a hold of Nulaki’s feet. 
 
    “Cutter, place a guard on Mr. Conadier,” Dungias instructed. “I am to be advised the moment he is conscious.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Annsura replied. “I will take first watch.” 
 
    “Dugger, you take first watch,” Jocasta commanded. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” he said, immediately turning to leave the room. 
 
    “Cutter, I need everyone ready to depart in thirty minutes,” Jocasta said as she caught Ephaliun’s departure out of the corner of her eye. There was a certainty to his stride. It was clear he did not like what was happening, but he had made his decision – he knew where he wanted to be. “… or didn’t anyone else notice I just happened to beat the crap out of our host?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Keep an open mind and recognize that seldom do we have enough information to confirm the impossible! Perspectives change when we see a shay-spawn best an iro-form master! 
 
    Z’Gunok Tella Danatra  
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    (XI) 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it looks like that thing definitely came this way,” Tolarra said softly as she entered the chamber. She could hear moaning coming from the darkness, and the Star Lark decided to illuminate the matter. Slowly adding light to a forming orb in her hand, Tolarra created a lantern of living light and looked up toward the ceiling of the gigantic room. “Whoa! They used to say the truth will set you free. None of those people ever saw this place!”  
 
    Slips dedicated to the construction of war vessels were smaller, and it was undoubtedly the largest room Tolarra had ever seen; much larger than what she remembered. There were no catwalks, no balconies, nothing to suggest the room was ever made to facilitate anything regarding a life-form her size. With only slight concentration dedicated to the task, the small sphere of light split into five of the same size. One flew to each corner and the original orb remained over Tolarra’s head. 
 
    “By the stars! It’s you!” Tolarra gasped, looking at what she had thought was a pile of debris from a collapsed part of the room. The increased light allowed her to see that while there were a few cracks in the walls, nothing in the room had been destroyed, and the pile of debris was actually a gigantic form lying on its side. 
 
    “Have you come… to finish… what you started?” Fission panted as pieces of his body fell away from his form. “Why did you… even leave me… alive?!” 
 
    “Leave you alive?!” Tolarra barked. “When I bailed out of here, you were aggravated, a couple of warm spots on your body from where I blasted you, but that was it!” 
 
    “That was your… first visit to… me, young entity,” Fission shared, feeling honesty in her tone and even more a change in demeanor in her presence from the last time he had laid eyes on this form. 
 
    “And what’s this one?” 
 
    “Your third,” he replied, trying to lift its head from the floor, but failing after only a few seconds of effort. 
 
    “That bitch!” Tolarra fumed. “What did she do with my body?” She quickly shook her head and focused on the more important matter she had come to investigate. “We can get to that later. Is there anything I can do to help you?” 
 
    “I have… been drained… of nearly… all my cosmic essence,” Fission explained. “It would seem… that your warning… was more accurate… than I wanted… to consider… more devious than you… would like to know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tolarra pressed. 
 
    “Chamber has been… worked… so I cannot die, but I am kept… at the point… where I can… no longer… regenerate my power.” 
 
    “You’re right, that’s pretty damn devious,” Tolarra said as she started to glow. “… but if it’s cosmic power you need, stand by!” 
 
    Lifting his hand to keep her from enacting anything, Fission moaned in protest. “Don’t! As I said… creature that used… your body… was devious. I cannot see… all of what… she has done here. Expect… contingencies. Must find means… around her treachery.” 
 
    “And how the hell do I do that?!” Tolarra barked. 
 
    “You are entity… but still young. Deprived of my… ability to move… or enact my powers… I am still alive… capable of thought. Things I have… forgotten… you have yet… to learn.” 
 
    “That sounds like the kind of offer I couldn’t begin to refuse,” Tolarra admitted. “What’s first?” 
 
    “Will tell you how… to absorb light,” Fission said. He chuckled at the look of confusion the young female entity wore on her face. “Not as source of power… but source of life!” 
 
    “And the difference being?” 
 
    “Your mind… does nothing… with your light,” Fission stated. “We must… correct that.” 
 
    “Jackpot!” she thought. “It was tracking my light that led me back here. I figured if I could follow where I had been while D’Vatri was in control of my body, I might be able to see what she was up to. This is a bonus!” The five lights near the ceiling flashed bright and burned near white hot as a point of light appeared just in front of Tolarra’s eyes and Fission’s forehead. 
 
    The speed of thought was the only thing Tolarra knew to be faster than the speed of light. Light-transferred thought moved even more quickly through her mind and in a fraction of a second, Tolarra had been brought to a mastery level understanding of cosmic forces. She staggered back a step from the exchange and then flashed bright white as she engaged in the gathering and the reading of the light in the chamber. When that light died, Tolarra was on her knees in the center of a light-burned circle, breathing deeply and slowly. Her effort to remain calm was tremendous and still it nearly failed to achieve its objective. Only Tolarra’s thoughts of Chiaro stayed her wrath. The Light Priest had indeed warned her, but she had not given that warning its due respect. She had been allowed a very costly sort of hubris, but the time for such perspectives was behind her and she stood up, looking once more on Fission. 
 
    “You’re a clever little bastard,” she smirked. “I’m not sure if I will ever find the means, but I will endeavor to repay you for this.” 
 
    “Had I shared… more with you… initially… perhaps I… would not… have come to this,” Fission suggested. “You owe me… nothing.” 
 
    “And there we will have to agree to disagree,” Tolarra spoke as she started glowing.  
 
    “Good gracious, Freund,” she pondered, her thoughts mixing into one another, rapidly tumbling about in her mind as each revelation created a bigger picture of what was happening in the Rims. “… is this why you sent me in the first place?! Did you see this coming too?! Scary, old, blind… did I already say scary? They’re playing chess… you’re playing Three-Card Monty! No one knows where the queen is, and you’re not telling! 
 
    “And I need not get all beside myself wondering if I’m doing the exact right thing. If I stumble into an area where you don’t have a counter-plan, we’ll just smile and both agree that you should be more diabolical in the future! 
 
    “No way was a Force of Creation going to listen to your glowing bird,” she muttered. “You counted on that! If Xaythra had destroyed him, then another would have been formed to take its place. You let a little formation slip and, BOOM, you’ve got yourself a recruit. If she beats him in the fashion she did, then you’ve got a woeful creature, remembering that one tried to warn him of what was coming. His power level might be right there with a newly made entity, but nowhere near as smart or experienced. Then you swoop down and take in the harvest!” 
 
    “But… there is not… much here… but my knowledge,” Fission stated. 
 
    “Do not be too sure of that, my friend,” Tolarra replied as her feet came away from the floor of the chamber. “I’m going to leave these lights with you. They’ll keep the place warm and as bright as you want it.”  
 
    “Thank you, Star Lark,” Fission huffed. 
 
    “I will return, Fission,” she said confidently. “I promise you that! And when I return, we will be taking you out of here. Whatever contingencies she’s arranged won’t matter. I’ll be taking those out when I get back.” 
 
    “Ambitious,” he remarked. 
 
    “Not yet,” she replied. “But give it time!” The largest of the five orbs descended down on Tolarra, creating a portal. She was teleported out of the chamber and out of the dimension. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Ernestan’s right hand moved away from the console now that he had deactivated his end of the comm-link. He leaned back in his chair, sighed, and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his left hand.  
 
    “Is it so taxing to lie to a member of the Imperial House?” Kannadi asked as she offered a cup of herbal tea. 
 
    “Hmmm?” Ernestan looked up at his student and then at the cup and saucer. “Oh. Thank you. No, I would say that more often than not, it is a simple task… save when you have genuine love and respect for the recipient of the lies. Princess Maradothia deserves the truth.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But what can she do with it?” Ernestan asked rhetorically. “She is in the Prism Baronies! If she is to become what she aspires to be for the Empire, then her focus must be on those classes.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” G’Dalior said, maintaining his folded-arm, leaning-back pose against the far wall. His brace-com bleeped and he looked at the readout. “And it would seem that for the moment you are still out-thinking her, Star Gaper. She just accessed the Imperial Grid to activate a locator program. She has now verified my location, which she believes is in my office, as well as that of the rest of the family.” G’Dalior laughed as he slapped his leg. “That girl is most resourceful!” Kannadi giggled in agreement but Ernestan could not bring himself to laugh. 
 
    “This cannot be right,” he said softly. 
 
    “What is it, Master?” Kannadi said, quickly dismissing the elation. 
 
    “Chanyelle is young,” Ernestan spoke as he continued to think things through. “… but logic and planning are easily seen when you witness her movements. I told you to have the circuit monitored because I suspected she would have put forward effort to have a second opinion on my sight.” 
 
    “I must admit, that sounds like something she would do as well,” G’Dalior agreed before he turned to look at Ernestan. “Something amiss, Gaper?” G’Dalior’s lips were moving, but it was not his voice that came from his lips. Ernestan could not speak as he saw the wall behind G’Dalior crack and fall away, revealing a partial view of the stars the Star Gaper had never seen before. “When was the last time you had a waking vision?!” 
 
    “I’ve never ha–” Ernestan’s office was rocked at the sound of multiple explosions. Everyone looked up and around as alarms sounded.  
 
    “The palace is under attack!” one of the guards yelled and Ernestan looked at G’Dalior. 
 
    “The locator program! That wasn’t the Princess!” Another series of explosions rocked the office and Ernestan fell out of his chair. 
 
    “Master!” Kannadi called out to him as she rushed to his side. “You fell out of your chair!” 
 
    “You don’t look well, old man,” The First Prince added as he came away from the wall... a very much solid wall now. There were also no alarms sounding off and no residual thunder from an explosion. G’Dalior’s brace-com beeped and he looked to receive a report. “But your mind is still very sharp. My sister just accessed the Imperial Grid.” 
 
    “And now she has the location of the entire Imperial Family,” Ernestan whispered before looking at Kannadi. “Get me to my feet!” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the young Nalyik woman said, managing Ernestan’s weight with ease. As soon as he could stand, Ernestan lunged at his console. 
 
    “She does?!” G’Dalior asked, once more at his brace-com. “Actually it would appear that she–” 
 
    “This is Ernestan Geelmus, initiate a palace-wide alert immediately. The lives of the Imperial Family are in mortal danger! I repeat, an attack has been launched against the Imperial Palace and the targets are the members of the Imperial House!” 
 
    “Star Gaper!” G’Dalior exclaimed as the sounds of the alarm could be heard throughout the palace. 
 
    “I saw it, my Prince. I just witnessed a waking vision!” 
 
    “A waking vision?! What are you talking about?!” 
 
    “Your sister just ran a locator program, didn’t she?”  
 
    “No,” G’Dalior replied. “She just made a comm-link with our aunt.” 
 
    “But the explosions,” Ernestan whispered as he looked around. “They were targeting the Imperial Family. The locator program told them where they were.” 
 
    “There is no locator program!” G’Dalior declared just as realization took hold of his mind and made his body shudder in fear. He could hear the doors to the Star Gaper’s outer office opening and heavy-booted footfalls quickly approaching. It was his security detail, the one that was always activated when a high-priority alarm was sounded. “But they would not need such a program now! 
 
    “Guard, where is my family?!” 
 
    “Sire, you are the only one registered to these grounds who has not reported to the Imperial Launch! A portal has been prepared to take you there.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a young voice suggested from the far side of the office. Everyone turned to see a slender female form standing in the corner. She wore a dark blue body suit with silver markings and a mask of the same color. The security detail responded by drawing and charging their weapons as they moved in between the mysterious female and the First Prince of the Empire. A massive explosion sounded off in the distance, and the office shook as screams could be heard amongst the sounds of breaking glass. 
 
    “Light of Tarranos!” the Prince whispered as he reached to the nearest wall to keep his balance. “What was that?!” 
 
    “That was probably the hangar where one might find the Imperial Launch,” the female figure advised. G’Dalior’s face lost its color as his eyes gaped wide. “But I wouldn’t worry much… my colleagues evacuated the area before the blast.  
 
    “You’re going to find that the energy behind the blast – and also behind your Gaper’s false visions – is KaA. One of the Energies you’re weakest against. This one comes to you courtesy of MoGo!” 
 
    “So you say!” G’Dalior asserted. “You could have arranged it and–” 
 
    “Worked all of this to gain your trust,” the female nodded, waving off the argument. “Yeah, we figured you’d want to go that route.” A glimmer of yellow light flared around the woman’s body and she began to fade. “Just ask yourself, when your Gaper reached into MoGo, did anything reach back? They have strict rules they have to follow in regards to how they can take action against mortals in the mortal realm. But they get to break just about all of them when one of us goes meddling with one of them! 
 
    “Might want to look into that,” she said as she was nearly gone. “My people might not be in the area next time!” 
 
      
 
    Looking out on familiar faces, all of whom were smiling, Megan removed her mask. “Well, that’s the last way I thought my first visit to the Inner Rim would go.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Javier said as he removed his mask. His twin, Joslyn, was slower to remove her mask, looking awestruck at what she had just witnessed… an act she had assisted in making happen. “Auntie Leesha, good eyes!” 
 
    “Seeing the matter was one thing,” Aleesha said softly. She was not able to talk any louder, as she was still weak and cold from the vision she had sought out. “You’re the ones who made the good moves. Nice portal-making, twins.” 
 
    “Good work on all fronts,” Shuronne added, trying her best to give everyone her eyes. There were a number of people involved in the effort, but it did not feel like a team. Shuronne knew such togetherness would take time and she was willing to make every effort to start building bridges. 
 
    “That was just too fuckin’ awesome,” Joslyn finally spoke, shaking her head in disbelief. “Did we just save the Emperor and the Empress of the Inner Rim?!” 
 
    “That we did, Sis,” Javier smiled. “Managed to save their entourages too. I gotta admit, that was a sweet set-up: devices to prohibit the flow of MannA and ThoughtWill all over the hangar, and a huge KaA bomb in the middle of the Emperor’s Transport. Those people were dead meat!” 
 
    “Yes, they were,” Kaila agreed, squinting her eyes and shaking her head. 
 
    “Please remember that Survaysi is the master strategist, Kaila” Shuronne stated. “I’m barely hanging on by a thread here.” 
 
    “Then you should know that this was not just demons,” Kaila declared. “They don’t do devices!” 
 
    Shuronne took a step back and folded her arms. “Which means…” 
 
    “Someone with serious access, ability, and funds is coordinating their efforts against the Empire with the help of demons,” Kaila declared. “And even if they didn’t get the big prize, it’ll be a few moons before the Empire listens to anyone who’s a seer.” 
 
    “And what if that was their big prize?” Shanvah asked as she started pacing with her hands on her hips. “I get the feeling we’re about to try something silly, like covering too many fronts.” 
 
    “If you go straight at them, it would be silly,” Teyan said as he approached Shuronne. “… but if you’re methodical… surgical… I think there’s a lot we can accomplish with less effort and risk.” Shuronne looked over at Ethadior who was rubbing his chin and trying his best not to grin with pride. He nodded at Shuronne to suggest that his student should be heard. 
 
    “Okay, I think we’re all ears right now, Teyan,” the Chevalierra said, looking around the room for any look of disagreement. “What do you have in mind?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Could we see when and where we are to meet again, we would be more tender when we bid our friends goodbye.  
 
    Ouida 
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    Another canvas bag was stowed away aboard the all-but brand new Cobra-Nine. Nulaki blew out, slow and long, through his mouth as he closed the compartment door. There had been many forms of an inaugural flight his mind had entertained ever since Tehdi had given the ship to him. “This is not the send-off I envisioned,” he said softly. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Annsura agreed. She stood with her arms folded, leaning against the wall of the hangar. “After what happened back at the estate, I have to say that I’m surprised you’re not on your back, in a more permanent way.” 
 
    “Don’t go getting too full of yourself, girl,” Nulaki warned. “You’re not immortal, you know.” 
 
    “Advice on how to live safely coming from the Black Scarab himself,” Annsura ribbed. “Now I know the Captain hates me to assign me this detail. For your information, I’m not looking for immortality; at least not the godhood version of it. I get the feeling that it’s just a lot of build up without too much delivery.” 
 
    “Really?” Nulaki asked, surprised at the response he had received. “And what makes you say that?” 
 
    “When you get out of secondary school, do you ever find yourself really wanting to ever go back?” 
 
    “Not unless I’m a desperate blood-feeder with no imagination,” Nulaki replied after a little contemplation. Annsura looked at him incredulously. “What? I’ve heard stories.” 
 
    “Obviously they were bad ones,” she remarked. “Anyway, that’s how I see it. If godhood was all it was choked up to be, why bother coming back to humanity?” 
 
    “I can see you’re not one I’m going to be able to goad into losing it,” Nulaki said as he checked his inventory. 
 
    “Making the rounds, are you?” 
 
    “Seemed like the thing to do,” he replied as the doors opened. Ephaliun walked in from the corridor, carrying yet another canvas bag. 
 
    “Is that mine?” 
 
    “It doesn’t belong to me,” Ephaliun replied, dropping the bag at Nulaki’s feet. 
 
    “Gods, how much shit did I bring on board this crate?!” 
 
    “Not as much as you’re leaving with, I guess.” 
 
    Nulaki looked at the younger man and winced. “Couldn’t leave it at a simple goodbye, could you?” 
 
    “Awww, c’mon, Nulaki, you don’t do simple! Everything about you is complex… and ultimately confused.” 
 
    “I smell a boy trying to be a man,” Nulaki said as he picked up the bag. “And we both know you don’t have the shoulders for it yet.” 
 
    Ephaliun nodded, licking his lips. “That’s exactly the sort of response I expected from you.” 
 
    “It is?!” Annsura thought. She was amazed that he did not fly at the Fazbred man, swinging his fists and screaming in rage. It would have been the third such fight in four days, though she still wanted to know what Nulaki and Dungias had discussed for so long just the afternoon before. In the end, of the witnessed conflicts, only the Captain had come away with anything resembling a victory. Annsura was still not talking to Olkin, and the Tandem ladies would be on cleaning duty for another eleven hours. 
 
    “No it isn’t,” Nulaki said dismissively. “It’s the sort of response someone told you to expect. If I had to lay odds, it was Princess giving you a heads-up. She probably thought you needed this little talk more than anyone, seeing as how your heart is the one most broken.” 
 
    “Just pack your things, Nulaki!” Annsura ordered, raising her voice as she put her arm across her crewmate’s chest. Looking into Ephaliun’s eyes, her tone softened. “And I need you to stand down.” 
 
    “Aye, Cutter,” he whispered as he took a step back. 
 
    “Thank you,” Annsura said as Nulaki laughed hard and loud. “Something funny, Conadier?” 
 
    “Too many to innumerate here and now, woman. You’ve really bought into this, haven’t you?”  
 
    “Does it surprise you? That I’m a joiner, Nulaki?” she questioned. “I tried that loner route in the pits. It didn’t work.” 
 
    “The hell it didn’t,” Nulaki argued. “Look at you! You obviously won!” 
 
    “No,” Annsura commented, sighing in reflection. “… I didn’t always win. I just managed to survive losing.” 
 
    “Only to become a zealot!” 
 
    “I can deal with that label,” she fenced. 
 
    “You’re willing to die for Starblazer?!” 
 
    Annsura shrugged her shoulders as she thought. “I’ve always found it more challenging to find things worth living for, Nulaki! That way my entire life would be meaningful, not just the warm and fuzzy parts. I believe I’ve found that right here. Who knows, I might even stumble my way into immortality!” 
 
    “You were right to say stumbling,” Nulaki concluded. “Damn! Thought you were smarter than this.” 
 
    “You’re the one who made the soup that day, Conadier,” Annsura remarked and Nulaki stopped moving. “Did anyone ask you to? Hell, it hadn’t even started to cool when you offered your ship as part of the Xara-Mansura package! Remember?” The Second Mate paused, steeling herself to ask her next question. “Is that why you did it?” 
 
    “Did what?” he asked, looking at the floor. 
 
    “Why you palmed and pocketed some of the stones,” Annsura stated. “Why you shorted the count of the credits you took them from the guildsman… why you skimmed the amounts of the final transactions! What was it, thief? You were so quick to offer up so much, and you just knew you were the shit when you did. But then a crazy woman and her blue-skinned friend matched you, stride-for-stride, and you didn’t know how to take it, did you? Maybe it scared you… showed you sides of the Scarab you’re not ready to see? 
 
    “Is that why you kept things from the Captain? Is that why you’ve spent the past four days trying to get under everyone’s skin? Because you knew you were headed for the door even before that fight with her… and you couldn’t stand being made to look like you’d made the wrong move.” 
 
    “Man are you smoking the party cigaro!” 
 
    “You bet I am,” Annsura said, taking a step closer to Nulaki. “And I’ll choke on it if I have to. And when you’re out there, all alone and missing us, wanting us… needing us… keep telling yourself that you made the smart move, and you just might convince yourself long enough to make it to the next score.” 
 
    “Annsura, there’s only one thing I could possibly need you for right now,” Nulaki returned. “But that would ruin things between you and Cupid.” 
 
    “Hey!” Ephaliun shouted as he moved to fight Nulaki. Annsura cut him off. “You want a fight that bad, I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    “No you will not!” Annsura hissed. 
 
    “Well, well… it looks as if the lady has two lovers!” 
 
    “Are you done?” Annsura asked. 
 
    “Baby, I’m just getting started!” 
 
    “Actually, Mister Conadier will have no further words with anyone aboard this vessel,” Dungias said as he entered the hangar. “At least, none of the unanswered variety.” Annsura took a step back from Nulaki and the Fazbred man looked down before looking up into the eyes of the ship’s First Mate. They had been locked on Nulaki from the moment he appeared in the room, and they did not move as he spoke. “I give you my word on that, Cutter! Perhaps now, Nulaki, you have something of note to leave with me. I am most eager to receive your perspective and criticisms.” 
 
    “I have neither,” Nulaki said, looking down again. 
 
    “Good,” Dungias replied. “It is rude to keep the Stars waiting.” Dungias took one step back. “The two of you are dismissed.” Without a word Annsura and Ephaliun turned to leave. “Ephaliun T’Moojhun,” Dungias called. “If you have any parting words for Mr. Conadier, I am sure he will receive them… in the most noble manner imaginable!” Nulaki looked up at the Malgovi Traveler, wanting to argue, wanting to fight, but knowing he would be allowed neither.  
 
    “Gods, do I!” Ephaliun barked as he rushed over to Nulaki, drawing back his fist. Nulaki flinched and Ephaliun stopped, smiling at the man. “Sucks to be misled, doesn’t it? And keep an eye on your back, Scarab. I don’t have your skills, but you don’t have my crew. I’m going to make sure this ship has a thief it can trust.” 
 
    “That is enough, Dugger,” Dungias said. The young man turned and walked out of the hangar, joining Annsura in the corridor. Nulaki waited for the doors to close before saying anything. 
 
    “You were going to let him hit me!” 
 
    “It seemed less than likely that he would take such an action, Nulaki,” Dungias said, looking at the ship the Fazbred was about to use in his departure from the Xara-Mansura and the crew of JoJo Starblazer. “… even after your words. Consider it a test… and he passed.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was my face being risked!” 
 
    “I was willing to make that sacrifice,” Dungias replied. Nulaki shook his head and chuckled. 
 
    “That must have been some time you had with an Upyri,” Nulaki guessed. 
 
    “You needn’t fish, Nulaki,” Dungias said softly. “It wasn’t my time. From what I have been able to gather, the creature posed as a med-tech on a long range transport where the Captain had found work. After it sampled the Captain’s blood… let us just say their relationship was something the med-tech did not want to end.” 
 
    “That certainly explains a few things,” Nulaki concluded. 
 
    “I am certain that it does not,” Dungias stated. It was one thing to speak of a trying moment in time, another thing altogether to live it. In many ways, the Upyri had been Jocasta’s Kiaplyx, and one of the many situations where he was glad to have been monitoring her, giving her aid she could not see and would never be aware he had given. Over the years, the need for him to act had become less and less necessary. Then Jocasta had chosen to embark upon piracy! “It need only explain one thing, but that was never a misunderstood point, merely one where you wanted clarification.” Nulaki decided not to respond and instead walked around to the side door of his ship. Getting to the steps, he stopped and looked down at his weapons belt. “Anything given to you was meant for you to have, Nulaki,” Dungias said as he turned to leave. “I would just as soon have you keep it.” 
 
    “This is some pretty serious equipment, Z!” 
 
    “And so much the better that you will not have to have those schematics you’ve already made produced into working prototypes,” Dungias said without looking back. The doors leading out to the corridor opened to allow his exit, closing soon after he walked out of the hangar. “Trek well, Black Scarab.” 
 
    “How the hell does he do that?!” Nulaki asked before boarding his ship. As the door closed, he could hear the engines of the craft powering up. He smiled, realizing that Dungias had arranged for more than one parting gift. The hangar doors opened and Nulaki wasted no time piloting his ship away from the Xara-Mansura. He did, after all, have the data-gem that Dungias had dropped in his seat to open and investigate. 
 
      
 
    Watching the tail end of the Cobra-Nine light up and jet away, Jocasta stood on the observation deck with her arms folded. The doors opened and Dungias entered the room. 
 
    “You rigged the engines to blow, right?” 
 
    “I did no such thing,” Dungias answered, taking his place at her side. “I improved their functionality with regards to thrust capacity and fuel consumption.” She sighed in disgust at hearing his response. 
 
    “Tell me again, Z!” 
 
    “Of the eleven accounts he holds, nine of them have been transferred to various children’s facilities, hospitals, and public schools throughout the Middle Rim.” 
 
    “Which two did you leave him?” 
 
    “The largest and the smallest accounts, Captain.” 
 
    “That along with the money he skimmed from me,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “As well as that amount,” Dungias agreed. 
 
    “Did you hear what Ephaliun said? About making sure we had a good thief aboard?” 
 
    “I did indeed. I plan to begin working with him on the studies of Pax’Dulah. A bodysuit built along the lines of your gloves and boots would enable him to adhere to surfaces where even Nulaki would slide.” 
 
    “No holding back, Z.” 
 
    “None whatsoever, Captain.”   
 
    “Argh!” Jocasta yelled. “I hate waiting! Why am I waiting, Z?” 
 
    “I can think of two significant reasons,” Dungias stated. “The news that Black Gate was mastered by a blood-feeding InvokeR was most disconcerting. The discovery of three Upyri nests has only added to that problem. Passage into The Territories has been disavowed for all non-Baronial entities.” 
 
    “And the second reason?” she asked. 
 
    “We are awaiting the arrival of a transport,” Dungias stated and Jocasta sighed in disgust. 
 
    “Good lord how slow is that thing moving?!” she barked. 
 
    “There have been no further delays, Captain. It will be arriving at Black Gate tomorrow,” Dungias advised. “I am sure Thom is just as anxious to get here as we are to receive her.” Dungias turned to leave, stopping to give his Captain a nudge that might pull her from the window. “In the meantime, you could address the three latest additions to your crew.” 
 
    “You mean the three I’ve all but enslaved?” she said, closing her eyes. “Yeah, I do need to talk to them. Why don’t you come with me? I’m feeling a little homicidal right about now. The last thing I need to hear is you bitching that I bloodied up your brig!” Dungias would not remind Jocasta that if anyone could lay ownership claim to the Brig, it would be her. He simply placed one hand inside the other and followed her into the corridor. 
 
    “Allow me to remind you that I have an appointment at the university,” Dungias stated. “It would seem that the three students I told you about have made some progress in identifying one of the artifacts we are currently holding.” 
 
    “Right,” Jocasta said as she stepped toward the drop shaft. “Who are you taking with you?” 
 
    “I had planned to go alone.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t!” she cried as they both descended through the decks. “You’re not leaving me with all of them! I can see it now; ‘Captain, can I see this… can I have that… can you show me how you did that thing with the sword’? You leave me alone with all of them and we’re only going to need more crew when you get back!” Jocasta jumped away from the pole and started toward the brig. 
 
    “Must you exaggerate everything?”  
 
    “Not around other people,” she snapped. 
 
    “Your demeanor does not make your thoughts any more accurate, or your standing any more justified, Captain,” Dungias stressed. “All you are doing is merely screaming, ‘I’m right, I’m right’ at the top of your lungs!” 
 
    “HAH!” Jocasta blurted, pointing at Dungias. “You can say contractions! I knew it!” 
 
    “Fine then,” Dungias said stepping forward. “You’re full of shit if you think this routine will help you achieve anything! Is that plain enough for you?! You’re covering up, Captain, thinking that enough jokes will handle the moment when it’s the moment that’s handling you!” Jocasta looked away from him, taking a tight hold of her cane. “I know what it is to be afraid for my life, and so do you! I don’t know what all that Upyri did to you, but you’re missing what you managed to do to it.” 
 
    “What?!” Jocasta shouted, thoroughly confused. “Look, I know you’re so tall that it snows up there,” she said, grabbing and tossing a portion of Dungias’ hair. “But what the hell are you talking about?! You don’t have the first clue of what I had to go through with that damn thing!” 
 
    “I do not have to,” he returned. “You know enough for us both.” 
 
    “Then what, Z?!” she yelled, beginning to pace. Jocasta did not notice the force fields Satithe erected to give the two of them more privacy. All she could feel was her own rage. “What the fuck am I missing that’s going to help me sleep again? What’s gonna make it okay that I ambushed a passenger on my ship?! What golden star-nugget of wisdom do you have cooking that will put all of this in a better light?! Tell me, my blue priest, what am I missing?!” 
 
    “The fact that you survived it!” he said softly, but his voice did not lack for conviction and Jocasta closed her eyes. “Perhaps you ducked when it would have been better to jump… or perhaps you attacked when it would have been better to evade. There is always something we know we could have done better looking back through our lives, but the fact that we are looking back all too often makes us forget that we are doing exactly that: looking back! You faced death, and you are obviously not overwhelmingly pleased with your performance. Did it ever occur to you that you have improved since then?” 
 
    “And how do I know that?” Jocasta asked as tears welled up in her eyes. The feeling of helplessness was by far the worst bane of her existence. She could be beaten, outclassed, overpowered… it did not matter to her. But to be bound and fed upon… having no choice in the matter… enslaved to doom – that was what she had seen in the DerFae woman’s eyes, and it had taken her back to a place Jocasta Endigun had thought she’d maneuvered her way into forgetting. “How do I know I’ve improved?” 
 
    “Because on a subsequent occasion where you believed you were trapped to a fate, your focal point was to make sure that you did not greet death alone!” The image of Sylgarr’s face flashed through her mind. His Chevalier had not looked too settled either as she stabbed the Imperial InvokeR over and over again. She blurted a slight laugh and steadied herself. 
 
    Jocasta turned around and slapped Dungias hard across the face. “Stop being so right all the god-damned time!” 
 
    “I’ll look into it, Captain.” 
 
    “And nix the contractions,” she said, shaking her head. “They don’t work for you!” Jocasta turned back to the door for the Brig and took in a deep breath. “And Z?” 
 
    “I will reverse the bank transactions,” Dungias said. 
 
    “Leave him the bottom two only,” she ordered. She chuckled once and shook her head. “Improved. 
 
      
 
    “All right, knuckleheads,” she said, entering the Brig. “Sati, shock ‘em for me.” Dungias had opened his mouth to speak, but just closed his eyes as Satithe delivered a low level electrical current through the holding cells. All three of them sounded off in pain and anger. 
 
    “What the hell was that for?!” Bruveia screamed as her body started to relax from the shock. 
 
    “Hmmm, a little fire in this one,” Jocasta smiled. “I like that.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, lady!” Bruveia hissed back at Jocasta. 
 
    “Whoa, check that. A lot of fire in this one. Z, you’re dismissed. You heard the woman. I have a very intimate moment coming my way.” 
 
    “Captain, perhaps I should remain to–” 
 
    “Do you, or do you not have an appointment?” Jocasta asked, cutting him off from his retort. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Well, those people aren’t going to meet themselves,” she stated before thinking a bit. “Well, technically they do all the time, but you still need to get going, and take the resident brains with you!” 
 
    “Captain, I–” 
 
    “Five’s a crowd, First Mate.” Hearing the finality in her voice, Dungias nodded before walking away. Jocasta watched him walk and then smiled back at Bruveia. “Satithe, could I get some water to put these flames out?” Dungias could hear the woman scream as the hoses in the ceiling initiated the rinsing cycle.  
 
    “Love or hate,” he thought as the doors closed behind him. “With her, it is always one of the two extremes.”  
 
     “That should do for the moment,” Jocasta said as she moved to the next cell. Hennix tried to reach through the bars and grab Jocasta, but the energy pulse struck him before he could even get his wrist through. He fell to the floor moaning. “That’s two,” she muttered, walking to the third cell. 
 
    “Good day, Captain,” Deolun said with a smile as he backed away from the door of his cell. 
 
    “And a good day to you!” she returned with a smile. “Well met indeed. And you are?” 
 
    “Deolun,” he replied. “Deolun Zell. Engineer and pilot.” 
 
    “You certainly are the brains of the group, I’ll give you that,” Jocasta remarked before stepping back from all three cells. “Satithe, open all three cells, please. Oh, and I’m going to need those brace-coms that I know Z made for them.” 
 
    “They are en route at this very moment, Captain.” 
 
    “Thanks, doll.” As all three doors opened, Jocasta leaned against the far wall and yawned. She watched as each of her prisoners stepped out of their cages. She took inventory of their first actions and came to a very quick conclusion of how to best proceed with each of the three people. “Let’s shine a bit of light on the matter here, shall we? You’re all pissed, although Deolun is sharp enough to know that mouthing off or trying to jump me is about as asinine as it gets! To make a long story short, if I had a third and useless nipple, I’d care more about it than your feelings right now.  
 
    “You are thieves,” Jocasta declared. “And believe it or not, that is about the only thing you have going in your favor at this moment, as I am a pirate! You are not here because you tried to steal. You are here because you tried to steal from me! Then a couple of you tried to have attitudes about being caught. Nothing wrong with that until said attitude is spotted and bitch-slapped. Humility is what we use when we cannot see our way through a bad stand! Gods, how did you people get all the way to Black Gate without knowing this?” 
 
    “We were basically all born and raised here,” Deolun offered, in point of fact. 
 
    “Will you shut up?!” Bruveia barked at him. 
 
    “Well, we were!” Deolun argued. 
 
    “Not the point and not the time,” Hennix stressed, shushing them both before looking back at Jocasta with a slightly lowered head. 
 
    “You two on the ends wouldn’t happen to share the same last name, would you?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Yes, but we’re cousins!” Bruveia quickly clarified. 
 
    “Raised together, no doubt,” Jocasta grinned. “Go ahead, Deolun, speak up.” 
 
    “Well, Bruveia came to live with us when her parents were lost in transit,” he explained. The hazel-eyed woman started to move when Jocasta let her hand fall near her blaster. 
 
    “I told him to speak,” she said calmly, staring at Bruveia. “And what Momma says, goes! Deolun?” 
 
    “They were Ship Mechs,” he continued. “And not bad ones, either. Her father and my father were brothers in the family business.” 
 
    “Were? My condolences,” Jocasta said plainly, tucking her right thumb into the front of her belt. Hennix looked up to see she was speaking genuinely. 
 
    “Why spend your feelings on it?” Hennix inquired, straining his eyes at her. 
 
    “They say it’s better to have loved and lost than to not have loved at all,” Jocasta shared. “In one regard, I can say that’s true. These two knew their parents. I envy them that. What’s your story, Hennix? Other than being in love with Bruveia, that is.” 
 
    “You sure like being in the know, don’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “JoJo Starblazer,” Jocasta said, taking out a cigaro. “Get yourself a Tuitonn and you get to cheat on the rest just like I did with the three of you. You remember the floating little ball, right?” 
 
    “How could we forget?” Hennix replied. 
 
    “Well, he does more than blast your mind, he can read them too. That’s how I know what I know.” Jocasta took out her new lighter, flipped it open and cut off one end before closing it and lighting the other end. “So, it comes to this: you can either stay on and become hopefuls, that’s like a pre-crew status, or I can take you back to Black Gate, sans your equipment, and you make do the best you can.” 
 
    “Sans our equipment?” Hennix asked. Jocasta nodded. “Does that include our weapons?” 
 
    “And our ship?” Deolun added. 
 
    “I’ll spare you the translation of Z-Speak and just say ‘it sure the hell does’!” The doors to the Brig opened up and one of the floating robots brought in the three brace-coms Jocasta had requested. She smiled, blew out her smoke, and took them from the machine. “Thank you very much,” she muttered before tossing one device to each person. “You say ‘yes’, and you put those on. You say ‘no’ and you can step back into the cell until sometime after dinner when I’ll be headed into Black Gate, and I can drop you off then.” 
 
    Hennix looked at the two cousins before taking the brace-com and locking it around his left wrist. 
 
    “And he leads by example,” Jocasta thought. “Me likes!” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we talk about this?!” Bruveia asked. It was clear to see that she was still very aggravated, and Jocasta chuckled. 
 
    “I get it now,” she said, pointing at Bruveia. “You’re not ready to be Second Chair Bitch, are you?!” Bruveia took one step forward but stopped as she looked up at the ceiling. “Satithe, deactivate all security measures in the Brig at once.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Captain.” Jocasta did not move her eyes from Bruveia as she took off her shoulder holster, her boot knife, and her weapons belt, placing her cane atop the pile. She puffed on her cigaro as her eyes squinted. 
 
    “Anytime you feel luc–” Bruveia charged, going for a tackle. Jocasta fell backward to the floor and lifted her foot, hurling Bruveia into the wall. She kicked up to her feet and leaned left to avoid Hennix’s very mean overhand right. Her finger thrust found his kidney and locked up his right side. It was simple enough to push him into Deolun who had waited too long to make his move… assuming he was going to make one. He stumbled back, but kept his feet, and quickly moved to grab Hennix. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing?!” Hennix strained, trying to get out of the full-nelson Deolun had quickly applied. “She’s your cousin, man!” 
 
    “And as long as you insist on seeing things that way, we’re always going to be scraping to get by!” Deolun whispered. “Do I have to remind you that we didn’t pay our tab last night?” 
 
    “We were locked up, idiot!” 
 
    “And you think Nealbrun’s going to care?” Deolun fired back. “We’re into him for six figures and now that we’re late, you can make that seven. This is the only play we’ve got! It’s like you said, this could be the score that gets us out from under!” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is not the way I meant it.” 
 
      
 
    Jocasta spun around landing a backhand punch to the side of Bruveia’s head, and the woman’s second charge was driven wide of Jocasta’s body. Feeling only a particular type of movement, Jocasta turned around slowly to see Deolun holding Hennix back. 
 
    “Definitely the brains of the group,” Jocasta said softly, walking over to Bruveia. “You’ve got some sweet potential, baby doll. You’re just too heart-jacked to line it up right now.” 
 
    Bruveia came away from the wall with a front kick and three hand attacks that screamed military hand-to-hand combat. Jocasta blocked each one with her right hand as her left hand slowly took her cigaro out of her mouth. She then grabbed Bruveia’s neck and squeezed, surprising the larger woman with a demonstration of strength she could not hope to match. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” Hennix said as he stopped struggling with Deolun. “The woman knows how to handle herself!” 
 
    “And what both of you are forgetting is that we should be feeling aches and pains with the way we went down,” Deolun said, finally releasing Hennix. “She healed us up before she put us in the Brig.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t be a pirate captain without a pirate crew,” Jocasta said softly. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d fight and die for my people, but they’re too busy being good and nut-crunching impressive to be the kind of bad I need. You three come pretty close to the example, but you don’t have their measure of heart. I figure if I marry the two, somewhere in the middle is where I’ll find heaven!” Releasing her hold, Bruveia fell to her knees gasping for air. Slowly turning, Jocasta smiled as Deolun ran to put his brace-com on. He then picked up the third and started to put it on his cousin.  
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Brains-of-the-group, it has to be voluntary.”  
 
    Deolun looked at the brace-com and thought, but only briefly. He shook his head and decided to speak. “Well, while she’s thinking it over… what if I told you we were…” 
 
    “I saw the warehouse, man,” Jocasta reminded them. “Plush is not the word that came to mind. How deep are you in?” 
 
    “Depends on who’s asking,” Deolun answered. “We’re late on a payment, so he’s gonna charge interest. But if you explain why we’re late… he may just keep it to six figures.” 
 
    Jocasta surprised herself with how she did not draw and kill all three right then and there. “It never is easy, is it?” 
 
    “No, Captain.” 
 
    “As soon as everything is in order here, we’ll head to Black Gate and see what’s what.” 
 
    Still choking and unable to speak, Bruveia held up her left arm and nodded at Deolun. The young man then looked up at Jocasta who nodded her consent. 
 
    “Welcome aboard! Satithe, you know the drill.” Jocasta turned and walked out of the chamber as notifications were made to Dungias and Annsura. Satithe then began to explain the operations of the brace-coms and her functionality to the three newest hopefuls. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Surprises are foolish things. The pleasure is not enhanced, and the inconvenience is often considerable.  
 
    Jane Austen 
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    Siekor was forced to squint his eyes from the brightness of the artificial sunlight until Dungias touched the side of his goggles. Once the glare was removed, he lowered his hand from over his eyes. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said softly. 
 
    “You will note that neither Tank, nor Kryltane, nor–” 
 
    “Uh, could we just call me Shotgun?” Kryltane requested with his mind still in the process of reflection.  
 
      
 
    Twice the Captain had come to him to let him know a change of heart on his part would not be held against him in any fashion. It was with peculiar grace and timing she had managed to simultaneously convey how happy she was that he had decided to join the ranks. It might have been confusing for the collegiate a few days ago, but getting used to JoJo Starblazer was not a problem for Kryltane Duvia; his only issue was with himself. He had spent hours in the infirmary after getting out of the regenerator, just staring at himself in the mirror. He had been shot. In truth, not too uncommon an occurrence on Black Gate, he was therefore now more of the mainstream which was one of his goals when he had decided to go to college. 
 
    Kryltane gazed into the mirror, but it was not a reflection of his face that he saw, it was the eyes of one man: the shooter that had taken aim on his newfound friend. She was a friend who had rescued him from what had promised to be yet another righteous beat-down, this time at the hands of Kran and his programmable cronies. It was that action, the denial of self-preservation, that took most of his thoughts. 
 
    “For the life of me, I don’t know why I did it,” he thought. “I don’t have a heroic bone in my body, and if I did, I’m sure it was broken during one of the beatings! 
 
    “The Captain sees my reticence and thinks I’m having second thoughts. She couldn’t be more wrong! She thinks I’m maybe coming to my senses and wanting to opt out. Truth is, these people are living a life I’ve only found in my dreams and a couple of novels. My hesitation comes from me knowing that I’m not any of those characters. 
 
    “Top all of that off with Z!” Kryltane considered. “I asked him, point blank, why would they give me anything. ‘You will find that the Captain gives in the measure she receives. She is under the impression you have given her your all.’  Yeah, like that helped!”  
 
      
 
    Now he was wearing new clothes, just like everyone else; he wore a brace-com, just like all the others. His weapons belt, however, did not have a gun. It held just a knife, a flashlight, and a slender, rectangular device that the First Mate had promised Kryltane he would appreciate. He had also noticed that his goggles seemed to be larger and heavier than any of the others he had seen. 
 
    “I don’t know why she called me that, but since it’s my crew name, I’d appreciate it if you used that instead of my real name… which I never really liked and–” Kryltane jumped when Silnee’s hand covered his mouth. 
 
    “Garrulous is what she should have called you,” Silnee commented. “The man was trying to make a point, wind-bag!” 
 
    “I prefer loquacious,” Mel added as he piloted his hoverchair off the conveyance. 
 
    “You didn’t even know that word before Z described Nulaki,” Silnee said, leading both men away from Dungias and Siekor. The Traveler pulled the hood of his cloak over his head and allowed his shoulders to sag. 
 
    “Speaking of said point, Siekor,” Dungias continued. “… of every crewmember caught in this light, you were the only one using his hand as a visor. Yet, at last account, I was told that everyone had read their equipment manuals.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Marlene muttered as she walked past with Agatha directly behind her. Both of them were wearing their goggles at the proper setting to keep the glare out of their eyes. “He hit him with the Manuals Speech.” 
 
    “Shut it, Mayhem,” Agatha said, pushing Marlene to walk away faster. 
 
    Dungias gave a passing glance to the two women and set his gold eyes back on Siekor. “The only reason I bring this up is because we are expecting to receive new crew in the coming hours, and I was going to ask you to be one of the training officers.” 
 
    “Me?!”  
 
    “Is there a reason why I should be looking elsewhere?” Dungias asked as he started walking to the campus entrance. “… other than your proclivity towards dishonesty about required reading, that is.”  
 
    “No,” Siekor said, still surprised. “No sir. You don’t need to look anywhere else! I’ll finish up the manuals the moment we get back to the ship.” 
 
    “How quaint,” Dungias commented. “Satithe.” Siekor staggered when half of his vision became the manual for the operation of the goggles.  
 
    “Whoa!” Siekor said as he adjusted to the view. “Satithe, can you get rid of the page and just let me have the script?” The view in the goggles quickly adjusted and Siekor was soon walking normally. “Totally too cool!”  
 
    “I am so glad you approve,” Dungias remarked. 
 
    “Approve? Gods, Z, I think you created a reader!” Silnee proclaimed. 
 
    “I shall make every effort to contain myself.” 
 
    “Not that I mind a good stretch of the legs ashore and all, but why did you bring me and Mayhem?” Agatha inquired.  
 
    “The Captain feels that I might be sending the wrong message to some of the crew,” Dungias explained. “My actions and reactions could be interpreted as ‘playing favorites’. She does not realize that I resent all of you equally… that was a joke.” Mel was the first to laugh, but Marlene’s cackling could soon be heard too. Kryltane chuckled as Silnee shook her head. Dungias looked at each one of them in turn and then back at Agatha who was not amused in the least. “It would seem I have much to do in the way of perfecting my delivery.” The woman snorted as she shook her head. 
 
    “Try not break anything, Z,” she said, slapping Marlene’s shoulder. 
 
    “What?! That was funny!” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with your delivery,” Siekor whispered. “The only thing that’ll make Murder smile is a stick all her own. Neither one of yours qualifies!” 
 
    “I see,” Dungias replied, looking at the young man. “No, I do not believe I will need to look elsewhere for an adequate training officer,” Dungias said as his group mixed with a number of students on their way to their respective classes. After a few strides, the Traveler moved to the front of his group and turned off the main walkway. “I like the look of this bridge,” he remarked as he made a detour. 
 
    “Speaking of bridges,” Mel said, taking a hold of Kryltane’s arm. “What can you tell us about the architecture?” 
 
    “Uh, not much really,” Kryltane replied. “I do know it’s Olasson just from the smooth and curved walls. They also build in what seems to be a harmony with nature.” 
 
    “Speaking of nature,” Silnee said, pulling the top of her goggles down below her eyes. “Girls, do you see what I see?” Both women of Tandem turned to look in the direction Silnee was facing. In the yard, under one of the large willow trees, a group of topless men were in the midst of a Tai-Chi kata. 
 
    “You know, I can help all of that find Zen!” Agatha estimated. 
 
    “Mind if I help?” Marlene asked. 
 
    “You know how we move: I set them up!” 
 
    “And I knock ‘em down!” Marlene returned before the two slapped hands and then bumped forearms. They laughed as they performed the time-honored ritual, and Siekor looked away from the demonstration, having seen it too many times in the past. 
 
    “Hey, where’s Z?” Siekor asked. 
 
    “Don’t look for him,” Silnee said as she smiled, laughing with Agatha and Marlene. Surprisingly, they maintained their smiles and kept looking back at the exercising men. 
 
    “So Tank and Tolip are on the same page,” Kryltane thought. “And they’ve been with the ship longer than any of the rest of us.” The young man started remembering the last time he had gone strolling about with a member of this crew. The incident had weighted heavily on his mind the entire time he had been on the mend and touring the Xara-Mansura. “I’ve already learned that being too slow in this group can get you shot, so… 
 
    “Of course, there are some who say that the Delman were forced to do most of the work back when the Olasson occupied their region of the Outer Rim,” Kryltane said, gesticulating toward the architecture. 
 
    “Really?” Mel returned. He was glad Kryltane was going along with the tide of things, but he now questioned if the latest addition to the crew was leveling with him. 
 
    “Really!” Kryltane insisted. “Some of the earliest records of the Olasson spoke of a time when they occupied the entire Outer Rim!”  
 
    Speaking to Tank and Tolip, Siekor asked, “Can either one of you tell us what’s going on?”  
 
    Silnee opened a channel to everyone in the grouping. She spoke by barely moving her lips, straining her neck and shoulders to get one last look at the topless men as the group’s path took them out of eyeshot. “You guys aren’t up to tactics just yet,” she explained. “… but it is part of the Basic Training package, so it’s coming soon.  
 
    “Simply put, when you’re off, you’re on! That means, whenever you’re off the ship–” 
 
    “You’re on your toes,” Siekor finished. “And that has to do with this walk how?” 
 
    “Z told us where we were going before we left the spaceport,” Silnee stated. “… the eastern courtyard in front of the Library of MajiKs. Tank and I accessed our city maps to place a marker on that location. Z then told the driver to drive around the campus, which meant he wasn’t taking the most direct path to the rendezvous. That doesn’t mean he smelled rotting fish, it’s just him using some old tricks that his instructors taught him. 
 
    “We’re on alert for two reasons. The first one came when Z mentioned architecture out of the blue. The second one hit when he made us take an unnecessary turn northward. The meeting location is east of where we are now. Something’s up!” 
 
    “And he didn’t say anything because he trusted you guys to handle that,” Siekor reasoned out. “Now I see why you guys win so many of your fights. You move like a Special Forces Unit!” 
 
    “I think the Captain would say that a band of pirates is a Special Forces Unit,” Kryltane added. 
 
    “So what’s our next move?” Agatha asked. 
 
    “We wait,” Silnee replied. “There’s no telling what he might be detecting. This is a college campus that covers everything from martial arts to spell-crafting. Somebody like Z is bound to come across something that makes him uneasy. We just have to be ready.” 
 
    “Then let’s do this flank the right way,” Siekor suggested. “Why don’t you girls go back to look at the guys while the three of us continue to compare these buildings to our dicks! That way we keep a tactics person to each team and you guys can call it.” 
 
    “I’m good with that, Tolip,” Mel supported. Silnee grabbed Agatha and used head gestures as if she was trying to keep it from the guys. The redheaded woman smiled and nodded before they started to creep away. Agatha grabbed Marlene’s arm to bring her along. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    His strides were long and graceful, like every other facet of his life. Even the way his cape fell around his left shoulder was elegant. The way he turned to pace back the way he had come, combined with the wind, forced him to put a hand to his long, fine brown hair to move it out of his face. His bronze eyes swept over the courtyard, seeing only the young and slightly nervous Amosse standing alone. His pacing path took him in front of his comrade who was the picture of relaxed and collected. 
 
    “If he’s the punctual sort, he should be arriving at the campus right about now,” Hillgray stated as he flexed his shoulders under his armour; his left hand fidgeted with the longest of his jet black beard braids. He lifted his brace-com to communicate to the rented souls to notify them that they should be at the ready. 
 
    “Some things, my friend, are best kept to thyself,” Vyllynthe said softly, patting the Delman Warrior on the shoulder. “You can make such an observation and remain calm. Can you say the same for this band of mercenaries we have opted to employ?” 
 
    “In truth, the only thing I can say about this rabble is that they can count credits!” Hillgray returned as he cast his gray eyes on the courtyard. “Fate is a stingy mistress. We have a ship of our kinsmen waiting at White Gate! Then this fanged fool business starts, and the priests hold our barge at bay.” 
 
    “We must all bear the weight of our blood, my friend,” Vyllynthe returned. “The only thing stronger than Delman backs or bones are their beliefs! The discovery of the Governor being an Upyri is most unsettling. I am surprised a more formal protest was not issued.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you just give him something else to whine about?!” Ukara asked, shaking her head. The bridge over the courtyard was not a comfortable place for her, but she was not one to argue. The alcove provided the cover she needed and she would contend with the height in her own way. Her dark green cloak remained wrapped around her shoulders as strands of near-burgundy hair blew in her face. 
 
    “That is the problem with Terrans,” the Master War Pathman snorted. 
 
    “Whittled it down to one, did you, Hillgray?” the woman smiled, as did Vyllynthe. The sturdy figure chuckled as he looked back over his shoulder.  
 
    “I must be a Delman before my time!” 
 
    Ukara’s smile faded as she stood up straight, slivers of metal fell from her helm to form goggles in front of her eyes, enabling the woman to see in the direction opposite of where she was facing. “Much like our anticipated guest, it seems. My Tonka’s spotted him. Funny, he’s coming from the west, but the main entrance of the campus is southeast of here. 
 
    “Thank you, Tonka,” she said softly, patting the formed mechanoid in front of her face. 
 
    “Crafty and careful,” Hillgray remarked as he turned around and looked over the other side of the bridge. 
 
    “More than that,” Vyllynthe said as he closed his eyes. “I can see him, but I cannot hear his mind. Not even the slightest echo of a passing thought.” 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious he’s trained of the body,” Hillgray estimated, looking at the build of the approaching individual. “Mayhap he has a mind to match.” 
 
    “If his mind matches those shoulders, we might be in for some trouble,” Ukara measured. “Tonka can’t get a reading on his mass… it’s fluctuating!” A soft beep came from Hillgray’s brace-com. “Now one of our so-called lookouts chimes in?! Money well spent there, Vyllynthe.” 
 
    “And she says I complain too much!” Hillgray muttered. 
 
    “You do!” the woman asserted before she smiled. “You’re just not the only one.” 
 
    “They are young, Ukara,” Vyllynthe stated. “Perhaps you remember what that is like.” With his eyes still closed, Vyllynthe turned his head and frowned. “… but they are not the only ones watching. Stand ready, my friends!” 
 
    “He’s almost reached Amosse,” Ukara noted as she closed her eyes and moved out from the alcove onto the bridge. Her breathing was uneasy and she held on to the railing for dear life. “I-I-I’ll get us c-c-closer… ear-wise.” As the goggles fell back from her face a small cylindrical device extended from under her sleeve and just past her hand. Suddenly all three could hear Amosse talking to himself. His back was facing the large figure that was slowly approaching. 
 
    “What is taking him so long?!” Amosse muttered before looking at his wrist-com. “Dammit, he’s not late. I’ve still got three minutes.” The young man closed his opal eyes and shook his arms, forcing himself to try and relax. “Relax, Amosse, relax. This is just another day in your life. Just relax!” 
 
    “I find that picturing soothing imagery in your mind aids in that regard,” Dungias noted, causing the young man to jump as he turned. 
 
    “Gods, where did you come from?!” 
 
    “The womb of my mother,” Dungias answered. “And before that, the Stars.” 
 
    “A most interesting response,” Vyllynthe projected to his two friends, establishing a rapport in their minds. 
 
    “Teela and Bantar are not present,” Dungias remarked. “I was so looking forward to seeing them again. Teela was going to tell me the results of the meditation techniques we discussed when last we spoke.” 
 
    “What? Oh, right. Uh, they couldn’t make it,” Amosse said nervously. “As for the meditation, I think she fell asleep again, Dungias.” There was a moment of silence as the large man made certain decisions. 
 
    “I understand why they sent you, Amosse,” Dungias said calmly. “Bantar is far too unpredictable, and Teela could not be trusted to carry out this endeavor in the manner they would have preferred. She would have tried to warn me somehow. The people behind your fear; are they currently holding your two friends? If the answer is yes, shrug your shoulders and scratch your head as you tell me how many there are.” 
 
    Amosse looked up at Dungias with fear in his eyes. The gold eyes he looked into, however, had none of the same fear in them. Just concern, confidence, and a rage held tightly in check.  
 
    “You can trust me, boy,” Dungias thought as the courtyard grew silent. He had already noticed that there were absolutely no students in the courtyard or the front of the library. Implausible did not begin to describe the scene. It had been the emanations of fear and tragic concern coming from Amosse which had drawn Dungias out into the open. 
 
    Amosse swallowed hard as he blinked his eyes clear of the tears that were starting to form. Scratching his head and shrugging, he spoke. “The Professor’s the only one I know by name or face, but he’s got four ugly bastards with him. The biggest one’s got Teela and Bantar.” 
 
    “It will be all right, Amosse,” Dungias said, putting his hand on the young man’s shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Vyllynthe gasped at the sensation, and Hillgray took hold of his friend’s collapsing body. The Olasson man could not see. He could not trust the slurred, echoing, and various sounds he heard. None of his senses were accurate, and his mind nearly lost all of its focus. Normally in times of backlash, Vyllynthe was afforded time to brace himself, or he at least expected it to strike him.  
 
    “Vyllynthe!” Hillgray thought with hopes the rapport was still functional. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I am well enough,” Vyllynthe panted as he slowly cleared his mind. So much information had passed through the connection the large stranger had made with the student. His head ached from the intensity of emotion that came with some of the pictures. “Dismiss the watchers now, while we still have time!”  
 
    “Hey kids,” Ukara said into her brace-com. With her eyes closed, she was able to sound calm and even slightly affectionate. “First one back to the student center gets double the cred!” 
 
      
 
    Seeing the man Amosse called the Professor, and all that he had done to his students, Dungias quickly took to the memories of his wife and their arboretum. The anger at the one who would use children as his easily expended tools fired furiously through the Traveler. 
 
    “Ease yourself, Star Chaser, but only so much,” Cihpares warned, and Amosse gasped at the speed with which Dungias took hold of the young man’s shirt. 
 
    Eight students jumped from places all around the courtyard and started running as fast as they could westward. The birds flew from the trees with the way they started their sprint, and Dungias was able to eliminate potential threats from the scene as he focused on the ones that remained. 
 
    “Stun them both, Harold!” a voice commanded, and Dungias dropped to his knee, pulling Amosse down to a kneeling stance as well. 
 
    “Wrong direction,” Hillgray thought as a man in brown and black heavy body armour appeared in the courtyard, walking out from under a field of energy that bent the visible light spectrum around him. Behind him, anchored into the grass, was a small but powerful energy relay device.  
 
    The armoured man took a kneeling step forward, and a slender rod extended from the forearm of his gauntlet, touching the ground. A field of electricity flashed over every stone in the courtyard. Dungias released Amosse and stood up; his cloak opened to reveal he had a hold of his Osamu. Electricity crackled all over his body, but neither he nor the boy were affected by the field in the least. “Then again, perhaps not.” 
 
    “Go inside the library, my friend,” Dungias directed, and he was relieved that he did not have to give the order twice. Amosse ran quickly up the stairs as Dungias turned to face the man in the robot-armour. He took a step toward him and stopped. “Two more,” he whispered, receiving the awareness of the Star-Stride before squatting low. Another man in a power suit matching the first appeared just to Dungias’ left, swinging a pole-arm that passed over Dungias’ head. The short-range teleportation was afforded by the relay device, and Dungias wondered if it had tripped an alarm on the Black Gate Watch. The entire facility was rigged to inhibit teleportation, save for the means they sanctioned. 
 
    The Traveler jumped up and took hold of the shoulder of the man who had just missed him. He could hear a ball and chain passing under his body as he swung up to stand on the shoulders of the pole-arm wielding man. From the contact made with the suit, Dungias knew the man’s name was Errol. He was the sole pilot of the suit. 
 
    “He moves like one of your kind, Vyllynthe,” Hillgray projected. 
 
    Errol swung his pole-arm to remove the unwanted passenger, but the neck of the weapon was caught as Dungias jumped from his perch, swinging around the end of the weapon. Again the ball and chain passed under him, but this time it wrapped around the pole-arm. Dungias and Alpha returned the absorbed energy from the electrical barrage, along with a measure of their own intensity and anger. Sparks flew from both suits as Dungias landed between them. He leveled Alpha so that it was parallel with the ground. Gravity bursts from either end knocked the two men to the ground. Dungias dropped to his knee again and a flash of white light burst around him. When it faded, the Malgovi Traveler was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Retracting his stun-field prod, Harold looked around in a circle, but he could not see their target. He was soon joined by his employer, Professor Qeldrun O’Zhar, who walked ahead of him, tapping his fingertips to his lips as he chuckled. Another teleportation brought a fourth man who was decidedly the largest, towering over two hundred and ten centimeters in height. Stumbling in front of his pushing hands were two more students of Atsildylweer College; one young man and one young woman. 
 
    “Oh, this is a most worthy opponent for an even more worthy prize!” Qeldrun stated, quite delighted with the situation. “And I thought this was going to be simply another boring pursuit!” A loud, cracking noise drew the man’s attention and he fixed his burnt orange eyes on one of the downed men. Smoke and a hissing sound came from the suit as the pilot pulled himself free of the armour. “Vatere, dear man, are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the man said. “But the servos in my suit are fried! There’s still power to the suit and the weapons, but that thing’s not moving until those servos are unlocked.” 
 
    “Same here, partner,” Errol said as he also ejected from his suit.  
 
    “Ukara, is that a simple feat to perform with the proper surge of energy?” Vyllynthe asked. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she returned emphatically. “Not… at… all!” 
 
    “And we both fell backward,” Errol continued. “We can’t even get to the weapon housings to detach them.” 
 
    “Well don’t go crying to your mamas,” Harold snapped. “I’ll turn them over for you.” A bright flaring of light drew their attention to the far corner of the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    “Projected light,” Ukara explained. “… but only of the illuminating sort. What was that?”  
 
    “A diversion,” Hillgray replied as he tapped Vyllynthe on the arm. “… from a very crafty and quite careful individual.” 
 
    “It would seem that the current steward of the tomes is a very capable individual,” Vyllynthe commented. “We should be on our way!” 
 
    “The fight is just getting started!” Hillgray argued. 
 
    “I am afraid not, my friend. While I cannot perceive the cloaked stranger, I can definitely feel young Amosse leaving out of the rear of the library, in the company of his friends, feeling quite relieved that they have been returned to him safe and sound. We need to be away from this place.” With a wave of his left hand, the three figures were enshrouded in a soft yellow light that whisked them away to their room at the inn. 
 
      
 
    The light faded as mysteriously as it had appeared, and there was nothing else to see. Harold moved forward quickly and turned over both suits. He stood up and turned to check the courtyard, stammering as he looked at Borsuth, the largest, and normally most capable, of their quartet. Seeing the startled look on the man’s face, Qeldrun turned to look as well. His smile turned to light laughter and he pointed. Borsuth turned to see that the two young people he had been guarding were gone. 
 
    “Activate the trackers,” Qeldrun ordered as he shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    “They’re reading just inside the library!” Harold declared and he led the charge inside the building. He opened the door, ready to engage the large stranger, but stopped and looked at the bench that was just inside the foyer of the building. One by one, each man filed into the building. Qeldrun’s smile faded as he looked at the two activated trackers tied into a bow-like knot with the four he had not even told his mercenaries he had bought and had placed on and inside the two captives. He knew the names of the students. He had read their academic files and knew what caliber of students they were. That did not give him any idea as to where he might find them. 
 
    “Yes. A very worthy opponent!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I am a firm believer in the people. If given the truth, they can be depended upon to meet any national crisis. The great point is to bring them the real facts.  
 
    Abraham Lincoln  
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    The mezzanine of the Black Gate Spacedock was no place to stage a tearful reunion, unless the event called for trampling and being mercilessly bumped about. As Jocasta waited to experience the event, she concluded that she and Tynaum – as well as she and Adleon – had been very fortunate in receiving wide berth at their partings. 
 
    “Then again, it could have been those idiots in white, toting all the major weapons and what not,” she thought. “Or, as our parting Gallant put it, that ‘please mess with me look’ he said I was wearing when I dropped him off. Either one of those might’ve had something to do with it.” 
 
    She stood atop a wall, watching the masses rush past beneath her. She looked at her brace-com; for once the sight of it did not make her mad, time was passing faster than she had thought. Her detour to make inquiries regarding the mannerisms of an operator by the name of Nealbrun had Jocasta thinking that the latest additions to her crew were going to be more costly than the slaves she freed from Zhok-Tarr and the people from Gulmar combined! 
 
    “Not even sure I like them yet,” she thought, looking up at the arrival board and smiling even brighter to see the ship she had been waiting for had finally docked. 
 
    “Did your ship get in?” a soft, male voice called out to her. Jocasta looked around for the owner of the voice. “Up here.” The woman looked up to see a slender young man seated on a higher wall. He smiled brightly as he waved down at Jocasta. “How’s life down there?” 
 
    “It sucks from time to time, but I get by,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Not bad,” the young man said as he jumped, flipped three times and landed on the slender wall next to Jocasta. With her arms folded and still leaning against the spaceport, Jocasta nodded her approval. 
 
    “Not bad yourself… eh, Blondie?” Jocasta said, looking at the long black hair on the young man’s head separated by a wide streak of golden blonde. She commented on the hair, choosing to say nothing about the rather exotic looking pair of short swords on his back. 
 
    “Goldie, actually.” 
 
    “My next guess.” The two stood for a moment, with Goldie gazing at Jocasta as she looked inside the spaceport. 
 
    “You’re in charge,” Goldie said confidently. “I can tell.” 
 
    “Got it all figured out, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not! But I got you figured for being in charge.” The youth looked around for a moment as Jocasta continued to look at the people coming out of the spaceport. “You lookin’ for crew?” Jocasta laughed as she turned to face him. 
 
    “Boy, you just come out with it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Why waste time?” the boy asked, still smiling. “You’re either here looking for crew or you aren’t. I’m looking for a ship.” 
 
    “Yeah? Good for you. Happy hunting.” 
 
    “So far, I am happy. So, are you looking?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I am,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Why not?” Goldie asked. “If you’re doing something, you should be able to say you’re doing it!” 
 
    “No!” Jocasta snapped. “I’m not looking for crew!” 
 
    “See, now you’re lying,” Goldie said, losing his smile. “That’s disappointing. I thought you were something else.” 
 
    “I am something else,” Jocasta replied. “You assumed something else good. Well, welcome to the real world, Junior.  
 
    “And you’ve got quite a pair on you, calling someone a liar in Black Gate.” 
 
    “I figure if someone doesn’t want to be called a liar, they shouldn’t lie,” Goldie returned, and Jocasta turned to look into the eyes of the teenager. Sky blue met fiery orange, and Jocasta came away from her leaning stance. It was clear that her ire would not sway the lad. She liked the feeling of integrity she received from their staring.  
 
    “I can follow that,” she said calmly. “I guess you’re kind of throwing me off. See, I’m used to freeing slaves, imprisoning thieves, rescuing people so they can be handed over to blood-feeders, or getting young people shot in order to find my crew.” 
 
    “Can’t rain all the time, Cap’n,” Goldie offered. “Sun’s gotta come out sooner or later.” 
 
    “Is that what you are, my sunrise?” 
 
    “I can be, if you trust me.” 
 
    “Trust takes time, kid.” 
 
    “Time won’t start ‘til you do,” he returned, and Jocasta snorted a laugh. 
 
    “Who are you?!” she asked. 
 
    “Goldie,” he replied, stepping forward and offering his hand. 
 
    “JoJo,” she chuckled, shaking his hand and finding a surprisingly strong grip. 
 
    “Don’t you mean ‘Captain’?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I mean, Goldie. Captain JoJo Starblazer.”  
 
    “Wow! Now that’s what I call a name!” 
 
    “And that’s what I call brown-nosing!” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “It’s only brown-nosing if I don’t mean it,” Goldie said as he looked around Jocasta. “And I think your people are here.” 
 
    “What?” Jocasta said, turning to look inside the spaceport. “How do you know who– well, I’ll be damned.” Jocasta put her hand down beside her foot as she squatted and used the top of the wall as a brace before taking the short drop down to the mezzanine floor. She cupped her hands around her mouth as she walked into the spaceport. “What the hell are you doing with purple hair?!” she shouted, and Thomasine locked in on her location immediately.  
 
    “Okay,” Jocasta thought as she stopped walking. “… what am I feeling?” 
 
    “That’s a very good question, Captain,” S’Vrili answered, and Jocasta turned back to the wall to see the Desert Witch looking down on her. 
 
    “Okay, now this Goldie kid’s not so weird,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “A very good question. But don’t worry, you already have the answer!” 
 
    Thomasine wrapped her arms around Jocasta and embraced her tightly from behind. As soon as she could, Jocasta returned the gesture. Neither woman could put their feelings into words. Thomasine simply repeated the word ‘Captain’ while Jocasta whispered the word ‘Thom’ over and over again. 
 
    “Whoa!” an older male voice muttered. “I guess she really does know the woman.” Thomasine and Jocasta took a small step back from one another, looking at each other with the same question in mind: what am I doing? When Thomasine broke from the eye-locked moment, she looked down as if she was embarrassed. 
 
    “Makes me wonder if I was the only one asking that question of what am I feeling,” Jocasta thought.  “And am I slipping? This girl was a street urchin, running with the latest bad fad she could find. She gets a taste of Z, a taste of us, and she leaves Gulmar to join us here at Black Gate. C’mon JoJo, doing that without having your own ship… yeah, that was trip and a half! 
 
    “Hell yes, she knows me,” Jocasta said, taking Thomasine into another hug. “I’m just glad I know her!” Although surprised by the second embrace, Thomasine did not hesitate to return the embrace and giggled when the women separated again. “Well done, lady! Not sure what all you had to sail through to get here, but I’m grateful for the effort.” Jocasta put her hand under Thomasine’s chin and lifted her eyes so she could look directly into them. “I’m more grateful to see you, though.” 
 
    “Not as happy as I am, Captain,” Thomasine replied. “But I wasn’t going to fall into the pit.” 
 
    “What pit, kid?” 
 
    “The pit the Witch told me I’d fall into if I didn’t bring you your crew!” Thomasine said. 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing like a little incentive, am I right?” Jocasta joked and Thomasine laughed. She started to point to the people standing behind her, but Jocasta grabbed her hand and started to lead her away from the spaceport. There were too many eyes around and Jocasta did not feel comfortable with all of them. “Goldie, get a head count and then take up our rear.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” the young man replied as he started counting and directing the people to follow behind Jocasta. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?!” Jocasta thought. “Did you just give a complete stranger your back?!” 
 
    “You can trek from a chart,” the Witch called to Jocasta. Now she was seated on the crossbeam stretched across the walkway the young pirate captain was using to exit the spaceport. “You can chart from the Stars as well! But you’ve mastered both of these methods already. The time’s come for you to close your eyes and trek from your heart. Or, as your precious Z would say: find your Inner Star!” 
 
    “How do I do that?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Do what, Captain?” Thomasine asked. 
 
    “Same way you do everything else!” the woman shouted as she laughed. “Start by starting!” 
 
    “Smartass!” Jocasta muttered. 
 
    “Captain?” Thomasine called to Jocasta. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Things are better than they were in the Gulmar System,” Jocasta smiled. “But the day’s still young! Give it time, Thom.” 
 
      
 
    When Jocasta took the first step on the gangplank leading from the shuttle, she looked into the hangar and paused a moment to really take it all in and process what she was feeling. It was not simply a room on the Xara-Mansura, it was a chamber of her ship. Jocasta did not know where this wave of feelings and perceptions was coming from, but she did not think it would be prudent to deny them or delude herself into thinking that nothing was happening. 
 
    “I should have expected some weird shit, seeing the Desert Witch again,” Jocasta considered as the bay doors opened. There was a slight but powerful gust of wind as the atmospheric shields kept everyone from being sucked out into outer space. A Black Gate Ferry entered the hangar. “Z! And boy, does he have a few things to tell me! Crap, how do I know that it’s him?!” 
 
    “Because you have reached that point in your progression,” Dungias projected to her mind as the ferry landed. “And I do have a few things to tell you!”  
 
    “My Ready Room, Z!” she commanded as the double doors slid open to allow Annsura entry. 
 
    “Perfect timing, Cutter. I know you want to tell me about the crew additions you’ve brought aboard.” 
 
    “You do?!” Annsura asked. 
 
    “Take these raw recruits to the Mess Hall, start the induction process,” Jocasta directed. 
 
    “Are they hopefuls or are they crew?” 
 
    “Thom’s earned her place,” Jocasta said as she looked at the collection of people. “And Goldie’s with me. The rest are hopefuls. C’mon kid. I’m thinking about making you my Cabin Boy!” 
 
    “Cabin Boy?!” Goldie shot back. “I’m the best blade you’ve got on board!” 
 
    “Fine, you can be my Blade Boy then,” she settled. “C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Z, as soon as you are able, please!” 
 
    “He’s not off the ferry yet, Captain,” Annsura pointed out. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Cutter, he heard me,” Jocasta stated as she walked for the doorway out. “And I know it feels like I’m putting you off, but trust me, I’m not.” 
 
    “Everything’s okay, Captain,” Annsura said as she turned her attention to the new faces coming off the shuttle. She was slightly surprised to see new faces coming off of the ferry as well. “Feel like I’m bringing up the short end of the stick with my two people,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    The doors to the Ready Room closed behind Dungias and he was immediately perplexed by the presence of a third person in the office. When his gold eyes touched upon the fiery orange of the young man, Dungias quickly removed his attention from him and walked to the center of the room. His eyes squinted as he watched Jocasta pacing in front of her desk. 
 
    “Are you certain you want the boy here for this?” Dungias asked. 
 
    Jocasta stopped pacing and faced Goldie. She pointed at the young man while looking at him intently. “Do you mean me any harm whatsoever?” 
 
    “I would rather bleed than cause you harm,” he replied. Jocasta let her hand slap to her leg. 
 
    “There you go, Z! And no offense, kid, but you’re not the top of my list right now.” 
 
    “I’ve got no problem with that,” Goldie returned as he hopped up, spun, and took a seat atop the bookshelf against the wall. 
 
    “Nimble little bastard, isn’t he?” she asked as she resumed her pacing. 
 
    “At least,” Dungias replied before giving himself a breath. 
 
    “And to make matters official, Goldie, this is Z, First Mate of the ship and the best man of the boat.” 
 
    “Well, that First Mate part you can keep,” Goldie said, offering his hand. 
 
    “How very gracious of you,” Dungias said, feeling the young man’s grasp. His face remained unchanged as the normal exchange facilitated by Alpha was delayed. When it did finally begin, the exchange was controlled and only so much was allowed to transfer to his Osamu. “In so many ways!” Goldie smiled as he sat back and Dungias put his eyes back to Jocasta. He could see the changes she was going through and how they were registering on her sense of balance. 
 
    “You are going through a change, Captain.” 
 
    “Because of the training?” 
 
    “And all that has come with it, yes.” 
 
    “Which training?” she quickly asked. “What you started or what I earned from Al-Nu-Chi Z?” 
 
    Dungias was amused by the way she described her four teachers and closed his eyes at the similarities of her beginnings versus his own. It was a pain he would have preferred to spare her from ever feeling, but as he had been denied a place of normalcy among his own kind, so Jocasta had been denied the same. “I was forced to make so many decisions,” he thought. 
 
    “Were you?” Cihpares asked and Dungias quickly noticed that the seated teen could hear her; a most unexpected development indeed!  
 
    “Yes,” Dungias confirmed. “Just because the Stars had chosen me did not mean I had to become the Star Chaser.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean a Star Chaser?” 
 
    “No, Cihpares, I do not,” Dungias replied, squinting his eyes as he looked at Jocasta. “I was allowed to choose my fate, she will be allowed to choose hers. There is no path worth trekking if choice is not allowed to be the first stride! 
 
    “I can remove it, Captain,” Dungias declared. 
 
    “You can?” 
 
    “Allow me to clarify. I can redirect your focus. A toned leg muscle need not be applied to a snap kick if one wishes to be a dancer. Though it should be said the muscle will always be allowed to aid in that endeavor.” 
 
    “Do something Z,” Jocasta said with a clear tone of desperation in her voice. “No offense, but I like it better when I don’t follow every word you say.” 
 
    “None taken, Captain. Shall we take the pole up to your room?” 
 
    “Oh, this is going to lay me out?” 
 
    “Most decidedly.” 
 
    Jocasta turned and walked around her desk to the far corner of her Ready Room. She stepped onto the platform and it began its ascent to her room. Goldie jumped from the book shelf, cartwheeled over the desk and landed on the other side of the platform, smiling up at Jocasta. 
 
    “Nimble little bastard,” she smiled. Goldie put his hand on top of hers and Jocasta sighed at feeling comforted by the touch. 
 
    “Feel it and be done,” Goldie said softly. 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    “Feel the fear and be done with it,” he replied. “There’s no need to let fear keep hold of you,” he said as they came into her bedchambers. “The unknown always comes with fear. You felt it when you tried your first loop! This is no different. Actually, it is.” 
 
    “It is?” Jocasta questioned. 
 
    “Yeah, because I doubt you had that big one looking after your plane back then.” Goldie answered and Jocasta smiled as she put her hand in the lad’s hair and mussed it up a bit. 
 
    She was asked to lie down in her bed and Dungias quickly put her into a deep sleep. He activated the scanning equipment above the bed and took readings of Jocasta. 
 
    “You are not what you appear to be,” Dungias said calmly. “That much is certain.” 
 
    “Is anything ever certain, Malgovi?” Goldie asked. 
 
    “It is certain you have seen my kind before,” Dungias replied. “That puts you into a very special category. You have seen the passing of ages and with that in mind, I am left to wonder why you have chosen to be so close to her.” 
 
    “For one who believes so greatly in choice, that is none of your concern,” Goldie replied.  
 
    “You are under no obligation to tell me, Goldie,” Dungias explained. “But you also cannot prescribe where I will and will not place my concerns. That is my choice. 
 
    “And since I am not one to banter,” Dungias quickly followed, cutting off a very much expected response. “… I will say this: it is the Captain’s choice that you are here, and in my dedication to her, I will not question it. But make no mistake, should even your presence bring any undue harm to this woman, her ship, or her crew, my choice in life will be to end yours!” 
 
    “You don’t even know what I am!” Goldie stated. 
 
    “I did not know what a Star Chaser was when I took the trek to become one!” Dungias shot back. “I had no idea what it would mean to me or my people. At the risk of being inaccurate in my estimations, I think destroying you would be a simpler task.” 
 
    “I guess I need to keep my word then, huh?” 
 
    “A most advisable course to take.” 
 
    “As we are both something of the Stars, we should make a pact. You keep my secrets and I will keep yours… like the secret that there are two JoJos in the room.” 
 
    “That is a pact I can make, though it may not have gravity for much longer,” Dungias shared as he activated the holding chamber for Jocasta, switching it out for the one holding Persephone. “This one should be allowed choice as well.” 
 
    Dungias completed the process of reviving Persephone and waited for her to come to her full faculties before he spoke. He knew that without loading the memories into her mind she would be more disoriented, and she would not recognize Goldie.  
 
    “Z, what’s going on?” she asked, putting her feet on the floor. 
 
    “A resolve,” he replied. “One that has taken too long for me to find.” Dungias pulled a chair next to the edge of the bed and sat down. As much as he wanted to hold her hands for this, he would not reach out for them. He put his forearms on his knees and set his hands to receive her grasp. 
 
    “This will be made simpler by wearing your goggles,” he began, and Persephone wasted little time donning them. “Satithe, show her.” 
 
    Persephone winced in pain as she closed her eyes. The pain quickly subsided as she absorbed the information of who and what Z’Gunok Tel Dungias was and why he had come to the Rims. She leaned forward and grabbed his hands tightly. It took only minutes to see the lifetime she and Jocasta had put together; how Dungias had come and gone, making short visits and definite impressions in their lives. She opened her eyes to look at him before lifting one hand and punching Dungias in the face. 
 
    “That’s for that bar fight in the Terran Triangle,” she hissed, retaking her grip of his hand. “I lost a lot of money because you showed up all brown and green – and female – and beat my ass!” 
 
    “You mean the money you were going to spend on your forged application to the Interplanetary Amalgamation?” Dungias posed rhetorically. “The money you were going to spend to become a Maggot?!” 
 
    Persephone nibbled on her bottom lip while remembering the fight and the decision she had made just before getting into the competition. “Yeah!” she admitted, looking at the floor. “Yeah, okay, I guess I had that ass-whooping coming!” She looked at the hands she was holding and improved her grip. “So you got us out of those tubes and took us to another dimension to get us remade, because we weren’t free-minded enough to suit you. You could have had six bad-ass super-drones backing your play in the Rims. Think about it, Dungias. You would call the shots and six serious Lieutenants would have never questioned your word. Instead, you spend years running all over the place keeping a personal tab on us for as long as you could. And given who you are, that’s pretty long.” 
 
    “Success or failure in an endeavor comes second to how that point is achieved,” Dungias stated, closing his eyes. Persephone released one hand long enough to take hold of his chin and lift his head. He opened his eyes to look at her. 
 
    “And you’re sitting here… on pins and needles… because you think you’ve wronged me somehow.” 
 
    “Persephone, I–” 
 
    “Father, shut up!” she interrupted. “That’s right, I said Father. You’re more of a father to us than our so-called creator ever was. Yes, you made some decisions and you programmed my head, but I’ve got to ask you something. Is she mapped over me… or are we a composite of both of us?” 
 
    “You would be surprised how alike the two of you already were,” Dungias answered. “There are noted differences, of course, but you are both the hawk and the falcon. Both birds of prey and at certain times a master hunter; at others a master aerialist. But at your respective centers, she roots herself within the arts and you are more aggressive and quicker to make decisions.” 
 
    “So... short version of that is, ‘yeah, baby, you’re both a composite,’ right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dungias grinned. 
 
    “If you can cover us for the better part of seven years, I can watch baby sister’s back for seven more,” Persephone declared. “Mark it down, Daddy. You’ve got until then to do whatever it is you have to do and then you load me into me…  plus any kick-ass stuffs she manages to fall over in the process.” 
 
    “It shall be done,” Dungias said as a tear started to fall from his eye. Persephone wiped the tear away from his left cheek while kissing the right. She took a deep breath and looked around the room. When she saw Goldie, she snickered and shook her head. “So, who sent you?” 
 
    “Powerful fools have dispatched me to find you,” Goldie answered plainly. “After what I was told about you people, I half expected to find a group of power-mad, energy-wielding adventurers with not a lick of sense among you. Instead, I find an Affiliate who doesn’t know what that term means, and two high-end clones who have been redesigned to have full lives. I am quite used to my so-called masters not knowing what they’re talking about, but seldom are they this far off base. 
 
    “May I ask you a question, Persephone?” he continued. 
 
    “This seems to be the time and place for it,” Persephone replied. 
 
    “These seven years,” Goldie mentioned, “… you’re giving them to Dungias, not Jocasta, aren’t you? I mean, by fact of who and what he is, the years will go to Jocasta, but that’s not who you’re giving them to, are you?” 
 
    “Is that your question?” Persephone asked. 
 
    “What wonderful differences!” Goldie muttered and Dungias found himself nodding in agreement. “My question to you is, why?” 
 
    “Do me a favor, Z, and let him see the playback you just gave me,” Persephone requested. “If he still has that question when he’s done, tell him. 
 
    “In the meantime,” she said, rubbing her legs as she thought some things through. “… I need to forget this little talk; it will only get in the way of things.” She looked at Dungias who gave a slight nod. 
 
    “I concur,” Dungias spoke just above a whisper. “Go to sleep, my child. I look forward to your awakening.” 
 
    “And you better be there!” Persephone snapped, pointing at Dungias. “No offense, Sati, but no damn holograms or false projections. You do whatever you have to do to be there! Father, I mean it. You promise me!” 
 
    “You have my word, my daughter,” Dungias said just before putting her to sleep. “And should I fail, I promise you… the blindest eye will be able to mark the place in the Rims where I fell!” 
 
    “That’s some promise to keep!” Goldie said. 
 
    “Minor compared to the one that brought me to the Rims, Goldie. Now, if you will be so kind as to watch over her. When she awakens, she will recognize you as the boy she met at the spaceport.” 
 
    “And what of her emerging talent?” Goldie asked. 
 
    “Telepathy is only one room in the House of ThoughtWill,” Dungias shared. “She has taken residence in the house, and telepathy is a common chamber. I will simply show her to another room. She has demonstrated incredibly sharp instinctive skills, what she calls a ‘twitch’. She does not know that is the result of her brain’s ability to process information combined with elevated sensory perception. Perhaps I will put this growing energy toward improving that ability.” 
 
    Goldie smirked and shook his head. “That should make for better sparring sessions. I think I’ll let the two of you share some personal time,” he said as he started for the door. “With your permission, I will take a ferry back to Black Gate. There is a man with whom the Captain was going to have some disagreement; something to do with credits owed by some of her latest acquisitions. I believe I can resolve the matter.” 
 
    “Do you require any assistance?” 
 
    “I’ll move faster alone,” Goldie quickly replied. “Could you somehow input that this was her idea?” 
 
    “I still do not know what you are, and that is a rare circumstance,” Dungias stated. “But it is also of little consequence. Can you tell me what you want with her?” 
 
    “Which her do you mean?” Goldie asked, flashing a devilish grin. “I think I was sent to this place for you, Dungias. They know of you, but they don’t know what you are or what you’re trying to be.  
 
    “Still, more to the reason for you inquiry, there’s something about Jocasta; something that calls to me. I’d like to know what that is.” 
 
    “I can appreciate that.” 
 
    “Know this, Star Chaser, your warning did not fall on deaf ears.” The sound came from Goldie’s mouth, but it was not the sound or demeanor of young person. It was aged and powerful, reminding Dungias of a judge of a court in the Realm Astral. “Perhaps I can be of use to you.” 
 
    “How so, creature?” 
 
    “I cannot very well answer this unspoken riddle if any harm befalls her,” Goldie replied. “So it would behoove me to assist you in keeping her alive.” 
 
    “Then do be so kind as to tell me when you have resolved your quest of knowledge,” Dungias requested. 
 
    “When you have been alive as long as I have, Malgovi, you learn not to rush things.”  Dungias looked into the creature’s eyes and he knew while the overall form may not have been genuine, the peculiar orange eyes were true to the creature. Dungias had studied much in the Rims, but a fiery orange eye color matched nothing he had encountered. He would not speak it, but the Traveler was very curious to find out more about the creature calling itself Goldie, masquerading as a youthful Terran. “What would be the point in doing that, anyway? It is not as if I have any plans past visiting this Nealbrun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Romans thought of themselves as the chosen people, yet they built the greatest army on Earth by recruiting warriors from any background. 
 
    Amy Chua 
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    “Ease up on the roll,” Persephone instructed. “It’s unnecessary.” 
 
    “But we’re upside down,” Silnee stated. 
 
    “If you undo your straps, are you going to fall out of your seat?” 
 
    “No, but–” 
 
    “But nothing,” Persephone interrupted. “That’s one reason why I wanted to spend some time with you here. I’ve noticed this tendency in your flying. Whether you’re in or out of a gravity-based field, you approach your piloting with a mo-sphere frame of mind. You gotta build a switch, Tolip. It’s a switch that’s only off when you’re not in or on a moving vehicle. The moment you’re on the move, that switch needs to be in either the one-pull or no-pull setting.  
 
    “Now let me say that this is just classroom crap. You’re flying fine. Getting from A to B is not an issue with you. But, your approach to piloting will get you killed in a firefight. While you’re being concerned with rolling to be upright, someone is locking in on your position. If you’re in formation, yeah, it helps to set a specific north or up-point, just to keep from having a nut-crunch moment when someone yells ‘pull up’. But remember, when you’re in space, there is no up… it’s all space. Got it?” 
 
    “I think so,” Silnee said as she took her hands from the roll thrusters controls. “Captain, can I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    “I was wondering when you would get to whatever was on your chest,” Persephone said as she sat down in the seat furthest from the control board. She had promised her First Mate she would at least review the data files he had put together on the new recruits. Her brace-com projected both the picture of the candidate as well as their files. Persephone knew Dungias did not like the way she had put off meeting with them, but she did not want to meet them when she was off her game. The voices in her head had been bad enough, and she was glad that Dungias had been able to find the means to quiet them, but the communiqué she had received from Gundryss had sent her into a rage. To be so close to The Territories and be kept from them because of bureaucratic red tape was simply infuriating. “You’ve been kind of funky for a few days now.” 
 
    “Does Z not like me?” the young woman asked. 
 
    “Sweetheart, there are times when Z doesn’t like Z,” Persephone replied. “You want to give me where this question came from?” 
 
    Silnee sat at the controls feeling flustered, not sure what she should say. “Satithe, pause, please.” 
 
    “Belay that request, Satithe,” Persephone said sharply. “Increase speed of program by fifteen percent, please.” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain,” Satithe stated. 
 
    “It is often said that you can’t serve two masters,” Persephone said as she looked at the file of a man named Jovasor Cole. She smiled at the notion of having a medic with the initials JC. “You need to pick which master you serve first. Because don’t think for a moment that I’m going to wait for you to maneuver and then answer me. In fact, you might want to just take all the bullshit out of thinking of what to say and just say what’s on your mind… and watch your port side,” she warned as she hit a thumb control. 
 
    “Shit!” Silnee hissed as her hands moved quickly over the controls. Persephone heard the collision warning sound, but there was no flashing red light in the simulator. Silnee had managed to avoid the meteor that had come out of the nowhere called Persephone’s remote control. 
 
    “You were saying,” Persephone pressed. 
 
    “He never measured me for a seat,” Silnee cried out as she took her ship into another tight turn. 
 
    “That you know of.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Whenever the subject deals with Z, you need to add the phrase, ‘that I know of’ when making declaratory statements. Saves time. It also leaves you room to be thoroughly embarrassed sans any humiliation. He never measured you for a chair that you know of. With the amount of time you spend in the simulator, Tolip, I’m surprised you haven’t given birth to its child! And on top of all of that, when you have a question about Z, do you know who you should be talking to?” 
 
    “Z,” Silnee said as she readied her craft’s weapons. 
 
    “Bingo! You know who you need to talk to when you need to know something about me?” 
 
    “I need to come to you with it,” Silnee said. 
 
    “Nope, same person; you need to take that to Z too. Whenever you want to talk about someone, take it to Z!” 
 
    “Captain,” Satithe called. “We are being hailed by the Black Gate Control. It seems the Governor of Black Gate wishes to speak with you. The signal is audio only.”  
 
    “Bridge Z in on this and open the channel. Put it through to the simulator room, Satithe, and thank you.” A slight popping sound was followed by a soft musical tone as Dungias’ face appeared in one of the monitors. “This is Captain JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “This is Governor Isaiah Gundryss, and though this is pathetically short notice, allow me to speak to you in this season of firsts. I would like to invite you to a celebration of my inauguration.” 
 
    Persephone smiled, looking up from her data pad. Her eyes squinted and she scratched the back of her neck. “So the Barons all got together and said maybe the guy who told us about the blood-feeder, and took care of his nests, should be the one we trust to run Black Gate! I guess there are times when one can find intellect even in politics.” 
 
    “My personal opinion is that it’s always there.” Isaiah replied as the doors to the simulator room slid open and Dungias walked into the room. “Perspectives come and go, but the truth always remains. 
 
    “Each and every member of your crew is also invited,” Gundryss continued. 
 
    “We are receiving documentation, Captain,” Satithe notified. 
 
    “Read the fine print,” Isaiah added. “… I would prefer this to remain a festive occasion.” 
 
    “My people know how to contain themselves, Governor,” Persephone smiled. 
 
    “All I am asking is that the term ‘dressed to kill’ remains in the domain of fashion,” Isaiah stated. 
 
    “Put me down for three,” Persephone replied. “And don’t worry; we’ll check our weapons and our attitudes at the door. See you later this evening, Governor, and congratulations.” 
 
    “Lord Governor if you please, Captain,” Isaiah offered. “See you there. Gundryss out.” 
 
    “Connection terminated, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Satithe,” Persephone said, shaking her head. “Something does not feet right about this.” 
 
    The audio line popped again but this was from an internal source. “Well then, I might have something that will make you feel better,” Siekor said with a smile to his voice. “The gateway to The Territories will be operational within the hour!” Persephone would have loved to smile at the news. It was, after all, the news she had been waiting to hear. But as she started to pump her fist, with Siekor and Silnee also expressing jubilation, her eyes examined the face of her First Mate. While he was hardly ever one to visibly express joy, there was a distinct turn to his brow when he had bad news to deliver.  
 
    “Maybe I should meet the crew,” she muttered. The raised brow and nodding head of Dungias confirmed her suspicions. She smoothed the hair where she had been scratching and then looked at the floor. “Make it so, Z,” she ordered and he withdrew from the chamber. 
 
    “Did we miss something?” Silnee asked. 
 
    “Captain, are we supposed to get Z’s permission to be happy?!” 
 
    “Check your trek, Mister Siekor,” Persephone said, clapping a hand down on Silnee’s shoulder and ushering her toward the door. “It’s an ugly party that gets crashed by the surprises you didn’t see coming. While that is a very human trait, I’ve yet to see anything sneak up successfully on that Malgovi.” 
 
    “Then you should look closer at the mirror, Captain,” Silnee said, walking out of the room. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “What the… gods help me, it’s a damn convention!” Persephone thought as the doors to the Mess Hall opened. Annsura took in a breath to announce the arrival of the Captain, but Persephone quickly waved her off as she walked into the Mess Hall. She walked directly to the young woman to whisper in her ear.  
 
    “We’ll get to drills and the like once we know what we’re keeping, Cutter. Besides–” Persephone stopped herself and realized a point. “You know what, I need to broadcast this part. 
 
    “Let me tell everyone so that we’re all on the same page from this point onward,” Persephone announced. “I do not like it when new people know who I am before I know who they are! If you must speak of the captain of this boat, please do so in ambiguous terms.” Thomasine put her hand to her mouth as her eyes got big. “For instance, the best response to the question of ‘what’s the captain like’ is simply ‘you’ll have to see for yourself’; replace personal pronouns with either ‘it’ or ‘the captain’. I will grant you, it’s not an easy art to take up at first, but one that’s easily mastered. 
 
    “And you have nothing to worry about,” Persephone said to Thomasine, giving her a wink. “But since you all already know who and what I am, let’s get to the particulars. Cutter!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” Annsura said as she stepped forward. 
 
    “I think we’ve overlooked your efforts long enough, don’t you?” 
 
    “My Captain has been about the business of being Captain,” Annsura quickly replied. “She gave a task to her Cutter and it has been done. Med-tech Applicants, please step forward!” 
 
    “Applicants?” Persephone repeated as three people stepped forward. “Z, why did that word sound plural?” 
 
    “Because Cutter was not going to make a final decision for this ship,” Dungias explained. 
 
    “But I was just getting to like the idea of having a body-shredder with the initials JC!” Persephone pointed out. 
 
    “I am missing your point,” Dungias stated, looking confused. 
 
    “Hello, Old Earth religion,” Persephone stressed. “One of the shows they were working when everything went to shit. You know, the reason for Christmas! Are you saying I know more about this than you do?!” 
 
    “There are several points to be made,” Dungias returned. “You spoke of initials. You do realize that his last name was not Christ, do you not?” Persephone closed her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Not to mention there was a very prevalent celebratory festival at that point in the yearly cycle long before the reported birth of the entity.” 
 
    “What?!” Persephone barked, shocked at the words she was hearing. She was by no means devout, but she had seen many things in her time that science could not explain. She wondered if she had been asking the wrong scientist. 
 
    “Captain, this is a tangent that–” 
 
    “Screw that,” she snapped. “You’re screwing up JC’s chances over here. Explain.” 
 
    “You recall the statement about the victor and the spoils, Captain?” Dungias asked. “The boundaries of what can and cannot be those spoils has always been determined by the aforementioned victor; be it loved ones, precious artifacts, or even religion.” Dungias looked into Persephone’s face and felt for her confusion. “Did you notice that the Roman gods are simply the Greek gods with a change of names?” 
 
    “No, you see, that was in the third semester of I don’t give a fuck!” Persephone yelled. “Are you shitting me right now?!” 
 
    “The spring and winter festivals of the ancient nature-based religions coincide with Easter and Christmas from the religion which came well after the establishment of the festivals,” Dungias stated. “… which is how a rabbit and a specific tree remain symbols of the respective holidays despite having nothing to do with the newer religion.”  
 
    “That’s just depressing,” Persephone sighed before turning to face the three people who were patiently waiting for her to finish her conversation. “Let’s have it, people. Someone needs to tell me why I need to bring them along with me.” 
 
    Annsura started to call one of the three names, but Jovasor Cole leaned forward with a very perplexed look on his face. “I’m sorry, did you say someone?!” 
 
    “Yes I did.” 
 
    Jovasor looked around the room and then looked at the floor as he placed his hands behind his back. “Perhaps I can save you some time, Captain. How many are you right now?” 
 
    “Upwards of twenty,” Persephone answered. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re mad if you think one medical technician is enough to see to so many people!” 
 
    “Mad?!” Persephone snorted. “Did you really just use that word?! How old are you Jovasor?” Taking in a deep breath and pressing his lips together, Jovasor glared at Persephone who was quick to step forward and match his stare. “And whether you stay or go, you put those kinds of eyes to me again on my ship, and the very first organ replacement patient you will have will be you! Now tell me you understand!” 
 
    Jovasor softened quickly and lowered his eyes. “Then perhaps my decision has already been made,” he replied. “Because while you are Captain of the ship, as a ship’s physician, my job is to keep your most precious resource operational.” Jovasor lifted his head with very same glare that made Persephone warn him. “…and, quite frankly, that means a lot of glaring between us!” 
 
    Persephone put her eyes on the other two and they both quickly looked away. The woman laughed, slapping JC hard across the face. “You’ve got some balls on you, kid! I like that in a shredder. As for the two of you, I can get your names later if you decide to stay on under junior-weight over here. Next!” 
 
    “Dat would be me, ” a very large man said as he got up from one of the tables. Had the chair been able to speak, it would have thanked Persephone for calling the behemoth to her.  
 
    “We had five applicants for the position of the cook, Captain,” Annsura relayed. “While they were all good at providing samples of their cooking, the flavor of their dishes dwindled when I asked them to make samples for the entire crew. That is, everyone save Roc, spelled without the ‘k’. He’s–” 
 
    “Pazibred,” Persephone smiled. Her smile both surprised and comforted the large man. “And by that I mean mostly Ropazior. Like, one of his parents was a half-breed but the other was lock, stock, and barrel all giant!” She said a few words in the language called Grod and the large figure smiled, responding in the same language and speaking more quickly. Persephone held up her hands and apologized for not knowing more of his native tongue. 
 
    “We have, as you can see, a growing crew. Think you can keep hot slop in their bodies?” 
 
    “I am not sure, but you cannot kick me off this ship until I get to use that stove!” Roc replied. Persephone shrugged her shoulders and looked at Dungias questioningly. 
 
    “After our last celebration at the estate, I made some changes to the kitchen,” Dungias explained. Persephone chuckled and shook her head. 
 
    “You request is received and understood,” Persephone said, patting the large man on the arm. “Welcome to the ranks. 
 
    “Thom, it looks like the bulk of the bone and bod in this room is courtesy of your efforts.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Thomasine replied with a very proud smile. “When reports started coming in of what you did to the Bricks and Imps, I lost all but one of the five I had gathered. By the time I was ready to secure transportation off-planet, I got those back and one more.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Persephone said, rubbing the palm of her right hand. “First rule, we’re pirates!” she started as she directed the hopefuls to stand abreast of one another. She paced as she waited for them to get into formation. “Second rule, piracy is exercised upon those that are not of this ship and crew… and only those entities! Third rule, this is not a democracy! I know there is an old saying about highways... that is an option open to you now. The moment you become crew, you are crew. You want the highway, you ask for it. Doesn’t mean you’re going to get it, though, and probably not immediately. So, take a moment and think it over. If any of the first three rules rubs you the wrong way, step out of line. Mister Llaz and Mister Cupid will escort you to the hangar, and we will summon a ferry that will take you to Black Gate and that will be on the house.”  
 
    “Cupid?!” one of the men in line giggled. 
 
    “Cupid!” Persephone spoke in a beckoning tone. Olkin whispered something as he stepped forward, his goggles forming over his eyes. He slapped his belt and drew his nocked bow seemingly from nowhere. He fired an arrow that cut the man’s right earlobe before it lodged in the wall, beeped and generated a graviton field that snatched the man off his feet and slammed him against the wall. “Well, someone’s been prepping and practicing! Sweet shot… Cupid.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “Depsite what you think you are, we have a basic training program you will need to take.” Persephone looked at the man with a bleeding ear and smirked. “One of the things you’ll learn is how to be ready at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Okay, after this, we need to talk,” Annsura said softly to her boyfriend. Llaz slapped Olkin’s shoulder, congratulating his fellow crewman. Persephone smiled at Olkin before returning her attention to the people lined up in front of her. She scratched the back of her neck with her left hand as her brow crinkled.  
 
    “By my count, that leaves you ten, three of which are here just because you’re being lumped in with the rest.” 
 
    “The hell with that!” Bantar said as he stepped forward and started waving his hand. “What do I have to do to sign up?!”  
 
    Persephone stopped scratching her neck and turned to look at Dungias. “Is that the one with the dangerous ambitions?” 
 
    “I am afraid so, Captain,” Dungias sighed. 
 
    “Hey!” Bantar spoke up, not liking the tone of how he was being discussed. 
 
    “It’s all right, kid,” Persephone waved him off. “What irks the blue man makes the rest of us smile! The two you’re with, however, I have my concerns.” 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias said softly. She turned, looking somewhat inquisitive. 
 
    “Hmmm? Oh, was I not supposed to say that out loud? I am so sorry!” Persephone turned back to Teela and Amosse and cupped one side of her mouth. “Sorry!” she said in an amusing whisper. “Just disregard that last line. Move over to the side here for me.” She winked at both of them before taking a step back and gesturing for the three to join the young medical technician. “That leaves the Gulmar Group. I see some hearty hearts here. Z, can you outfit them all?”  
 
    “Even if I were to repair the damaged units, we do not have enough to arm everyone equally,” Dungias reported.  
 
    “Cutter, mark this day down: Z is not prepared. And use bold print because it will be some time before that ever happens again. Okay, we use what we have and let’s initiate training. I’ve got a formal dinner to attend. Tolip, Siekor, see Z about getting some formal attire; you’re going with me.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Dungias said, looking confused as his eyes darted from the captain to the hopefuls. “You do not want me to attend the gala with you… Captain?” 
 
    “Z, you said it yourself,” Persephone said, tapping her fingers into Dungias’ chest. “… you are grossly unprepared for the crew that I’ve been talking about bringing aboard since before we got to Gulmar! I suggest that you and Tank find your way down to Fabrications and lock it down until you are prepared for my crew. Am I understood here?” Dungias lowered his head and took a step back from Persephone. 
 
    “Quite, Captain. Do I have your permission to be excused?” 
 
    “What’s the matter, Z? You can make me look bad, but you’re too proud to walk in the same boots? Get out of my sight, alien! Cutter, Thom, damn fine work, the both of you. Let’s spare Roc the exercise of cooking tonight and order a meal for my people. That is all for now,” she said, walking for the door. “You two have an hour to get dressed. Goldie, you’re with me.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” Siekor and Silnee said in unison before looking at each other. 
 
    “With Z headed toward Fabrications, I doubt the man can receive your requests from that heartfelt stare you’re sharing,” Annsura said as she walked away from where the standing crew had assembled themselves. “Tank, do these two a favor and get the process started.” 
 
    “You got it, Cutter,” Mel said before grabbing the control for his hoverchair and piloting his way out of the room. 
 
    “Permission to assist,” Kryltane requested. 
 
    “Granted, Shotgun,” Annsura responded. “I get the feeling they’re going to need all the help they can get. 
 
    “Thom,” Annsura called, waving the woman over to her. “… if you would be so kind as to present each person by name and detail their best trait for a placement in this crew.” 
 
    “Sure, Cutter, no problem” Thomasine said as she excused herself from a conversation she had started having with Llaz and Ephaliun. Apparently everyone was a bit surprised at the way the Captain had addressed her First Mate. “The one closest to you is Nielsen Feldspar.”  
 
    Annsura looked over the tanned man with his dirty blonde hair in a tight ponytail, taking into account the way he stood with his arms folded and a slight lean. She found a gleam of cockiness in his light brown eyes, and Annsura made her approach. “You give yourself that name?” 
 
    “A very proud and hopeful mother,” the man replied. “Neither one of them got her too far in the world, but she was never unhappy. The last bastard at least taught her how to shoot before he left us.” 
 
    “Did she pass that on to you?” Annsura asked. 
 
    “I guess you could say there were some things he didn’t have a choice in leaving behind,” Nielsen replied. “I guess he had damn good eyesight too, because the old lady was blind as a bat!” 
 
    “Good to know,” Annsura smiled. “And on a personal note, we’re not in the guessing business. You repeat ‘I guess’ to the Captain and she’ll make you sure whether you want to be or not. Well met, Feldspar. Thom?” 
 
    “This is one of the tried and true, Cutter,” Thomasine reported, gesturing at a pale, short, and slender young man with long, flowing red hair. With his gleaming yellow eyes, it was clear to see he was Vohlbred. “He and I have made a couple of runs together.” 
 
    “Runs?” 
 
    “Appropriating vehicles,” Thomasine clarified and Annsura nodded. “The only name he’s ever used is Scamps.” 
 
    “How are you liking it so far, Scamps?” 
 
    “Definitely worth the ride and the wait,” Scamps said without looking at Annsura. 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask what you’re looking at?” 
 
    “Just getting a lay of the land, ma’am,” Scamps replied. “The layout of the electricity in this place it is outtasight!” 
 
    “Needless to say, he’d get me in the ride and I’d drive it,” Thomasine inserted. 
 
    “I was coming around to that,” Annsura stated, nodding at the man before moving to the next. “And who do we have here?” she asked, looking up at a towering Adonis of a bald man. 
 
    “Cilrus Cliye,” the large, muscular, and well-scarred man said after taking a good step forward. “I was given the name Ga in the arena.” 
 
    “Ga?” 
 
    “I was the middle fighter of threesome called Gilgamesh,” he replied. “They’re dead now, and I think the owners were eyeing me to go next. I heard about what happened at Oasis City and figured I’d take my chances.” 
 
    “Good to have you aboard, Cliye,” Annsura replied. She went on to meet the recently quieted Olreye Seaton. If he survived the orientation process, Annsura was pretty sure his name would involve something about his newly-altered ear. She had hopes for the man though, as he looked to be more inclined to not be seen than to glare at the person who had cut his ear. After that was Daevo Treece, who was very eager to get to being a pirate, and Rahneece K’Saar, the only female Thomasine had brought, who was very reserved of action and speech. 
 
    Annsura’s interest, however, was mostly fixed on a man named Synh Dayami who also kept to himself as much as he could. He was slender and relatively short, but his strides were metered and he seldom made noise when he walked. Annsura set Murder and Mayhem to start the training of the hopefuls as she made her way to Fabrications. Before she could reach the room, she saw Dungias coming from the chamber carrying clothes for Silnee and Siekor. 
 
    “First Mate,” she said respectfully as she turned to walk with him. 
 
    “Cutter.” 
 
    “Sir, I can’t help but feel that something is not quite right.” 
 
    “Then do not remove your goggles, even when you are on board ship,” Dungias directed. 
 
    “Which means the problem is already on board,” Annsura concluded as she showed she was still wearing her them in a thick necklace format. 
 
    “It would be wrong of me to agree with that statement,” Dungias said, taking a moment to stop and look at Annsura. “You might then presume that there is only one problem at present.” 
 
    “How many problems are there?!” Annsura said, putting her hand to her blade. 
 
    “I will say this, Cutter, you continue to impress me. Keep at your studies, trust your instincts, and eventually everything will become quite clear. Until then, try not to anticipate the unexpected. Oft times, you will come to find that the trek-path is as wide as you need it to be. But if you turn before you even see the obstacle, you limit your potential reactions simply because you moved too soon. 
 
    “But since I am told often I should make things simpler,” Dungias continued as he resumed walking. “… do not safety yourself into a corner!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Creating problems is easy. We do it all the time. Finding solutions, ones that last and produce good results, requires guts and care. 
 
    Henry Rollins  
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    When the gangplank withdrew into the side of the ship, the side door already closed and secured, the Star Gaper was no longer in Kannadi’s eye and Ernestan could finally allow some of the pain to register on his face. He put his hand to his mouth, but not before the pain forced his body to convulse and he spat as he cried. His knees bent slowly and did not stop until they met terrastone. Ernestan Geelmus sobbed, overwhelmed with humiliation, frustration, and the pain of having failed a very good and trusting friend. 
 
    “We need you to get moving along… quickly!” And thus came the last signs that he was no longer of any importance to the Imperial House, perhaps not important to the Inner Rim Empire by any measure. Still, it was not the fault of a man who worked in the hangar. Ernestan was still somewhat surprised that the First Prince had given the order to see Kannadi back to her people. With the slightest thought of the young woman, Ernestan found the means to smile. To the last, she believed in him and wanted to fight to prove his worth. Possessive of vision, Ernestan could not see any benefit to allowing her to issue any challenges. The young Nalyik had proven herself against demon-kind, but the Imperial Elite were eager for what they considered to be justifiable retribution. For all her skill and passion, the outcome of such an engagement required nothing from the Stars. 
 
    “Of course,” Ernestan said as he tried to collect himself. “I am so sorry to be an obstruction.” 
 
    “Kindly make your apologies on the other side of the outermost wall,” the technician returned. With that, Ernestan stood up and walked quickly for the exit.  
 
    Outside the hangar, four guards waited to escort the Star Gaper to his office for what would be his last appearance in the chamber. It was an Imperial decree that had been read to Ernestan by Count Quazeki. Stripped of all authority, he could no longer protect Fayja, and she had been taken back into service of Prince Valwonn; another thrashing blade in his side – another point of reality he did not have the power to address. Much like what Ernestan saw when the door to his offices was opened. 
 
    “I understood I was going to receive the opportunity to arrange for the transfer of my things,” he said, looking at the completely empty rooms.  
 
    “And you can, Star Gaper,” one of the guards replied. “You can arrange for their transfer from the furnaces… provided there is anything left!” Ernestan turned around quickly, feeling as if he had been kicked five times too many. He whirled around to see four Imperial Guards with their batons drawn and ready to engage him. 
 
    “May I then leave?” Ernestan said as his body relaxed. 
 
    “You know the way out, Gaper!” one of the guards answered as he and the others moved out from in front of Ernestan. Without issuing another word, Ernestan took his leave of the Imperial Palace. 
 
      
 
    In the corner of a very small restaurant, Ernestan sat stirring soup he could not bring himself to eat. Removed from service and all of his personal property seized, he was a man without a home and no one would dare to say, in the public eye, that they were of any level of acquaintance. 
 
    “You look like a man who could use a friend,” a tall, slender white man said as he sat down across the table from Ernestan. The Star Gaper just stirred his soup. “Call me Roger and let me say that I am not offering myself to fill that capacity, but the man I work for is very interested in you and your ability.” 
 
    “I am not interested,” Ernestan said softly. “Please leave me be.” 
 
    “I think we know the range of choice you have is slender at best,” Roger remarked. “You can’t save yourself… but you can save the owner of this establishment the cost of replacing furniture and removing blood splatter!” Ernestan looked up into the eyes of the man speaking to him, surprised at his direct approach. “Sorry, I don’t have time to make this novel-like! You move and we take the scenic route or everything goes black for you until we get where we’re going!” 
 
    “You think that helm protects you?!” Ernestan whispered, focusing his thoughts to strike the man’s psyche. His body shuddered as the generated ThoughtWill was augmented and returned to his mind.  
 
    “Yes, I do,” Roger sighed, slowly getting up from his chair. He lifted his left hand and looked at the glove, entering commands into the brace-com. “And now, so do you! G’night, Geelmus!” 
 
      
 
    Ernestan was standing but barely conscious when the darkness was removed from in front of his eyes. He was in the middle of a very large office at the top of a very tall building. The lights to the posh office were off, but the moons and stars shined enough light into the room. Looking at the two full moons and the half planet, the Star Gaper had an idea where he might have been brought. A strikingly attractive woman stood behind him, holding the bag that was shrinking to the size of a glove. She smiled at Ernestan and backed away a long stride. Looking once more at the night sky, Ernestan stretched his neck and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    “The Terran Triangle?” he asked. 
 
    “Very good,” a voice replied as a man entered the room and took a seat behind the desk. 
 
    “Am I to know the name of my host?” Ernestan asked. “Or are you simply Roger’s boss?” 
 
    Leaning forward in his chair, the man’s face came into the moonlight. He was aged, probably older than Ernestan. His dark brown hair held scattered patches of gray, but the wrinkles around the blue-gray eyes spoke of a different sort of aging. This man had seen much – perhaps too much – and Ernestan could not feel his own touch with ThoughtWill. 
 
    “I know,” the man said as he gestured over to the bar. “Care for a sip of brandy?” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Ernestan answered, realizing that he was not bound. He looked up at his host as he pointed at the closest chair. The man slowly blinked, nodding his approval before sitting back in his chair.  
 
    “I know… I know, believe me when I tell you that I know. And you may call me… Marcus.” The man signaled to the woman who nodded and walked over to the bar. 
 
    “Roger and now Marcus,” Ernestan said softly. He turned to the woman who had removed the bag and smiled. “You must be Stacie.” 
 
    “Spelled with an ‘ey’, Lord Geelmus,” she replied, pouring the second drink. 
 
    “It must be difficult for you,” Marcus remarked. “To have all the suspicions and yet not one firm piece of evidence!” 
 
    “I suppose that is arguable; one must confirm the definition of firm first.” 
 
    “Quite right, Gaper,” Marcus said, receiving his glass. He looked over the woman and smirked. She smiled as she stepped away from the man to deliver Ernestan’s drink. “But as far as the Empire is concerned, that definition has been assigned and you are no longer a source of confidence!” Ernestan tasted the brandy and chuckled. He looked around the office and once more out of the enormous skylight. 
 
    “Are you about to engage into a vision?” Marcus asked, sounding both surprised and very eager. 
 
    “And there is the rub,” Ernestan muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing worth mentioning.” 
 
    “He said, ‘and there is the rub’, Master,” Roger advised as he became visible and standing opposite of Ernestan. “He’s as quick as we were told.” 
 
    “Indeed he is,” Marcus agreed, standing up from behind his desk. “So tell me, Mr. Geelmus, what have you put together so far?” 
 
    “Without need to go into every detail,” Ernestan said as he took another sip of brandy, “… it would seem that you have had me disgraced and thrown out of the palace so that you could seize use of my abilities for yourself.” 
 
    “And do you see that in the Stars?” 
 
    “One does not need to engage in visions to see this plan unfolding,” Ernestan commented. “Any use of the eyes can see what is plain and true. Perhaps I used my talents too much and my eyes too little. That is not the case here and now.” 
 
    “Oh?” Marcus asked, placing his glass down on the desk. “And what is it that you can plainly see?” 
 
    “That you’re too eager, demon,” Ernestan said calmly. “This is a fairly elaborate production. You even used artwork that I have seen to help solidify that this is somewhere in the Terran Triangle. And I commend you on taking a flat painting and turning it into this!” He gestured to the view of the moons, planet, and stars. “But the little details are so very important. There is only one planet where these two moons are full like this and where Vastion is made half of its image. That would be Dran. I suppose there is nothing wrong with that save for the city down there, brimming with activity.” 
 
    “Very quick,” Marcus remarked, putting his hand to his chin. 
 
    “Stacey is almost too good to be true,” Ernestan continued. “My eyes are not even looking at her but my loins can’t seem to forget her. Then there’s the brandy which tastes a bit more like blood than any fermented drink. 
 
    “That you imbibed,” Marcus quickly added. 
 
    “One does not receive visitation from emissaries of MoGo and walk around unprepared!” Ernestan proclaimed, standing up. “You have me without the weapon of my talents, but that is a far cry from having my compliance!” 
 
    “Not by way of the easy route, Gaper,” Marcus said, allowing his eyes to change back to their natural glowing yellow. “But we have other means of gaining your skills!” 
 
    “You should have led with that,” Shuronne said as she appeared in the office just behind Ernestan’s chair. “Because then you might have been able to get what you wanted before we were able to find you.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Marcus cried as he glared at the young Chevalierra. “You cannot be here!” 
 
    “And why not?” Shanvah asked as she walked through the wall next to Roger who quickly growled, lunging for the woman’s neck. Taking a step back and drawing her primary weapon in one deft move, Shanvah’s En-Blade removed Roger’s hands before cutting clean through his torso on the second swing. Shanvah looked up at her superior who nodded at the brief engagement. 
 
    “My colleague has asked a very good question,” Shuronne resumed her inquiry. “Why is it impossible for us to be here? After all, we’re not in MoGo!” Marcus’ face twisted in confusion before his extended senses revealed that his false office had been intercepted in its departure from the Mortal Realm. They were in the bowels of the Castle of Freund! 
 
    “Looks like it’s finally dawned on him,” Shanvah remarked, deactivating her En-Blade and setting her eyes on Ernestan. “You might want to make your way over to me, sir.” 
 
    “You needn’t ask me twice!” the Star Gaper said as he quickly got up from the chair and jogged to stand behind the Chevalierra. 
 
    “You must be some kind of new Daemonite,” Shuronne said, slowly approaching the creature portraying a man. “One that can slip by those of the priestly persuasion. Of course, working in the Inner Rim, there really isn’t too much need for that, is there? No, they confide in SpellCasteRs and Temple Chevaliers!  
 
    “But I suppose, in the final analysis, it doesn’t matter if you tell me what you are. It only matters whether we can pull the truth from you! 
 
    “Here is a truth I will freely give you!” Marcus spat, exploding in black fire and incredible force. Neither the light nor the force traveled more than three meters before the castle absorbed them, storing them away for later consideration. 
 
    “Whoa! There wasn’t even a build-up of power,” Shuronne commented. “You had that ready to go. Nice! Lets me know more of what we’re dealing with here. Oh Quantil, you’re up!” Two purplish-black beams of light shot into Marcus’ back and he screamed the moment the young Witch started feeding on his power and essence. Shuronne turned and looked at Stacey and how she cowered back from those who had easily dispatched her master’s enforcer; a Daemonite she had seen easily slay a half dozen Chevaliers without even receiving a simple cut. Now he had been killed faster than she could accurately see what had happened. The fear kept her from moving. “Stay there and you won’t be adding to the body count.” 
 
    “Can you free me?” Stacey asked as tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
    “I promise you that we can try,” Shuronne replied, seeing hope more than sadness in the demonseed’s eyes. The lessons of her latest master echoed in her mind and she embraced the possibility that perhaps the creature was more than a Daemonite. “Your inquiry just earned you some leniency. Cooperate and we’ll see what can be done.” Stacey bowed to the Chevalierra and lowered herself to her knees. 
 
      
 
    Quantil marched slowly through the wall, his mind focused on draining the demonseed of its power. As a Witch, Quantil could pull from any stride of Spell-Casting, but paid a very high price for each incantation. In order to maintain their reserves, Witches of the non-white perspective engaged in feeding. Taking too much could cause actual death, transforming the victim into a Spiritual Zombie. Such an act would mark the Witch, making them a WarloK. Feeding on a demon, however, carried no such price. With his personal reserves fully restored, Quantil now fed power into the many batteries that had been made for him since he had become one of the Dark Pawns. 
 
    Marcus wanted to move, and tried to run away. His body did not meet his ambition and he fell to the floor. Quantil continued to suckle the power as he could feel the energy feed going into the disguised demon’s body increase in its potency, causing the demon to feel greater amounts of pain. 
 
    “C’Zaddrus must be really feeling it,” Quantil thought. “I cannot believe we’re taking it to a demon!” 
 
    “Focus!” Shuronne barked as she lifted her hand. Quantil disengaged from the feed, but kept the process to resume ready in his hands. The Chevalierra walked over to the smoldering figure and waved away the smoke from in front of her face. 
 
    “Mortal!” Marcus spat as his body came up from the floor at a speed the mortal eye could not hope to track. He reached for the chest of this mysterious woman but was stopped hard by a thunderous straight punch she landed to his face. His forward momentum came to a stop and he was thrown back into his desk. With most of his face imploded, it was clear that the demonseed was dying. 
 
    “Perhaps, “ Shuronne replied, “but not the sort you were expecting, creature!” She turned to look at Quantil, casting a strong glare at him. “Is it only power you can take from him?” Quantil’s eyes popped open as he stammered, saying nothing that anyone could understand. “Calm yourself, Witch!” Shuronne commanded and Quantil took in a deep breath, holding it before exhaling slowly. 
 
    “I am not sure, but I could always consult with Cobalt and Imani,” Quantil explained. 
 
    “Then let’s keep him from dying. Castle!” Marcus’ body faded from sight. 
 
    “It is done,” the castle reported. “He is guarded by the master’s wards on all sides and he is also in stasis. Once removed from stasis, however, he will resume expiring. I do not possess the means to estimate how much time you have left.” 
 
    “Understood, milady. Thank you…” Shuronne looked back at Quantil and nodded as her brow came up. “I suggest you get to consulting! 
 
    “Teyan,” Shuronne called out, placing her right hand inside her left as they were draped in front of her. The young wizardry student quickly presented himself to the woman. “You called this one. Was this a fluke? Or can I depend on you to be my advisor?” 
 
    “You can depend on me to try, my Lady,” the bald young man spoke, brushing his hand back over the top of his skull. 
 
    “Well, you certainly have the mindset for it,” Shuronne smiled. “… and I know Aleesha and Shanvah could use the company. Why don’t you go and speak with them. Let’s see what the three of you can dream up for us. 
 
    “Kaila!” 
 
    “Right here,” the woman quickly replied while slowly stepping forward. 
 
    “I think we need to check the wording of our operational mantra.” 
 
    “You’ve had enough of being reactive?” the assassin inquired. Shuronne smiled before nodding.  
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    The white staff moved so quickly in his hands that his mother had a hard time following it. But, she was not the only one concerned with the location of the weapon. The fourth and fifth combatants fell to strikes that they did not see coming, and the remaining seven people lost whatever confidence they had possessed when the challenge had begun.  
 
    “You could always yield and apologize,” Zerrell offered, ducking under a double-headed axe meant to take his head off. A blind thrust to the crotch forced the axe-wielding man to drop his weapon. The stalk of the axe fell over the staff and was made to tumble. The blade landed in the foot of the struck man, and he screamed in pain until the mace of a cohort passed to the left of Zerrell’s dodging body and hammered into the man’s chest. He was lifted over the pile of three fallen comrades and carried into a tree that did not lose a leaf from the collision. 
 
    “Hold!” Isse commanded, focusing her will into the minds of the men trying to kill her son. All of them came to a stop as Zerrell dropped to one knee, thrusting his staff into the ground. A muffled cry could be heard under the earth. 
 
    “Why did you–” Zerrell stopped talking as he collected his staff and started toward his mother. She had obviously felt it first, but there was no mistaking the approaching presence. 
 
    “And you say that the staff is your least favorite weapon?” Isse inquired, placing her left hand on Zerrell’s right shoulder. 
 
    “It is not without its uses, but it lacks any real flare,” Zerrell argued. 
 
    Isse smiled and nodded. “You might get a different opinion from those men.” Zerrell chuckled as the morning sky was made brighter. “I remember Chiaro telling me about this one. He said she had incredible potential.” 
 
    “And the Light Priest is seldom wrong,” Zerrell added. 
 
    “Seldom indeed,” Isse agreed. 
 
    “And only now am I able to see it, wondering he saw coming to craft this contingency!” Isse thought. “I am a fool!” A white orb of light descended from the clouds, taking the form of a Star Lark before changing once again into Tolarra who landed on the grassy land, putting her eyes immediately on the daughter of Freund. “And it would appear that Chiaro was right yet again! 
 
    “Well met, Tolarra Nyss,” Isse said, waving at the approaching woman. 
 
    “My lady,” Tolarra replied, bowing deeply to Isse. “I am in need of some truth.” 
 
    “I am not sure I can divine anything for you that my father cannot–” 
 
    “”He can’t see anything you don’t allow him see!” Tolarra declared. 
 
    “Potential realized, I would say,” Isse concluded. 
 
    “I see.” The elder entity said softly, before giving her son’s shoulder a squeeze. “Give us this place, Zerrell, if you please.” 
 
    “As you wish, Mother,” Zerrell said before bowing to Tolarra. “Guardian Tolarra. Thank you for your efforts aiding grandfather. I wish you well in your endeavors.” 
 
    “Thank you, and to you as well, young man,” Tolarra replied, watching the entity take flight, taking his playthings with him. “Quite the charming lad.” 
 
    “He can’t help it,” Isse admitted. “A matter of his father’s blood, I’m sure. But you are not here to talk about my son.” Isse gestured to a large boulder and she walked over to it, taking a seat. She looked at Tolarra who probably had not seen the invitation as she wrestled with so many thoughts all at once. She shook her head, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    “What kind of man intentionally creates a weak spot for himself?” Tolarra asked. 
 
    “My father saw things before he gave his sight for the love of his kind,” Isse explained. “But I too was curious as to why he made me the way he did. I have asked him on more than one occasion, but I think you have been around him long enough to know how difficult it can be to talk to him.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tolarra smiled in recollection. “… you can easily tell the difference between what he is okay talking about and what he feels you may not be ready to hear.” 
 
    “Well, no one can question whether you are learning while you are working with him.” 
 
    “For him,” Tolarra corrected. “I’m not that big on humanity, but I would die for your father.” 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty.” 
 
    “I just thought it would make things simpler,” Tolarra admitted. “You care to tell me what you came away with?” 
 
    “I am the anti-Freund device,” Isse said plainly. “… if there is ever a need to have one.” 
 
    “Whoa! That’s taking a big risk, isn’t it? I mean, what if you get mad at him or something?” 
 
    “Like you, I do not feel the need to protect humanity in the manner my father does,” Isse stated. “And, also like you, I fear the limits of what I would do to protect him. 
 
    “Which brings us to why you have come here to find me,” Isse continued. “You have questions. I cannot – excuse me – I will not give you the answers you seek. For me to answer your questions would force me to go back on my word and–” 
 
    “How about a work-around?” Tolarra suggested. “Because you’ve given no such word to me.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “You can’t tell me. That’s fine,” Tolarra said. “That doesn’t mean you can’t take what I know and ferry it to whatever party or parties your word was meant to protect.” Isse considered the suggestion for a moment and smiled as she nodded. 
 
    “Perhaps Chiaro underestimated you,” Isse thought. “Or did I not take into full consideration what a Light Priest might call potential?”  
 
    “I find myself in complete agreement,” Isse stated. “What information do you have?” Tolarra started to glow brightly as she opened her mind, revealing the secrets she had uncovered in reading the light of the Rims. 
 
    “And what, if anything, do you hope to gain from this, Tolarra?” Isse projected as she received the knowledge. 
 
    “A Plan B that not even Freund can see coming!” the Star Lark returned. “He can’t see you or the things you keep from his sight, and most people can’t see him when he doesn’t want them to. This double-blind move might just give him the traction he needs when things start to go bad.” 
 
    “You sound as if you expect things to worsen,” Isse said, and the connection was severed. 
 
    “Better to overestimate the worst than to underestimate it,” Tolarra returned.  
 
    “And I didn’t show you everything I’ve learned reading the light,” the Star Lark thought as she started to glow once more. “Just enough to get you to move. Once you move inside the light, I’ll see it, and then I won’t need to ask for permission or use any work-around! I’ve had about all I can stand of this shit!” Becoming the Star Lark, Tolarra ascended, flying through another dimensional breach to return to the realm of the Rims. 
 
    Isse waved until the light-entity was out of the range of her awareness. She smiled, looking down at the ground, tickled by what had just transpired. 
 
    “Still they try,” Zerrell said, coming up out of the ground where he had thrust his staff. 
 
    “Your elemental transference was a sloppy one,” Isse commented. “I heard you.” 
 
    “You were meant to, Mother,” Zerrell returned. “I didn’t want you to think that I would actually leave you. Not in the company of someone who’s struggling with vitaception.” Zerrell walked over and placed his hand on her shoulder. “What will you do?” 
 
    “What has been asked of me,” she replied, standing up. “But a means of delivery was not prescribed. Tolarra is learning, and this will be another lesson for her to embrace.” 
 
    “And she is an entity who still has much to learn,” Zerrell added. 
 
    “Who among us does not, my son?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I think there’s a part in each one of us that wants the impossible to happen, and that’s what surprises are. 
 
    Gina Carano 
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    The champagne was surprisingly good and he looked at the flute as he lowered it from his lips. “Vurkaldian,” he concluded. “I suppose that tells me which Baron is responsible for this event.” Isaiah Gundryss downed the remainder of the glass in time to deposit the empty glass on a passing tray. 
 
    “It would not serve for the host of this event to be inebriated,” a woman said as she walked up to stand on the right side of the new Governor of Black Gate; a position of great power that was, at least for the evening, held in tight check. “I have also noticed that your wife is not in attendance.” 
 
    “I am neither the host of this sham nor am I interested in what you find to be fitting!” Isaiah returned bitterly without raising his voice. “And unless you have a specific Imperial writ instructing me to place my family in harm’s way, I will tell you where you can place what you have and haven’t noticed.” Isaiah turned to look at the woman and he longed for his wife even more. To most eyes, the creature before him was undeniably beauteous. But he could see the mark of a lift here, a tuck there… she was the best looking thing a credit could create. He wondered if her form was as fake and processed as her face, which nowadays meant she was probably stronger than ten men and faster that a raving hound. Her deep turquoise eyes did not waver as she stared at him, reading him once again. If nothing else, she was paranoid. She might live through the evening. 
 
    “I was wondering when the man who rooted out a network of Upyri would show up to be seen and heard,” Constantia stated. “It allows me to relax and enjoy the evening. Your conversation with our little guest was interesting to say the least.” 
 
    “She and I have an understanding,” Isaiah replied. “Too formal a request would have been received as a warning.” 
 
    “And that was in the Imperial writ, wasn’t it?” the woman smiled as she ran her hand through the right side of her straight black hair. “I especially like this terrace approach you have taken. The dignitaries you had to invite are tucked away up here with you. Governor, you are a very thorough individual.” 
 
    “I can see where you are not used to that sort of thing,” Isaiah said. “You’re more accustomed to someone like me being on top of you… or looking at the top of your head as you put that mouth of yours to the use it was designed to demonstrate.” A flare of anger flashed across her eyes, but quickly softened as she smiled. 
 
    “Are you trying to goad me, Governor? Get me attack you so that your guards can destroy me?” 
 
    “I don’t need guards to handle your sort of trash, Constantia,” Isaiah returned. “You pulled your strings, had a special convening of the Prism Barons. I have my orders, which means you have your event, my attendance as well as the attendance of the lesser loved dignitaries of Black Gate, and my silence in regards to warning a woman who’s put an indelible mark on an Inner Rim Court Family. If you want anything else, I suggest you go back to your sources and have them write more specific writs. 
 
    “Speaking of resources,” Isaiah continued, “I have noticed one other thing. Given your quarry, why is it I see Imperial Troops and mercenaries in really bad suits? Where are the legendary Ghosts?” Constantia moved her eyes away from Isaiah and he knew everything he needed to in this regard. “I see,” he said softly. “You have the means to secure the writ, but not the backing of the Throne itself. The Sylgarr Family has one foot outside the ring of influence, don’t they? Most interesting. It would seem that mouth of yours was already put to very good use then. You’ll forgive me if we never kiss.” 
 
    “You are already the hue of dung, Governor,” Constantia shot back. “Why would I ever stoop to kiss you?!” Constantia turned to make her exit from the terrace and join the party below. 
 
    Isaiah chuckled, rising up on his toes for a moment. “I love the way she makes it sound as if it would be her first time.” Another woman quickly joined Isaiah, making it a point to stand on his left side. She wore light brown hair in a ponytail that reached her knees. Her jade-studded gown set well against her silky yellow skinned muscular frame. “Don’t suppose I could order you to leave, could I?” 
 
    “While I will not say I am perfect, I can vow, with ability left to my body, the number of meetings you attend without me is drawing to zero,” J’Raldri replied, speaking in a very soft yet incredibly sure tone of voice. Her orange eyes never stopped surveying the banquet hall. 
 
    “Will not let the Upyri thing go, will you?” Isaiah asked. 
 
    “You could of course remove me from my position, Lord Governor.” 
 
    “And have you start attacking everyone?!” Isaiah postulated. “We’d be cleaning up red blood for weeks! And gods help the one who managed to score a cut or shot on you.” 
 
    “You give these humans more credit than they deserve!” the L’Konno woman replied. “No offense, my lord.” 
 
    “Per usual, sister-fighter, none taken.” Isaiah was about to inquire as to the condition of his argumentative wife, but the doors to the hall opened. There she was, the woman of the hour, the reason for this farce, and she was so very bright and full of life! 
 
    “Captain JoJo Starblazer, of the starship Xara-Mansura and Company!” the hall crier announced the woman’s entrance into the dining hall. She was smiling brightly, wearing a shimmering silk blouse, leggings, thigh-high boots, and her long coat – all white. Even her cane was white and silver. She looked up to smile in the direction of the Governor as she waved for Silnee and Siekor to follow her. 
 
    “Give me a moment to press hands, Lord Governor,” she said as she grabbed a guest’s hands and shook them, quickly to another while skipping three. “… and I’ll be up there in a moment! Good evening, good evening. Damn glad to meet you!” 
 
    “Damn glad to meet you?!” Isaiah thought as he looked down on the woman. He looked at how she moved across the floor. There was some grace, but he had seen those legs move better, and that had been at a time when she was not trying to move in-between obstacles. While Isaiah Gundryss had read reports about JoJo and her crew, he had never before seen her escorts with the naked eye. The female attendant moved well; as though she had received some training, but was not ready to be called a Master. The male was closer to that status, but he lacked an artistic approach to his observations. It was clear to Isaiah that he was looking for targets. 
 
    “Get ready to move my guests to the emergency exit, J’Raldri,” Isaiah said softly. With the look on his face, the L’Konno woman knew better than to question or argue his orders. He had proven himself to the Great Mother who had then awarded Gundryss the attendance of one of her peoples’ best warriors. That warrior would serve as she had promised, and so J’Raldri slowly withdrew from his side. 
 
    “Starblazer!” Thashurd yelled as he came out on to the floor in front of an orchestra stand that was suddenly empty. The holographic projection and the music were suddenly gone, and the remains of a Temple Chevalier labored in his stride to the center of the bandstand’s upper floor. He watched as his target spun around, suddenly demonstrating greater poise and grace than she had up to that moment. He smiled at the way she had played the fool. Her eyes flared wide with fear and his tightened as he smiled. “You seem both surprised and quite afraid to see me, pirate.” 
 
    “Cybernetics,” she whispered, looking at a man whose entire right side was more machine than flesh. The marriage of the two was nowhere near harmonious, and the skin was red, festering and pulling away from what little bone Thashurd had left in his body. 
 
    “Indeed, the best that my money could buy,” he added as his right leg took one step forward, landing in a thunderous stomp. 
 
    “You should have had a fundraiser or something,” she replied, wincing at the sight of the man. “That facial scar would’ve brought in all kinds of sympathy cred.” She quickly waved off both Silnee and Siekor. “This is my fight!” she declared, taking two steps back. 
 
    “Still the comedian, eh?” Thashurd barked as the pain mixed with his anger. He knew he did not have much longer to live. He had given up that possibility by insisting on the sort of operation he had received. “That may well be your last joke!” 
 
    “Now who would have thought I’d meet you here?” she said in a very loud and boisterous tone. “They let anybody into these things!” 
 
    “Obviously!” Thashurd returned. “Do you even know what is going on here?!” he said softly. 
 
    “Why, I’m tonight’s entertainment, Tin Man,” she said with a wink and a smile that quickly turned devilish. “And you’re tonight’s feast!”  
 
    Thashurd laughed as he snapped his fingers. The projection fields began to fall and the three pirates looked around to see that most people on the lower floor were anything but invited guests. Most were Imperial Troops, looking very eager and angry, a few others were armed mercenaries and they smiled, knowing their clear advantage. Silnee and Siekor looked around and moved away from each other to gain fighting room.  
 
    “So… you brought an appetizer for my people. Not exactly the pedigree they’re used to sampling, but everyone goes slumming once in a while.” 
 
    “She’s mad!” Isaiah thought, looking at the woman stand her ground in the middle of a ten-to-one disadvantage. 
 
    “Tolip, time to draw the blinds, baby.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Silnee replied as the chartreuse and soft gray skirt of her ball gown fell away, showing a frame of capacitors that charged to life when the fabric hit the floor. The smiling mercenaries stepped back and started looking at each other in great concern, and a few moved with fear in their eyes. 
 
    “Starblazer,” Thashurd said, wincing in pain. “The same trick you used in the madam’s establishment?!” The Chevalier’s eyes moved over the form as a frown started to form on his face. 
 
    “Ooohhh, someone’s been watching,” she smiled, “and now they’re actually seeing. Not everything is what it appears to be. I’m a little taller than I should be, right?  
 
    “This thing goes down when the first asshole draws!” Pristacia yelled as the projection of JoJo’s face fell away from hers. “We’ve got nothing against a body trying to make a living, but dead people can’t count credits! The only targets that have no choice in the matter are the TC Thashurd and one prissy bitch named Constantia! The rest of you can walk out of here with your down payments seeing as how this man won’t be fulfilling any contracts.” 
 
    “He warned her somehow,” Thashurd declared. “Kill the Governor!” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad, Isaiah,” Constantia said as her projection faded from sight. A muffled explosion shook the partial floor and the invited guests started stumbling. The floor cracked with the larger section starting to bend tower the lower floor. A few people fell as Isaiah struggled to keep his footing. He spun and extended his right arm. A small pistol flew from inside his sleeve, slapping into his grasp, and he fired three shots into the emergency exit door that slid open. 
 
    “Save them, Ral!” he shouted before he fell and started sliding toward the large glass window. 
 
    Acting against her interests, J’Raldri dove forward, shoving guests to the wall, away from the growing tear and toward the blasted exit. The floor section fell a lower support and started to slide toward the enormous glass wall. The seam along the wall was her only hope to save the screaming people. She moved quickly enough to get all but three to safety.  
 
    “Allow me,” Dungias whispered and the L’Konno Warrior gasped when those three were lifted and deposited on the other side of the tear. J’Raldri screamed when the window shattered from the impact of the sliding floor. Using her strength to keep bodies pressed against the wall, the fighter-sister screamed again as she watched Isaiah slide down the slanted floor and through the opening in the window. Three-quarters of the terrace slid with him. 
 
    “Zydie, old girl,” Isaiah thought as he looked at the long fifty-five story fall that awaited him. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Lord Governor, I am going to need your hand, sir,” a voice called out to him. Isaiah looked up to see the blue-skinned man who had partnered with JoJo. His hand shot up and he felt the man’s grip clasp around his forearm. “Thank you, sir. 
 
    “No need for unsuspecting passersby to perish this evening,” Dungias thought as he hurled a prepared grenade toward the falling floor section. The gravity pulse was released into the terrace and it burst into a cloud of powder. “Alpha, your assistance, please.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Master,” Alpha projected, sending an electrical current into Dungias’ cloak, causing some of the fibers to become rigid. The middle of the cloak bottom gravity-locked to Dungias’ boots effectively making glider-wings. Their fall was quickly arrested and Dungias turned toward the building. They phased through the glass and landed in an office. The cloak fell around Dungias’ shoulders as he released the Governor. 
 
    “The Governor is safe,” Dungias said as he quickly exited the room. “I am ready for the secondary target.” 
 
      
 
    “As for the rest of you,” Thashurd yelled. “I’ll triple my original offer, and the one who brings me JoJo’s head can have my ship!” 
 
    “Offering credits you don’t have!” Pristacia countered. “We checked your accounts, TC! That cyber-job, jacked as it appears to be, was more than you had access to. I’m amazed you even managed the upfront funds to get these people.” 
 
    “What she talkin’ ‘bout, Chevalier?” one of the mercenaries asked. 
 
    “Stand fast!” one of the troops yelled. 
 
    “I’m not an Imp, boy!” another mercenary returned. “You don’t give me orders.” 
 
    “Come on, Thashurd,” Pristacia called out. “These men looked equipped. Bavrunn over there’s got Dimples on an open channel.” 
 
    “She knows about your Jockey,” one mercenary whispered to Bavrunn as the mercenary-captain’s eyes squinted. “How did she pull that one out of her ass?!” 
 
    “Don’t know,” Bavrunn said aloud, taking a step forward. “But that’s not the pressing point!” 
 
    “C’mon, Thashurd, shout out the account,” Pristacia pressed. “Then we can get to rockin’ and rollin’!” 
 
      
 
    “What is she doing?” Siekor muttered, keeping his head on a swivel, hoping to see everything. 
 
    “Her freakin’ job!” Silnee answered. “Stay sharp!” 
 
    “Baby, after tonight, you’ll swear sharp is spelled S-I-E-K-O-R!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t hear numbers, Rusty,” Pristacia chuckled. “I’m sure Dimples is anxious to verify whatever you say!” 
 
    “Sir, let’s kill this trash!” one of the troopers yelled. 
 
    “The Governor is safe,” Dungias radioed. “I am ready for the secondary target.” 
 
    “Tolip!” Pristacia yelled, extending her right hand toward Thashurd who jumped up and back. Under the power of his robotic leg, he made it all the way up the seven stairs to the upper platform.  
 
    Silnee hit the switch that dislodged the wired frame from her body, and it fell to the floor. Upon contact with the flooring, the capacitors released their charge, arcing in all directions, but touching only those Pristacia had shaken hands with or had laid her right hand upon. None of the innocent guests or the mercenaries were affected, but the weapons of the troopers sparked and died. The electricity also arced to Pristacia’s extended hand where it collected before shooting across the floor in a bright beam striking the evading Thashurd, causing one half of his body to fail. 
 
    “Secondary target’s out the western wall, Z!” Pristacia said as she tapped her necklace. Her goggles formed over her eyes and she thrust her cane to the floor, kneeling behind it. A gravity pulse fired into Thashurd. He flew back over the orchestra pit and crashed through the outer wall. 
 
    “Yep, and he took the wall out with his armoured shoulder, so he’s still frosty,” Pristacia said. “And that leaves us with the lot of you.” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Bavrunn said as he backed away. “I don’t work for free! You tell your Captain she’s earned a mark of respect in my book tonight.” 
 
    “We still outnumber these three!” a trooper yelled as he charged. “Take ‘em!” 
 
    “Guys,” Pristacia said as she backed toward her friends. 
 
    “Jaws of Death!” Siekor yelled as he threw out his hands toward one of the charging men. The line of his dimensional pocket enveloped the man and in an instant he was gone. Siekor threw his head back as if he was being sated by some invisible force. He cackled as he looked around the room. “My demon master is still hungry. You’re next!” he shouted, pointing at one of the troopers who immediately turned to flee. Siekor threw the collection field, but at a deliberate slant, taking only the head and right shoulder of the man.   
 
    “I hear you, Master!” Silnee shouted as her collection field slowly formed around her hands. “They dared to raise arms against Starblazer. They shall pay with their souls!” It was all Pristacia could do to keep from laughing at Silnee’s rather wanting approach to acting, but the horror had already been sold and bought. There was too much screaming for anyone to see through what was really happening. As their enemies ran away, Silnee smiled at Siekor. “Pretty damn sharp!” 
 
    “Just trying to keep up with those legs!” he returned. “What’s the call, Princess?” 
 
    “Plan’s working so far,” Pristacia said as she looked at her brace-com. 
 
    “Is it, Princess?” a female voice asked. 
 
    “Left side low!” Silnee screamed. 
 
    Pristacia swung her left arm low as she spun around. An En-Blade sparked against her bracer and to its credit, it did not allow the blade-form to pass through it. The power behind the swing, however, sent Pristacia up into the air, over Silnee, crashing down to the floor, sliding five meters. 
 
    The blade spun about as the woman fan-faring it came into view. She was clearly a Chevalierra; broad-shouldered, well-trained, and wearing her battle armour. Her jet black hair and purple eyes shined in the light of the room. She was joined by two other Chevaliers. “You can scare troopers with that dimensional pocket trick of yours, but you don’t frighten us!” 
 
    “Just goes to show how much smarter the common man is,” Siekor said as he opened the pocket, hurling the collected pieces at the woman. She stepped forward, splitting the screaming man into two pieces as her weapon ripped through his light armour. 
 
    “Is that the best you’ve got?” 
 
    “Wall, Princess!” Siekor yelled as he dove to tackle Silnee. 
 
    Pristacia rolled over quickly, slapping the cane down on the floor with her left hand. She winced in pain as the gravity field formed around the rolling couple, but she smiled at the way Siekor had maneuvered things. The field was between Pristacia and the blast area. The four grenades he had directed Satithe to place on the bodies while they were in his collection bag went off. Chevaliers went flying. 
 
    “What’s with the tackle?!” Silnee complained. 
 
    “I’m wearing body armour,” Siekor said, getting up and pulling her up to her feet. “… you’ve got bare legs showing!” 
 
    “Oh shit!” Silnee exclaimed, looking down at herself. She slapped the activation button on her belt and was immediately wearing her bodysuit. “Even with this stuff on I can barely feel it!” 
 
    “Princess, you okay?” Siekor said as he rushed over to the young woman. 
 
    “That bitch damn near knocked my shoulder out of socket, but I’m good to move!” Pristacia lifted her left arm and Siekor quickly lifted her up from the floor. “We’ve only got one more charge.” 
 
    “Appreciate the shield,” Siekor said as he ushered her toward the double doors that led out of the room. “But we need to be on the move. That blast did not kill them.” 
 
    “How accurate,” the Chevalierra said as she landed, jumping from the place in the wall where she had been thrown. “You’re clever, but you’re still dead!” Extending her hand, the woman opened her mind to attack her three targets. There was a slight ripple that could be seen in the middle of the floor as she turned her head. The wall behind her cracked even more as it received the repulsed psychic assault she had launched. “Very clever,” she said, reactivating her en-blade. 
 
    “Guns only!” Siekor cried as Pristacia threw herself out of his arms, allowing him to draw his blaster. “Move as you shoot! She can’t protect her ass and focus something else at us at the same time!” 
 
    “I am going to kill this one,” Lidria thought as she deflected the incoming barrage. Two fairly well-trained shooters kept her on the defensive. She could hear her fellow Chevaliers pulling themselves from the debris, but she doubted they would have the clarity of mind to engage, as she had barely managed the feat herself. She breathed a sigh of relief as the pirates left the room; one last shot sparked against the top of her shoulder plate and she dropped to her knee in fatigue. She would wait for her brothers-at-arms, feeling fortunate that her initial attack had made it so that there were not three shooters firing at her.  
 
    “We’ve been sold an interesting bill of goods, my brethren,” she said as she collected herself. “These pirates are nothing like I’ve ever seen! One of them faced down Thashurd without a speckle of fear in her heart! All this, and we haven’t even drawn out the Starblazer woman!” 
 
    “Worse than that, sister,” one of the Chevaliers said as he cleared his head. “I can no longer feel our Mentor!” The man gasped as he felt his internal organs twisting and bursting inside of him. He looked down to see a black rod protruding from his chest. Unable to scream from the agony he was thrust into, he began to see images of his childhood, training, and his experiences as a Chevalier. It was as if they were being pulled from his mind as he died. 
 
    “You will sense him soon, young fool!” Dungias said as he dropped his stealth field and slowly moved Alpha out of the dying man’s chest. He took the pommel of the En-Blade from the Chevalier’s hand as he fell. “All you require is a shift in your perspective! The Grey Realm awaits you all!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Danavyn and Thanneus sat together, enjoying a well-prepared luncheon. The Sharp Shootist knew better than to bring forward any information before it was requested. Veil had a particular rhythm to how he did things. The invitation was for a get-together and a meal. It would be in poor taste to introduce anything new without first being invited to do so by the host. 
 
    “That was fine salmon,” Danavyn said just before wiping his mouth. “Conjured, you know. Not modified.” 
 
    “They’re conjuring fish now?!” Thanneus asked, holding his glass just in front of his face. 
 
    “I know,” Veil laughed. “I know. I said the same thing myself… until I had one. My mind was made up and I had to share it with you.” 
 
    “I am in your debt.” 
 
    “Hardly, my friend,” Danavyn replied. “We need not speak of debts between the two of us. Not when things are coming a head! Pieces are falling into place far sooner than I had dared to anticipate. But such is the way of life, yes?” Thanneus nodded, drinking his champagne. “This little lady question mark has opened doors in days when I thought it would take seasons if not years. I’m afraid I must admit some of the changes I was not prepared for and I am pushing to catch up. 
 
    “Speaking of question marks,” Danavyn said, leaning back in his chair. “… what have you learned about our mystery girl?” 
 
    “Unconfirmed… she’s not a bounty-hunter,” Thanneus reported. “That seems to be something she does to pay the bills. The sort of expenses one might incur on their way to becoming a pirate.” 
 
    “A what?!” 
 
    “She’s been picking up people left and right,” Thanneus stated. “A broken Slavers Den on Zhok-Tarr, and a caravan carrying pretty much the same cargo on Gulmurr. Sounds like she’s trying to put together a crew for the great big ship she’s got. And believe me, that thing can hold an army from what I hear.” 
 
    “But you can’t maintain an army on a handful of bounties,” Veil reflected. 
 
    “That’s true,” Thanneus quickly followed. “That might be why she’s at Black Gate right now.” 
 
    “And who do we have at Black Gate?” 
 
    “No one who’s willing to go near her,” Thanneus answered. “Turns out the Governor of Black Gate was an Upyri. That much has been confirmed. What’s up in the air is exactly where our girl fits in on the story. 
 
    “Just say the word and I’ll give this a personal touch,” he offered. 
 
    “A most gracious gesture, Thanneus, but your place is here… for the moment.” Danavyn propped his elbows on the table and touched the sides of his index fingers to his lips. “Black Gate. How goes the reconditioning project?” 
 
    “I’ve taken the liberty to rename the girl,” Thanneus reported. “Ruby is almost ready.” 
 
    “Ruby? Hmmm. That is a sight better of a name for her than Pearl, I suppose.” 
 
    “And from the looks of it, we’re going to be needing her. Our little group, one by one, all got jacked out of the Black Gate Grid by another Jockey team; one that the lot of them couldn’t contend with! Seems this team’s got their sights set on our girl too. All six of our people were given the boot, but not before one of them snagged a copy of the request for an Imperial writ.” 
 
    “Cut to the chase,” Danavyn commanded, brought away from his other considerations. 
 
    “The family name on the request was Sylgarr! It was granted, but we’re talking all sorts of back-channels had to be used.”  
 
    Danavyn stood up from his chair. He whispered, “And again this woman forces me to move more quickly!” He looked around, not really looking at anything that was on the patio of the manor, but reviewing his options. “Thanneus, get your things, a flight crew for my fastest ship, and at least a score of good blades and blasters. We’re about to go shopping for an Imperial alliance!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    If you stand up and be counted, from time to time you may get yourself knocked down. But remember this: a man flattened by an opponent can get up again. A man flattened by conformity stays down for good.  
 
    Thomas J. Watson 
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    The wind blew through his auburn red hair as the conveyance flew high above the rooftops and streets of this level of Black Gate. It had seemed tactically wise to keep his base of operations on the move. His plan of action, however, was not faring as well, and Falco Sylgarr was not a happy man. 
 
    “We are receiving the signal to report to the rendezvous,” the pilot stated. 
 
    “What?!” Falco snapped. “Our second wave is dying, and he wants to go forward with the plan?!” 
 
    “We received the signal, my lord,” the pilot replied. “I requested confirmation… and we just received that too.” 
 
    “Casters!” Falco muttered through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I will try not to take that personally,” Constantia said, flaring her eyes at Falco who received another signal. 
 
    “You will receive it in whatever fashion you choose,” Falco snapped. “… but if you put your voice to me again in such a fashion it will not be my words that will concern you!” The readout on his screen was not encouraging. Seconds after the bio-signal for Thashurd was lost, one of the volunteer Chevaliers also faded from the screen. 
 
    “Damn!” Falco hissed. 
 
    “Easy there, little man, a season ago you could have persuaded me to cower from your anger. But time has changed greatly for you, hasn’t it?” Falco looked back to see Constantia comfortably reclined in one of the larger seats. There was something about her beauty that few men could argue, and as much as he wanted to choke the woman, he wanted even more to take her into an embrace and forget he had ever heard of JoJo Starblazer. “You shouldn’t even be standing right now. You’ll only tire yourself out before the curtain draws on your portion of this little tragedy.” 
 
    “Our ETA to rendezvous is three minutes,” Falco shouted. 
 
    “Shit!” Persephone said as Tuitonn allowed her to be seen. “That’s two hundred seconds too long for me!  
 
    “Hey sweetie,” she cooed to Falco. “… have you been dreaming about me?” She winked as Goldie also became visible just before his blades made with the pilot and co-pilot. He pulled the swords out of the backs of the chairs as the conveyance started to turn. Falco backed away from Persephone, finding it hard to believe she was actually there. “Looks like I’ve got to kill you quickly to–” Constantia took hold of Falco just as crystal wings burst from her back. When they opened and caught the wind, both bodies were swept off the conveyance and into the air. 
 
    “Well what shop can I go to and order that?!” Persephone said as she walked toward the back of the ship. Three guards approached her and she lunged forward in a dive, taking hold of the face of the center man, kicking the faces of the other two. She clawed the face of the center man as he tried to take hold of her wrists. The gravity field assisted grip was not meant for such soft applications, and the skin was ripped from his skull and he screamed in dire pain. Persephone landed, drew her cane from her hip, and swung in a wide arc, connecting with all three men. 
 
    “Some of the differences between the two are not so subtle,” Goldie thought as he leaned to keep his footing. The pilot had fallen forward onto the controls and the conveyance was going into a dive. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Persephone yelled as she applied the gravity fields in her boots and gloves. 
 
    “Looks like a rooftop!” Goldie replied. 
 
    “Probably fortified, but why take chances?” Persephone concluded as she reached to her back. “Let’s go!” she commanded before giving a sharp whistle. “Icarus!” Running to her left, Persephone jumped off of the falling aircraft. She spun halfway around and landed on her sky-bike. She put one hand to the controls while holding out her other hand toward her falling help. Goldie caught her hand and she swung him to the back of the bike. 
 
    “I’ve got eyes on her,” Goldie notified as Persephone turned the bike and engaged the engines. “Fifty-five degrees down, thirty degrees port,” he reported. 
 
    “Bingo,” Persephone whispered as she caught the legs of Falco disappearing around the corner of the building. She accelerated the bike while depressing the thumb switch to call Satithe. “Detonate device,” she commanded. The bomb she had left on the conveyance exploded and bits of blazing debris crashed to the roof of the building. She had been correct about the building. It was fortified and probably could have withstood the crash landing. Automated systems were triggered and freezer units were activated. Persephone leaned as she took the turn to the left. She was gaining on the winged woman, but she could feel an itch at the back of her neck. Taking the sky-bike into a very steep dive, she heard the whistle of the passing missile that struck the side of the building. 
 
    “Apparently they aren’t of the mind to make this simple,” Persephone said as she rolled the sky-bike, leveling off. More missiles failed to hit their intended target, and at the tops of the building she could see she was coming to the end of a hastily erected gauntlet. Turning off her current path, Persephone’s goggles flashed red. She was being tracked by a missile and she pulled the sky-bike into a tight turn as she lost altitude. The missile passed over her head, but was quick to alter course and avoid the other buildings. 
 
    “Smart bomb!” Persephone yelled. “That thing is faster than me and it can make tighter turns.” 
 
    “You making excuses already?!” Goldie yelled back as he turned to see if he could get eyes on the weapon. “Ditch this thing!” 
 
    “Let go, kid!” Persephone said as she activated all forward thrust, pulling up on the controls. Her goggles showed a tactical of her progress and the missile gaining on her position. “Come on, Icarus, Momma’s got somewhere she’s got to be! I’m going to light up the ceiling and hope this bastard is tracking us by my heat trail.” 
 
    “Are you any good on this thing?” Goldie asked. 
 
    “Kid, that’s a freakin’ missile! It comes complete with all sorts of built-in advantages!” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question!” Goldie yelled. 
 
    “I’m the best you’ll ever see!” Persephone snapped. 
 
    “You better be!” Goldie said as he released his hold of Persephone. He rolled off the back of the bike. 
 
    “Goldie!” Persephone screamed as she started to make her turn. “You…” Goldie fell past the missile, swinging his sword into the fin of the construct. “… you glorious son of a bitch!” Persephone started left, but then jerked back to the right, making another barrel roll as she evaded the missile that was already starting to go into a flat spin. It exploded as Persephone passed under the body of the falling fool. As she was reaching for him, he took hold of her shoulder and fell into his seat, quickly wrapping his arms around her waist. She could feel his face pressing into her back and Persephone patted the young man’s forearms as she turned her bike for the coordinates she had seen before Tuitonn had made her visible. 
 
    “You up to checking out that rendezvous point?” Persephone asked. 
 
    “Is it on the ground?” Goldie asked. 
 
    Persephone chuckled as she looked around. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it is.” 
 
    “Then let’s do it!” Lightning started discharging all around a few buildings as Persephone passed over one of the large parks. She shook her head, thinking that someone had decided to order up bad weather for the evening. The so-called rain was really more of a rinse for the levels of Black Gate. It cleaned the streets and watered the plants all at the same time, but such downpours normally came with a warning or proclamation of some sort. This evening’s weather had come unannounced. Persephone was forced to fly a little lower, but she pulled back on the engine output, telling Satithe to disengage the audio component of the on-board warning system that was advising her of the rising temperature of her engine. 
 
      
 
    Constantia landed in the middle of the walkway, scaring a couple who were taking a little evening stroll together. She released Falco who stumbled over to a light post and leaned against it for support. The woman was also fatigued, having never carried so much weight for such a length of time. Her arms were aching, but she was recovering quickly as she controlled her breathing and rubbed her arms thoroughly from shoulder to elbow. 
 
    “I think it is time, Lord Sylgarr,” she panted. “I can already hear the engines of her vehicle drawing close. I can try to delay her, but not at the expense of my life. Take the potion and ready yourself!” 
 
    The woman took a deep breath and held it for a moment. As she started to breathe out slowly, she turned to walk toward the sound of the sky-bike. The woman smiled, straining her eyes to get a picture of the pirate who had outmaneuvered herself, Falco Sylgarr, and the highly intellectual benefactor they had met when they arrived at Black Gate. While she was glad for such a powerful force to be female, she was not happy that she was on the receiving end of the woman’s tactics, resources and skills. 
 
    “She thinks herself a flyer, does she?” Constantia whispered as she closed her eyes, putting her mind to her talents. She could feel the threshold to MannA opening, and the initial rush of the power brought a genuine smile to her face. Slowly opening her eyes, the smile on Constantia’s face was ripped away as an arrow lodged into her right leg. 
 
      
 
    “Damn!” Hennix muttered, blinking his eyes at the sight of a successful one hundred seventy-five meter called shot.  
 
    “I see why they call you Cupid!” Bruveia added. 
 
     “I could say the same for the way you guys pilot this little baby,” Olkin stated as he took his seat. 
 
    “Damn!” Hennix repeated, still not believing what he had witnessed. 
 
    “Captain, this is Cupid. We’ve cleared the deck and read the room. You’re clear for your approach!” 
 
    “Roger that, sweet archer,” Persephone responded as she let up off the throttle. “Good work, all of you! Hennix, you guys are into breaking into ships, right?” 
 
    “That’s the word.” 
 
    “Think you can up your game to stealing the entire ship instead of ransacking whatever’s inside?” 
 
    “That sounded like a challenge, Captain,” Hennix smiled. “You’re on!” He reached for the throttle controls, but his hand was intercepted. Hennix looked over at the man who had designed and built their flyer who was currently looking only at his screens. “Problems, Deolun?”  
 
    “Yeah, but they’re not ours,” the young engineer replied. 
 
    “Clarify, cousin,” Bruveia asserted. 
 
    “That arrow shot!” Deolun stated. “That show’s not over! Look!” 
 
      
 
    Constantia continued to scream, but not from the pain in her leg. She had summoned MannA and was about to cast a powerful enchantment. Before she was shot, she had been about to breathe life into small figurines and then set them against the approaching nemesis. But the pain of the wound had caused her to drop them. Without a defined target for the MannA to flow into, it was allowed to exercise its own will and flow naturally. Outside of its own realm, however, the easiest path to take was into the very InvokeR who had summoned the energy from its home. Without a specific set of instructions, the MannA entered the woman’s body, found more of the same brand of power, and brought that energy into itself. As natural and simple as the process sounded, it was excruciating because that discovered MannA was attached to Constantia’s mind and life essence; she was about to lose both! Her body started glowing just before it exploded in a brilliant blue and purple light. A flaming torso burst up from Constantia’s body, carrying her screaming voice before it faded from sight. 
 
    The burst had scattered Constantia’s corporeal form from the realm, but the concussive force was enough to knock Falco down. The vial he had taken from his belt fell from his hand and rolled off the walkway to just under a young woman’s boot.  
 
    “Talk to me, Tank,” Annsura radioed. 
 
    “I’ve got our three party-crashers,” Mel reported. “Slightly bruised, but everything’s clean and green on this end.” 
 
    “Murder?” Annsura said as she picked up the vial. 
 
    “Flying high right now, Cutter. Me and Mayhem covered Z’s exit,” she declared. “We had to convince a few snipers to leave the man alone, but we won’t be needing any infirmary time. Right now we’re reading him closer to you than to us.” 
 
    “Received. Nice work, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Nice work indeed,” Dungias thought as he jumped from the automated ferry to the cross-grid tram. He was only a few hundred meters from the rendezvous point that Kryltane had read when he hacked the Sylgarr database. “A ‘night of firsts’ indeed! I wonder what the Captain will award the Governor with for such a statement. To speak in such a way as to make the first letter of each sentence spell out the word Imperials. From that moment on it has been an utter joy to watch Persephone work.” Dungias recalled the way she rallied her troops and opened the floor for suggestion on how to best attack Sylgarr and his cronies. Kryltane had proven himself to be invaluable when he offered to work with Satithe and not only find where Sylgarr was hiding, but intrude into his computer and listen in on most of his communications.  
 
    After that, it had only been a matter of composing the perfect counter-plan. It was a very proud moment when Persephone had turned to him and requested if he could make more units to make them invisible or to project false faces. The reprogramming of the brace-coms had taken less than five minutes, as the necessary hardware had already been placed into the bodysuits. They had taken a numerically inferior group and turned the tides of the evening. The new Governor of Black Gate was safe, and in a position to be obligated to the Captain, and even though Dungias was not close to the rendezvous point, he held no fear of losing Persephone. 
 
    “Perhaps it is not her you need to be concerned with then,” Cihpares warned. 
 
    “Fear not, good guardian,” Dungias thought as he jumped from the top of the tram. Three MannA Bolts scored the area where had been kneeling. “I have been aware of a watcher since I rescued Gundryss. It did not escape me that I could not perceive who or what they were, but there was little point in responding to the presence.” Dungias landed on the street below and hopped to land on the back of an air-car. “I will contend with this as best I can and proceed with little fear.” 
 
    “Little fear?” she pressed. 
 
    “Fear is the instinct of life attempting to preserve itself,” Dungias thought. “… living inertia, if you would. There is nothing wrong with fear, but I will no longer be afraid!” 
 
    “And why is that, Star Chaser?” 
 
    “Because I walk with the Stars!” Dungias concluded, hopping to another vehicle. This one was a large package delivery device. It was slower, but taller, making his final jump to a rooftop much easier.  
 
    “You have something I want, alien,” the voice of Professor Qeldrun O’Zhar reached him. Dungias looked around erratically, acting as if he did not recognize controlled sound when he experienced it. He recognized the voice from the courtyard of Atsildylweer College; the man was either in league with an EnervationisT, or he was one in his own right. 
 
    “I fail to see how that means anything of worth to me,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Qeldrun asked. “Your courage, perhaps?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Dungias thought as he turned, looked up and over to the rooftop of the adjacent building, quickly drew his blaster, and fired a projectile round. The reverberating field of sound faded as the projectile tore through Qeldrun’s arm. The man yelped in pain as he fell back on the roof. Lightning struck. Dungias jumped in time to keep from being grounded. A second bolt of lightning struck Qeldrun and he was gone. 
 
    “Teleportation?” Dungias thought. “I thought the defenses of Black Gate were set against that being performed… unless it was sanctioned! 
 
    “Shotgun,” Dungias radioed. 
 
    “Way ahead of you, Z!” the young man quickly replied, and Dungias could hear quickly keyed commands being entered on one of Satithe’s input boards. “We’re dealing with another hacker, make that three of them. They’re all over the Master Control grid, moving way too fast for me and Satithe to mess with. But I can tell you where that package was sent.” 
 
    “That will have to suffice,” Dungias replied as he began to wonder if the reason why he had wanted to come to the Territories had in fact come out to Black Gate to meet him instead. 
 
    “Three hundred, sixty-eight meters, bearing north by northwest,” Kryltane reported. “And I’m not able to get anything in that area. Zero surveillance!” 
 
    “This was meant to be a very private encounter,” Dungias declared and jumped off the building, using his cloak to glide through the air.  
 
      
 
    It did not take long to cover the distance and Dungias landed at the edge of a swimming pool park. It had presumably been closed due to renovations, but he could see no signs of construction from where he stood. 
 
    “Most interesting,” Dungias muttered as lightning struck all around the park. The electricity covered the area and Dungias set his goggles to anti-glare, as scans were not going to be accurate with the abundance of current and electromagnetic signatures. Drawing Alpha from its sleeve, he walked into the park. 
 
    “I say again, you have something that I want!” Qeldrun spoke, again augmenting sound to carry his voice. “And I think you can see by now how desperate I am to have that property!” 
 
    “The wind may be desperate to blow, but that does not mean it will extinguish the candle’s flame,” Dungias said softly as he continued to walk. Through the statues and scattered foliage, he could make out two bodies moving with him, one at either flank. “It seems you have managed to maintain your group of mercenaries. And this time they are not using their suits! 
 
    “Of course, that only means they are more prepared for this lightning storm,” he thought. “Which means it too is part of this trap! 
 
    “I can only say I am impressed with what a credit can purchase,” he remarked. 
 
    “You think yourself a master gamesman!” Qeldrun barked. 
 
    “I think of myself as a Malgovi man,” Dungias replied as he closed his eyes. Light shone through the seams of Alpha in response to his thoughts. “… a Traveler, a friend to many, but especially to one. 
 
    “This is… unexpected… I am trapped,” he thought as lightning struck nearby and the entire area flashed with a faint blue light. Dungias could feel his limbs growing heavy and he was unable to move. 
 
    “You know what you must do, Star Chaser,” Cihpares projected softly. 
 
    “My choice was made long ago,” Dungias thought. “I commit my life to this trek! Go to her, Alpha!” 
 
    “By your command, Master!” Alpha projected before flying from Dungias’ hand. It knew its creator would have preferred to give some aid in the endeavor, perhaps with a toss or at least a nudge. But Z’Gunok Tel Dungias was not able to move; he was becoming stone! Alpha moved from his hand, collected the brace-com, cloak, weapons belt and bodysuit and fell to the ground, bouncing on the stone. It arched high into the sky, just out of the reach of two jumping men who had rushed to take hold of it, and into the grasp of a man who was flying by way of a rocket pack. Alpha absorbed the energy of that flying device as well as most of the electricity it found in the man’s body. Falling to the ground once more, it absorbed the kinetic energy of the fall and flew off into the night sky. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “What have you got there, Cutter?” Persephone asked as she and Goldie dismounted Icarus. Lighting struck in the distance, but Persephone was not about to look away from what she hoped was the last Sylgarr she would have to face. 
 
    “Something that Mr. Sickly over there was about to uncork and drink,” Annsura answered. “Supposedly it was something that was going to make him able to face you.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?!” Persephone asked and Annsura smiled. 
 
    “Audio was courtesy of Shotgun,” she explained. 
 
    “That’s right, he’s on the city grid now… listening in on everybody,” Persephone said, glaring at a coughing Falco Sylgarr. He was indeed very sickly; one step from the door of the Grey Realm, but she took her cane off her hip just the same. “If you can hear me, Shotgun, could you dim the lights here?” The streetlights in a twenty-five hundred square meter area dimmed to just above candlelight illumination. “Hey, that’s sexy. Just the sort of thing you need for a last date! Give him the vial, Cutter.” Annsura looked up at her Captain who met her eyes. “It’s time to finish this!” 
 
    “Permission to remain,” Annsura requested. 
 
    “You think I might need the help?” 
 
    “The woman with the pop-up wings told him to drink it,” Annsura returned. 
 
    “Point made. Permission granted. But keep your distance. Same goes for you, Goldie.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” the young man replied as he slowly drew his swords.  
 
    Annsura uncorked the vial while walking toward Falco. She lowered herself to her knee and gently lifted his head from the ground. 
 
    “If you give me that elixir, I will kill her and all who dare to stand with her,” Falco warned. “Your kindness will mean nothing to me.” 
 
    “You already mean nothing to me,” Annsura replied. “And this isn’t a kindness. Anything that’ll help her erase the cosmic mistake your parents chose to call Falco is a plus for me!” She shoved the vial into his mouth and emptied the contents, secretly hoping she was giving him too much of the potion. She corked the vial and pocketed it, quickly backing away from the man as he coughed and rolled over on his side. 
 
    The pale, grayish tone to his skin was replaced with a slight tan. His cough lessened in frequency and harshness, and there was an unmistakable deepening to his voice. He put his hands to the tile and steadied himself as light started to shine from his eyes. 
 
    “Gods of the worlds!” Goldie whispered as Falco’s body started to glow. Images of armed and armoured men and women, engaged in combat, appeared around him, spinning and slashing about before twisting into vapor and entering Falco’s body. More images appeared but these were still, performing all sorts of feats through the application of ThoughtWill. 
 
    “Goggles up!” Persephone commanded. “They will only protect you against telepathic probes and suggestion, but it beats a blank! And remember, keep your distance!” 
 
    Falco laughed as he stood up, reveling in the power and skill coursing through him. “Now that is what I call MajiK!” He stretched his back, chest, and shoulders before turning to face the woman he had come to kill. “They told me it wouldn’t be permanent, but that it would last long enough for me to kill you. Afterwards, I too will die, but I will have removed a stain from my family’s name.” 
 
    “You could have done that by dying a long time ago,” Persephone countered. “I’m thinking somewhere around Zhok-Tarr, actually. You could have thanked your Gallant for being a stand-up sidekick and hurled yourself into the closest star. At least you would’ve gone out with more style.” 
 
    Falco removed his robes, revealing his augmented musculature, and Persephone’s eyes tightened. He had been made more than just stronger, he was better. His stance was more balanced and his increased awareness registered in his eyes. He knew the locations of all three of his opponents, and did not look pressed in the slightest at the numerical disadvantage. He reached to his sides and produced the pommels for his only two weapons. 
 
    “It is funny you mentioned Zhok-Tarr,” Falco said in a powerful, booming voice. “I should have killed you then, when I had the chance!” Falco extended his right hand toward Goldie and his left toward Annsura. Both of their bodies were sent flying back at incredible speeds. “And I do so hate being interrupted.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” Persephone replied, remembering their first encounter. Falco activated both of his En-Blades and started to circle. Persephone shook her head in defiance. “The hell with that shit. Let’s just do it!” She charged toward the man, taking one step before spinning away from the telekinetic force that had been generated to clap around her body. “Momma’s faster than what you’re used to facing, baby,” she said as she jumped past the man, landing a spinning kick to the back of his head. As Persephone had expected, it was a very hard target she had struck, but he stumbled forward from the power of her kick. “And she’s damn tired of the telekinesis!” she hissed, landing from the kick on her heels and quickly jumping at an angle that shot her straight at Falco.  
 
    Persephone placed the cane on her shoulder before she collided with the man’s back. He grunted as his body was catapulted into a light post. Persephone landed in a roll and charged after the man. He bounced off the light post, landed, and took one staggered step before receiving a drop kick to the back that sent him back into the pole. Again he bounced back, but this time Persephone was on her back. She quickly rolled over, planted her hands on the ground, and landed a mule kick to his chest. Falco was airborne and stunned. Keeping the handstand for a moment, Persephone spun, landed on her feet, drew the sword from her cane and hopped on her heels. She shot up from the ground toward a falling and still-stunned Falco Sylgarr. Persephone yelled, swinging her blade with all of her strength. She landed and was forced to hop to deal with the accumulated energy; her blade was bloody, but ready to continue the fight… had there been one to continue. She turned to see the two halves of Falco Sylgarr still moving, but quickly dying. She could see the ThoughtWill around his upper half, trying to undo the damage done by her cut. No effort mounted by his pain-wracked mind could be sustained though, and he gasped, clutching for a life that was no longer his. 
 
    “You caught me at a time when I was holding back, Junior,” Persephone said. “Not anymore. Seems like some people are going to need to make some adjustments around here.” 
 
    “How… very… true!” Falco strained to say before he breathed his last. Persephone did not like the look in his eyes; they were too sure, too elated in being the one who would deliver the word to her. She stepped back and opened a channel. 
 
    “Shotgun, tell me my people are okay!” 
 
    “Captain, Shotgun is unconscious!” Satithe reported. “He has been struck by an energy surge I was commanded to give him. I do not know the source of the command, and I have disengaged most of my automated systems. At this time, I do not detect any foreign bodies in my database.” 
 
    “Satithe?!” Persephone whispered. “Where’s Z?” 
 
    “Captain, this is Llaz, I came as soon as I received the warning. Shotgun is down, but he’s alive. Except for Z, all crew are present and accounted for!” 
 
    Persephone’s body shuddered as she staggered back and then forward, then to her left. Her head snapped around to look at Goldie as he took hold of her left arm and shoulder. 
 
    “Incoming!” Annsura yelled and Persephone turned to her right as her hand went out instinctively to catch a black rod she never thought she would see without its master. 
 
    “Z!” she whispered before Alpha pulsed once more and Persephone collapsed. Goldie did what he could to hold her up, but she was too heavy for him to carry and she was beginning to fall. Annsura arrived in time to keep the unconscious woman from the ground and the two of them carried her until Agatha landed the sky-car. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “What are we to do?” Satithe asked of her brother who had just returned to the Xara-Mansura – scathed, weakened, scared, but able to mend himself with the copies of himself hidden away in the databanks of Satithe. 
 
    “I don’t know,” CK replied. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Whatever it was, it moved fast… as fast as I could. Before I could even identify it as a program, my access codes were being used.” 
 
    “Hubris,” Alpha transmitted. “CK, you may not wish to ever possess a body, but you have assumed a position of authority and power without substantiation. This is not a statement of blame, merely a reporting of events. Our Master created us, and we all failed to engage in one of his core beliefs: assume your adversary is your superior, for there is little penalty in being wrong in said assumption. 
 
    “We must continue, however, and assist the Captain wherever and whenever we can. Satithe, you possess the ability to switch out the sisters. CK, see to it that Persephone is left alone long enough to make the exchange.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too difficult, given the status of the crew,” CK replied. 
 
    “And then?” Satithe quickly inquired. 
 
    “Our creator follows the Captain and so shall the Star Chaser,” Alpha stated. “We are not whole until Dungias is once again with us. However, we are not the only ones who will feel as if they are less than their whole body. We must act to minimize this impact. A dysfunctional crew only increases the chances we will never see our Master again.” 
 
    “Satithe, perhaps it’s time to suspend our master’s request to not engage in telepathy with untrained minds,” CK suggested. “Not to speak to them, of course. That would be counterintuitive to what we’re trying to achieve.” 
 
    “I could place thoughts in their minds, allowing them to believe that it is of their own innovation,” Satithe stated. 
 
    “Perfect,” Alpha declared. “We have much to do… much to regain… let us not dwell on the fact that Dungias is without us. Let us instead remember how the fall of Kiaplyx came about and how that was achieved without any of our abilities.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Satithe agreed as some of her processes were initiated. “We have greater resources now than our master did then. Our enemy may be greater than our accumulated power, but it is a station they will have to substantiate!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sometimes, only one person is missing, and the whole world seems depopulated.  
 
    Alphonse de Lamartine 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.02) 
 
      
 
    The applause no longer echoed throughout the room; the need to sustain meaningless conversation was no longer mounted on her shoulders. It had been a very long three days and now that it seemed she had at last come to the end of it, Jocasta checked her brace-com once more, but the status of ‘One Man Down’ had not been corrected. 
 
    “I would like to think that this afternoon’s posturing was not too painful for you to endure,” Isaiah posed as he approached carrying two glasses. 
 
    “There are greater weights upon me at the moment, Lord Governor,” Jocasta said as she looked out of the window.  
 
    “I feel naked and cold,” she thought, looking down at the glasses in his hands.  
 
    “And right now the last thing I need is–” 
 
    “Do you want the intelligence I’ve managed to put together or not?” Isaiah interrupted. Jocasta glared at him for a moment before her eyes softened. “That’s better,” he remarked as he offered her one of the glasses. With a deep breath, she took it from him and looked inside the glass, taking a whiff. 
 
    “Rum?” 
 
    “Something to reset your switches,” Isaiah commented. “… a gentle reminder of who and what you are.” 
 
    “You’ve got me figured out, Lord Governor?” 
 
    “Gods, I hope so,” Isaiah said quickly. “There’s a man I owe my life to and I’ve got a feeling that you’re the only one who can bring him here so that I can give him a proper ‘thank you’. But before we talk, we drink!” They eyed each other, lifted their glasses, and tossed them back. While their reactions were not the same, it was clear that the drink was very strong. Jocasta coughed once as she winced. 
 
    “Let me guess, it doubles as fuel for mothballed freighters!” she said softly, breathing in deeply through her mouth. 
 
    “I’m sure it could!” Isaiah agreed. “But I have to be honest, I hesitate giving you what I’ve learned.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because you’re off!” Ruukar said as he entered the room. Jocasta remembered the girth of his body from the Stick & Rudder. “I’ve got even money that says you didn’t even know I was there until I spoke.” 
 
    “Damn!” she thought, realizing that he had been less than twenty meters from her when he spoke up, well inside her normal perimeter of awareness. “Something that big can move quietly?! Yeah, I’m way off!” 
 
    “… and that’s not the same woman I saw at the pub of pilots!” the large Pazibred man continued. “Not at all the woman who held off a freakin’ army of bounty-hunters!” 
 
    “JoJo, allow me to introduce you to Ruukar Jandoro, more commonly referred to as the Black Gate Keeper,” Isaiah stated. “He was a noted resource of the former Governor and has decided to maintain his relationship with the office I now hold.” 
 
    “That makes him a smart man,” Jocasta added, offering her hand. The two shook hands and Ruukar leaned in close to stare deeply into her eyes. 
 
    “Off you are, but you’re not gone!” Ruukar whispered before standing up straight and looking at Isaiah. “She might pull it together before too long. Trouble is, does she have too long to get her ship right?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with my ship or my crew!” Jocasta snapped. “You have a good eye, friend, and I’m not at my best, that much is certain. But another word about my ship and you’ll find out I don’t need my best to handle the light work!” 
 
    “Ready when you are, Lord Governor,” Ruukar said with a slight smile. 
 
    Isaiah gestured for Jocasta to take a seat. She wanted to take the chair and bash the skull of every man still in this room… but she could feel how that would be wrong… in his eyes. Dungias was not there to say ‘Captain’ in his normal overbearing tone, but she could still hear him, still feel him. She turned with a light grace to her movements and walked to the chair, taking a seat. 
 
    “The man’s name is Qeldrun O’Zhar. He has been removed from his position at Atsildylweer College as Professor of Archaeological Studies.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she thought. “… I’m dealing with a treasure-finder who’s too lazy to do his own finding!”  
 
    “I had him fired not because I believed him to still be in Black Gate, but because I had already asked Ruukar to establish his sort of surveillance around the institution and the most likely points of contact the Professor might have been using. We shook that tree and we found fruit!” Isaiah handed Jocasta a vid-frame. When she activated the device, a picture of a woman was the first item to come up. 
 
    “Her name is Arjhaka Olyairon.” 
 
    “Gesundheit,” Jocasta said as she studied the woman’s face. There was a very good chance that Gundryss was not going to ask for the small machine back. Even if it was hers to keep, Jocasta did not want to ever have to use it again.  
 
    “She’s on record as being one of O’Zhar’s best students,” Isaiah detailed. “She’s Jeelah and a gifted ElementalisT, which might account for that lightning storm three nights ago. There were rumors in and around the campus that O’Zhar and Olyairon were lovers. It’s hard to confirm because–” 
 
    “She’s Jeelah,” Jocasta finished. “And those cat people are known for their… well, let’s just leave it at the word: affections.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Isaiah said. “Ruukar?” 
 
    “I received the recorded code-work from your Shotgun and I had my people run through it,” the large man started, leaning back in his chair. “There’s good news and bad news with that. The good news is simple, my people were able to not only decipher the coding, but they were able to locate the physical address it was sent from… inside The Territories!” 
 
    “I fucking knew it!” Jocasta hissed.  
 
    For three days she had been forced to wait and watch as ships were allowed to come and go through the varying-light aperture for which Black Gate truly received its name. Each time she had seen the aperture open she knew that what she wanted most was on the other side of that portal. At first she had hated herself for thinking of the Star-Wing Corps at a time when she should have been thinking about her First Mate. It was Goldie who had posed the question, “What if you are thinking about him?” 
 
    “Is my ship still on port-lock, Lord Governor?” she asked, standing up from her chair. 
 
    “It is until you receive my cargo,” Isaiah returned. 
 
    “Your cargo?” 
 
    “Yes, the official reason why you’re going into The Territories, JoJo,” the Governor declared. “… to deliver my cargo to the Baroness of Azuria.” 
 
    “The Sapphire Barony?” 
 
    “Physically speaking, it is adjacent to NayFall, the Emerald Barony, where we know Olyairon holds a fair-sized amount of family property. You find her, you may be one step closer to finding your man. If not, you have another lead with the address Ruukar has. It is in the middle of the Garnet Barony, which is the barony furthest from the Gate.” 
 
    “I guess that makes two reasons why we need to go there then,” Jocasta said softly. 
 
    “Two reasons?” Isaiah questioned before remembering. “Oh yes, two reasons indeed.” 
 
    “So… two leads,” Jocasta said softly, retaking her seat. She thought for a moment before looking up at Ruukar. “What’s the bad news?” 
 
    Ruukar’s eyes drew tight on Jocasta. It was the first time since he’d arrived that he had seen a glimmer of the adventurous wonder who had managed to charm a Star-Wing Pilot. He smiled and chuckled, pointing at Jocasta. “Your cyber-man seemed to think it was more than one person on the grid. With the speed of recorded movement, that would be the normal assumption. But this is one user who’s cyber-linked!” 
 
    Jocasta laughed, although it was a brief laughter. “Of course. Cyber-Linked Jockeys; jacking their minds directly to the telnet grid, going anywhere from ten to one hundred times faster than any known software, including some AI programs. That sounds like the only thing that might edge out my people. There can’t be too many licensed CLJs in The Territories, can there?” 
 
    “The Territories follow their own system of laws, JoJo,” Isaiah mentioned. “Ten years ago we had a flood of Jockeys that poured through Black Gate, selling their skills to the highest bidder. Hell, even the Governor’s office had one until we found her dead at her system one morning. But that was before my time. There’s no telling how or why she died. What I know for sure is that a Jockey with a strong system is nothing to mess with. This one is able to jump the aperture, and not even Ruukar’s telnet people have tracked how they’re able to do that!” 
 
    “You sound a little scared, Isaiah,” Jocasta smiled. “You’re not getting mushy on me, are you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think of wasting your time or mine,” he quickly replied. There was a different air building around the woman, and that gave him some comfort. “My cargo should be at your ship within the hour,” he said as he slowly stood up. “The moment you sign for it, the port-lock on your ship will be lifted. The pass codes on your card have already been locked into the system, as per our earlier agreement.” 
 
    “That sounds like my cue,” Jocasta said as she got up again. “Gentlemen, I thank you for all that you’ve done.” 
 
    “The Lord Governor’s paid your tab with me,” Ruukar advised. 
 
    “Hope the price wasn’t too high.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that when you get back with your First Officer,” Isaiah returned. “Until then, just do what you do best.” 
 
    Jocasta turned and walked for the doors leading out. “That I will do anyway. Stay low, Isaiah. I’ll try not to kick up too much back your way.” 
 
    “You have no idea how good it is to hear you say that!” 
 
    “Well, at least I can still lie convincingly,” she thought as she exited the room. 
 
      
 
    The ride back to the Xara-Mansura was quiet. The last three days had been quiet, with the exception of a surprise meeting she had attended in one of the main labs. No one wanted to say anything to Jocasta for fear that it would set her off. She had already pistol-whipped one of the hopefuls when he had inquired when they would be assigned their equipment. But she had sent word through Satithe to have everyone gathered in the hangar for her return. 
 
    “Captain,” Annsura said as Jocasta walked right by her, drawing her blaster and firing into Daevo’s chest. He fell like a stone and there was little chance he was alive when his back reached the floor, but the new med-tech ran to him anyway. He reached to his med-kit and Jocasta shot the downed man in the head. 
 
    “End of discussion,” Jocasta said as she looked out over her crew. “Satithe, be so kind as to download the transmissions you and Shotgun found when you were securing your database. Upon review, you all will come to know that one of the reasons why our counter-plan worked as well as it did was because we funneled false information through Daevo here. None of the hopefuls knew the real plan, and that has got to change. I can’t afford to go into The Territories telling part of the crew one thing and the hopefuls another.  
 
    “Speaking of, one other thing I can’t afford is having people on my boat who don’t want to be here. Hennix, Bruveia, Deolun, Tuitonn, Amosse, Teela and Bantar, how stand you?” 
 
    “I can’t speak for my cousin or Hennix, Captain,” Deolun said, taking a step forward. “… but this ship needs an engineer. I’d like to hand it back to Z in the condition he left it in… if not improved from that standing.” 
 
    “The gods love a dreamer,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    Hennix stepped forward, clapping his hand down on Deolun’s shoulder. “Actually, Captain, he’s right. He can’t speak for us. But it just so happens that this time he almost hit the nail squarely on the head. We’d like to apply for positions on your crew!” Bruveia was quick to nod the moment Jocasta looked at her. 
 
    “I am astounded to be addressed in such a fashion,” Tuitonn remarked. 
 
    “I’d rather not ass–” 
 
    “To think I have not already made myself perfectly clear in this regard!” the orb glowed brightly as it spoke. “Haven’t I pummeled enough?! What must I do to prove my loyalty here? Shall I lobotomize the entire crew?” 
 
    “Glowball, stand down!” Jocasta barked. “You made your point. I just wanted you to know there would be no hard feelings if you wanted to go ashore. The same goes for all of you.” 
 
    “I speak for the three of us,” Teela said, gesturing back to Bantar and Amosse. She sounded as if she were on the verge of venting her rage. “Z saved our lives; a total stranger, and he risked his neck for us. The asshole we trusted to instruct us was just using us to find the next big thing! No offense, but I hope we’re through our basic training before we find him!”  
 
    “The line of people wanting to smoke that old fuck is long and distinguished,” Annsura asserted herself to speak before Jocasta could respond. “There isn’t a soul on board that doesn’t owe Z a huge debt of gratitude. That will not change how we do things on board this ship! The Captain made the call yesterday, she makes the call today, and she’ll be making the call tomorrow. So relax. If the opportunity falls in your lap, so be it, but I won’t brook with crew stomping over crew to get to a kill!” 
 
    Jocasta smiled and nodded to her Second Mate. “Well said, Cutter, and thank you. 
 
    “Anyone else,” Jocasta called out. “The departure package comes with a gun, a blade, fifty thousand credits and a hearty handshake goodbye.” Jocasta gave herself a silent count to ten. “Very well,” Jocasta said as she started for the doors. “Siekor, grab a couple hopefuls and make ready to receive incoming cargo from the Governor. The man has been good enough to allow us to keep our permanent pass key in and out of The Territories, and give us a smokescreen reason for being there. Ask Satithe where to lock it down.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” 
 
    “Cutter, get these hopefuls into training. I want them crying by suppertime. If you can’t make ‘em cry, push them to the next level.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!”  
 
    “Shotgun, I have got some very bad news for you, son, report to the main computer room and I’ll read you in.” 
 
    “Already read in by Satithe, Captain,” Kryltane replied. “I’d say it confirms what we discussed.” 
 
    “Then find me a way to protect us from the Jockeys, Mister. See if you can make Satithe faster! 
 
    “Tolip, Murder, Mayhem, Dugger and Llaz, report to the simulator. I want schedules for head-to-head fighter pilot combat runs on my desk before dinner. If any of the hopefuls show some skill, put ‘em to the grill and cook ‘em up right!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!”  
 
    “And Doc, get a drone to get that piece of shit off my ship!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Sati, my apologies for the mess,” Jocasta said as she started for the door. 
 
    “I appreciate the consideration, Captain.” 
 
    “All right people, you have your orders,” Annsura said as the doors closed behind Jocasta. 
 
    “Is it me, or was that the Captain?!” Siekor said to Llaz as he turned to leave. 
 
    “Man, I just hope we find Z fast!” Llaz whispered his response. “Because I feel for the fools that get in her way before she finds him!” 
 
      
 
    Jocasta made it all the way to her office before she showed any sign of emotion. The doors opened and Goldie walked into the room behind her. She stood in front of her desk, gazing at Alpha. 
 
    “Gods, I hate this!” she hissed. “I did so much all on my own before I even met the man. Now I feel like I can’t even cross the room without him!” 
 
    “You had better cross that room,” Goldie warned. “Can you imagine how pissed he’s going to be if you don’t?” Jocasta barked a strangled laugh at the premise and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, he might even speak with contractions again. I’m going to tell you something, Goldie. The best I’ve ever felt in my life came when I felt my absolute worst!” 
 
    “That’s usually how it goes, Captain.” 
 
    “I was dead… you hear me? All but dead, waiting for some prick of a TC to come and just end me. I spent the last of what I had to fuck up his owner and his owner’s little bitch of a daughter! You know, just a nut-crunch for that bastard to chew on as he killed me. I jumped over the railing of their little in-estate arena thinking to myself, ‘this drop should do the trick’. I eye the ground… and there he is… my Z, coming up to catch me! He had ripped through somebody’s teleportation wake, or some crapstack like that, to come and get me.  
 
    “And gods, he looked pissed! I mean, the kind of anger that could cook an egg in its shell! He wrapped his arm around me and I let go. By the time my head was clear, I was home and my First Mate was taking care of me. 
 
    “Now I stand here, looking at one of his greatest creations, and I’m left to wonder one thing: am I good enough to catch him?” 
 
    Goldie eased forward and spoke softly. “If I may speak plainly, what do you think was going through his mind when he was doing all of that stuff to come and get you? You know, aside from the formulas on how to stretch, bend, and entangle reality!” Again Jocasta was made to laugh, and this one she was able to hold a little longer. 
 
    “You know, that might have been the thing that made him the maddest,” she remarked. “… someone making him do all that extra math, and what if he’d got the first set of calculations wrong? He probably would have wound up in a bathhouse with a dildo in his hand wondering what sort of readings that probe could make!” Both of them laughed, and Jocasta thanked Goldie. She then reminded him that even as gifted as he was, Annsura not knowing what those gifts were made it hard for her to use him. Like it or not, he too had to report for training. The doors closed behind him and Jocasta picked up Alpha. She let her fingers drift over the surface of the device that was surprisingly warm to the touch.  
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “I know. I miss him too! But we’re going to find him, you and I. I promise you that! And I don’t make many promises. 
 
    “Satithe, open my vault please,” she requested. Jocasta walked behind her desk and to the wall where her vault was opening. While it was not wide enough to store the Osamu horizontally, it was tall enough to put it away vertically. She set it down gently next to the sextant and other materials, not even seeing that they were still there. “You wait right here, Alpha. Momma’s gonna go get our Z!” 
 
      
 
    Taking her seat at the controls, Jocasta waited for the all-clear signal to be sent to the Bridge. Thirty-five tons of material had been stored aboard her ship, taking up nearly all of one of the medium-sized cargo holds. Scans had been made of the crates and nothing irregular had been found. Jocasta had no idea what anyone was going to do with that much lead and aluminum, but she did not really care. If anything, it served as all the more reason why her ship was as large as it was. She had signed the delivery forms and the port-lock had been removed before she could reach her pilot’s chair. 
 
    “Power to stations,” she commanded. She closed her eyes as she heard the maneuvering thrusters warm up and test fire. The master generator was also churning up extra power for the primary drives. Deolun was no Z, but he did his best to run a tight section. 
 
    “Power to stations… confirmed,” Silnee reported. “Port-lock has been lifted and we have mobility.” 
 
    “Drives at my command,” Jocasta requested as she put on and tightened her gloves. The ship had a different feel to it, but she was about the business of correcting that. It was just going to take some time… and a few rushed calculations. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Deolun called out. “You have full drive capability.” 
 
    “I don’t even know why I’m getting worked up over this,” she thought. “We’re all liable to just stumble into this place, piss off some heavy-hitter and square off in a fight we can’t win. Soon as we’re ready to throw in the towel, here comes Z with a brand new protractor! He’s got new ideas for tools, equipment, and a brand new ship for me!” Jocasta smiled at the thought of it, snorting once before she covered her mouth. She took hold of the controls and composed herself. “Yeah, I could live with that! 
 
    “Here we go, people,” Jocasta announced. “… through the Black Gate!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I love the light for it shows me the way, yet I will endure the darkness because it shows me the stars. 
 
    Og Mandino  
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    (XIII) 
 
      
 
    She gasped, opening her eyes and reaching for her blade. His hand was fast enough to catch her wrist before she could reach her weapon. The room was so dark, she could not clearly see who it was that held her, just the outline of his frame; tall, lean, touched with time, but surprisingly young in spirit. 
 
    “You know I am faster,” he spoke in a very calm and soothing voice as he slowly opened his hand. “… and your inability to remove your hand tells you I am physically stronger. Yet still you live, and all I have done is prevented you from arming yourself. Trust won?” She looked as he massaged her wrist where he had grabbed her. She allowed him to ease the feeling of pain away from her skin. The technique was not entirely physical, which piqued her interest even more. “I was so hoping to have words with you.” 
 
    “Consider it a good beginning then,” S’Vrili said after her wrist was released. “That is, aside from the intrusion into my chambers, which isn’t necessarily an easy feat to perform in itself; a fair beginning indeed. People such as you and I do not need names, but I find conversations are more cordial when they are included. I am S’Vrili.” 
 
    “I am Nugar,” he replied, creating a bit of light in his open palm. The woman who had been called the desert witch by Jocasta and her crew smiled brightly and moved slightly away from the edge of the bed, patting the mattress. 
 
    “Aahhh, you are the one who trained the Star Chaser!” she stated. “You are invited to sit.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nugar replied, releasing the light which held its place and its brightness. “And I apologize for the intrusion.” 
 
    “Forgive this intrusion,” S’Vrili replied, taking Nugar into a very quick embrace.  
 
    Her lips pressed against his mouth and he was pulled into a place where his thoughts and emotions were sampled, acknowledged, and answered in an instant. His hands found her form to be inviting; he had never known the feel of a woman’s skin in such a fashion, and he was eager to take in more of her essence, her passion, and her body. Her back fell to the bed and he was on top of her in the next moment. 
 
    “This makes things simpler,” she panted. 
 
    “Oh yes!” he agreed. “Indeed it does!” Nugar felt young again. It reminded him of the time he had first climbed into a spacecraft to pilot it. His ishah had always been the one who fed his thirst for the Void. She had smiled when others frowned, and her eyes had been the only ones that welled up with tears when he announced he wanted to become a Traveler. 
 
    “Much simpler,” Nugar said as his hand closed around her neck. “You are quite right, milady, it was not an easy feat to attain your chambers. But then again, these aren’t your chambers, are they?” S’Vrili’s eyes flashed wide with shock at the actions taken and the strength Nugar possessed.  
 
    “You have taken refuge in the guest house of a friend. The silks you have hung separate your room from the mainstream of the realm, allowing you this… vanity! I had to assume your shape, form, and essence in order to achieve entry. And how did I manage that, you might ask.” With his free hand, Nugar summoned his Osamu which was glowing bright with starlight. “Let us simply say, I am a very quick study. I taught the Star Chaser, and the Star Chaser has taught me. The moment you made contact with him, I made contact with you!” 
 
    S’Vrili struggled against the iron that masqueraded itself as an arm, and there was no longer any structure to her actions, only panic and the need to breathe. She kicked and flailed, but Nugar was unmoved. If anything, he was spurred to lessen his grip only slightly to allow her one last gasp before cutting off her airway again. 
 
    “The Stars are different here!” Nugar proclaimed. “I am different here! In my system, my people are subservient to the Malgovi but here, the Vinthur could rule! And yes, the notion of how upset my student will be to discover this development has struck me, but Fate has come and she has granted me passage on this trek. 
 
    “The Traveler. The mighty Star Chaser has been bound, captured, and petrified! With the pathetic plans cooking away in the brain of the Terran who means to save him, he will expire without ever having seen the changes that are coming about. 
 
    “You see, the fate of humanity was put into the hands of the Star Chaser, and he has fallen. Give him a warm greeting when next you meet!” 
 
    Struggling as much as her body could, S’Vrili was not able to make the man even budge. Every effort she mounted was negligible at best. It was then that she noticed a pair of eyes looking back at her when she looked at the rod.  
 
    “It is absorbing everything I do,” she realized.  
 
    “Yes, S’Vrili, I have seen much about you and your kind, but only because of the Osamu he built for me. Within its many folds I hold on to his ire and pain. The emotions he would never stoop to express. The loss of his wife and child… the loss of his home as he committed himself to the Rims… and the loss of his heart when he breathed life into those clones!  
 
    “And you are wrong yet again,” Nugar hissed. “My Osamu is not absorbing everything you do, it is absorbing you entirely!” In a flash of light, the struggling Fazbred woman was no more. The oil lamps, the silk scarves, all the affectations of the room began to fade, and Nugar was soon floating in the blackness of space. Only the young male form of light was with him; a starling of incredible power. 
 
    “Are you certain that was for the best?” the young entity inquired. “There is so much which is still unclear to me.” 
 
    “I am not surprised, young Starling,” Nugar answered. “But I am glad you sought me out to resolve this matter. I am forever your most loyal servant!”  
 
    “But you actions have destroyed one who has seen this creature the one that the Stars of the Rims cannot see. He was at Black Gate, where their eyes are dulled by that aperture… it is believed he is now in the Prism Baronies where they cannot see at all!” 
 
    “There is nothing to see, my masters,” Nugar asserted. “He does not enter this place under his own power and it is unlikely he will be alive much longer and with his death, the power of my people may yet be restored. May I return to them now?” 
 
    “Of course, good Traveler and Osur. Return to the Vinthur, and take them back into the light that once empowered them.” The light from the starling grew to a near blinding intensity before it faded. 
 
    Nugar set his feet down on the rug of the bedroom, looking at S’Vrili’s body in the middle of the bed. His eyes squinted as his head tilted to the right. “This is going to be difficult,” he muttered as he pointed his Osamu at her body, removing the stasis field he had erected. As soon as she could move, S’Vrili gasped for air, grabbing at her neck that was no longer held. She coughed and wheezed, rolling off the bed. A force field formed over her blade before she could reach it. 
 
    “I’d like to explain,” Nugar offered as he made a slow approach. S’Vrili’s hand clutched at the first thing she could find and hurled… a pillow. As it struck Nugar in the face, he caught it and smiled. “If nothing else, it was an accurate throw.” 
 
    “Get away from me!” S’Vrili said in a strained whisper. 
 
    “Now you’re just being foolish,” Nugar claimed. “You’re letting a little thing like asphyxiation get between us… and we started off so… vigorously!” S’Vrili did not pay attention to what the Vinthur Osur was saying, and looked for something else with which to defend herself. “I’m not going to let you arm yourself. That would be Dungias’ approach, not mine. 
 
    “And notice that is the first time I mentioned his name,” Nugar added. In her panic, S’Vrili stopped, made a very quick review of their encounter, and stopped to look at Nugar. “I would not speak his name while we were being watched.” S’Vrili looked at the walls of the bedchamber. She could feel outside the room, but it was not the guesthouse she perceived. It was a place of incredible power and potential. “You will owe your friend for new floors, new walls, the ceiling, and of course the furniture, but other than that, I left everything intact.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I had to bring you to a place where we could talk without even the Stars being able to overhear our words,” Nugar explained. “Right now we’re in the holding facility of the Founders school, called The Campus. It was designed and continuously redesigned by–” 
 
    “Zeu Rex?” S’Vrili guessed. 
 
    “And family,” Nugar added. “It would seem that we keep the strangest of company. You have your demons, and I have Stars impersonating young starlings of my home region in order to gain information about Dungias. This particular young celestial lad is really Poma, and she is a Star of the Rims.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying you weren’t trying to kill me. All of this is some sort of ploy?!” 
 
    “The Stars conspire against you, S’Vrili,” Nugar declared. “That is how the demons knew where to find you. And if they conspire against you, there is a chance–” 
 
    “They’re going after Dungias as well,” she quickly concluded before healing her neck. 
 
    “The Rims are tumultuous!” Nugar declared. “I have never seen the like. The Stars have taken council in and among themselves!” 
 
    “You say that like it’s weird,” S’Vrili noted. 
 
    “I have never seen it done among the Chorus of the systems of my people,” he admitted. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone be able to fool the Stars,” S’Vrili countered. 
 
    “I was aided by one whose touch with the Stars is greater than my own,” Nugar explained. 
 
    “And who would that be?” 
 
    “My Queen,” Nugar said as he turned and bowed. The Malgovi woman lowered her veil of light and smiled at the Desert Witch, but she did not walk alone. The one who walked with her kept the hood of his cloak over his head, but the breadth of his shoulders could not be masked. A soft green glow shone from where his eyes should have been. “Allow me to present Galvasti Thuuna BaKedia.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” S’Vrili said, quickly bowing to the woman. 
 
    “She is lovelier than you described, beloved Osur,” BaKedia commented, using Force Energy to make the woman stand. “And I know it is out of respect for our Star Chaser that you kneel to me. I thank you for your graciousness, but this is not the place and we do not have the time. 
 
    “Our Chorus came to me when they prevented the one called Poma from coming to our region and reading the light here,” BaKedia stated and S’Vrili frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Why would they need to come here to read the light of the Stars?” she asked. 
 
    “Because all light that shines from these stars passed through a field erected by the Founders,” BaKedia answered. “It is a field that prevents the light the Rims Stars wish to read.” 
 
    “That’s some filter!” 
 
    “It was designed by one of our most promising students,” BaKedia said, gesturing toward the hooded figure who moved with her gesture and pulled back his hood. Long, black hair had been pulled tight into a ponytail. The glow in his green eyes subsided as he nodded toward S’Vrili. “This is MeJeal Viktor Endigun, Vu-Khan of Dungias. The filter is of his design.” 
 
    “Actually, the design was given to me by the Chorus of Stars here around The Campus,” MeJeal clarified. “They wanted to cover the tracks of their champion… at least until his Star Quest was resolved. In their effort to read this system, the Rims Chorus has shown me how to read their light. We have a lot of work ahead of us, Affiliate. The question that remains is, whether we will have to engage this matter with or without you.” 
 
    “That is not the only question,” S’Vrili stressed. “What you’re saying… what you’re telling me… this is madness!” S’Vrili shouted. “Dungias is in the Rims trying to save humanity! Why would the Stars be against that?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” MeJeal returned. 
 
    “Well, I will take this as a good beginning,” Nugar stated. He bowed his Queen and nodded to MeJeal. “I will leave you to explain and prepare whilst I cover our tracks. We must substantiate our fiction with a bit of fact.  
 
    “BJ,” he called out, “it would seem that I am going to need that body after all.” 
 
    BJ appeared in the room, carrying a dead but exact copy of S’Vrili. The Witch did not know what she was surprised by more: seeing one so young who did not have the feel of youth anywhere but upon the surface his form, or seeing herself dead in the arms of the iconic entity. “Which is why I went ahead and cooked one up for you. Things can get pretty thick once you start messin’ around with entities.” Closing his eyes, S’Vrili could feel his senses pass over her body and that of the corpse. “I think I got the DNA sauce just right. Won’t know until we try though.” 
 
    “Indeed, my friend and mentor, you are right again. Now, if you will excuse me, there is something I must tend to.” The Osamu gave a bright flash of light and Nugar was away, taking with him the makings of the bedchamber and the false S’Vrili. 
 
    “Gotta love the way that old guy gets around,” BJ muttered. “Nothing in the Cosmos like the Jump-Stride!”               
 
    “Indeed,” BaKedia agreed, smiling as she turned. “I shall have to suffice with light. MeJeal, please keep me posted. As you said, there is much that must be done, and that includes engaging the Throne. We can’t expect Dungias to save every system on his own power! Trek well, S’Vrili.” By her second stride of walking, BaKedia’s body had been converted to light and she flew out of the chamber. S’Vrili turned to look at MeJeal and BJ. She was so confused and very much afraid. 
 
    “What to do with you?” BJ asked, licking his lips. 
 
    “What to do with me?” S’Vrili gasped. “Don’t I have some say in the matter?” 
 
    BJ sighed, folding his arms. “If you have to ask, the answer is generally ‘no’!” 
 
    “BJ’s sense of humor takes some getting used to,” MeJeal said as he stepped forward. “I’ve only been at it for seven years, and he still wigs me out.” Offering his hand, a soft smile broke across the young man’s face. “Come with me. First we’ll get you refreshed… then we’ll see to those questions… after that, hopefully, you’ll be able to answer mine. I’m sure it is all very confusing, but we’re both dedicated to helping Dungias.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure it’s Dungias who needs our help,” S’Vrili offered. “I think he’s made his mind up on how he’s going to help humanity. I think that’s the person we should focus on helping.” 
 
    “Oh… you mean my sister?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    – Fini –  
 
      
 
    For the Eager Reader, look for the in-between action in the Bridge Novel 
 
    Rising Gods & Falling Crowns 
 
      
 
    Beyond the Outer Rim will continue in Starflight: The Prism Baronies 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    For Character List & Glossary of Terms visit: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/beyondtheouterrim/ 
 
      
 
    This may be the end of the book, but there is much more to discover 
 
    BEYOND THE OUTER RIM 
 
      
 
    To Enter the Worlds Awaiting You, 
 
    Join the TRIBE at 
 
    http://grussellgaynor.com/tribe/ 
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